Today is January 17, 2014.  This is Fidencio Marbella with the Westchester Public Library in Westchester, IL.  Today we will be speaking with Mr. Michael William Plumtree.  Michael served in the United States Marine Corps in 1971 as a private first class.  This interview is being conducted for the Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress.  Alright, let’s go ahead and get started.  Michael, why don’t you tell us when and where you were born and a little bit about your family growing up.
Well, I was born in Chicago, IL, mother, father and a younger brother, grew up on the north side of Chicago.  After the first twelve years we moved to the suburbs and been in the suburbs ever since.  That’s pretty much it as far as that goes.  I didn’t show any interest in the service until I was middle, later teens.

Was there any history of military service in your family?

Yeah, my father was in the army, served over in Germany and I believe my uncle was in.  My brother wasn’t in; I was the only one in the immediate family, other than my father.

What made you decide to join the Marine Corps?

Well, to be honest with you, growing up I kind of got with the wrong crowd, and the way I was going was kind of either going to the service or possibly a little community service or jail time the way things were going.  I thought, well, I’ll try the Marine Corps.  Of course the recruiter, the way they talked about the service it was going to be all fun and games and of course I found out when I got in that it wasn’t.  That’s why I joined because I wanted to get away from the crowd and things weren’t going good at home and I thought, let’s do something with my life.

So was your family pretty supportive? 

Yeah, my mom was, she was a little upset that I joined; she didn’t want me to go in.  My dad thought it was a good thing and after I got in and started learning a few things I thought I made the right choice.

Were they worried because this was during the Vietnam War?

Well, we never really talked too much about that.  My MOS was going to be a field radio operator had I went, but I never went.

You were lucky.

Yes, I was.

So you left for basic training when, about February, 1971?

February 2 or somewhere in there in 1971 and went to California, Camp Pendleton, California and that’s where I did my basic training and after that they had the infantry training and I went through most of that and wound up, I think I had about a week to go in that training and that was it.  Then I would’ve been off to wherever I was going but I wound up in the hospital with an asthma attack for twenty days.  They ended up coming in and discharging me for that.

For asthma?

Yeah.  I mean I enlisted with it, told them I had it.  “We’ll cure you of that boy.”  Of course they didn’t and unfortunately I was discharged and I figured out that I had six months and four days where I was eligible for benefits but they got me down for five months and twenty days of actual service so the only benefit I got was hospitalization and that’s it.
So the minimum would’ve been six months?

Yeah, so I’m a little disappointed that that happened.  I even told the captain, “Sir, the private will do all the ITR all over again if necessary.”  Nope, we have to let you go and of course I lost a lot of benefits that way and I tried to fight it and I lost it, so that was it.  I wasn’t looking for any compensation; I wanted just whatever benefits a serviceman had coming, dental.  Thank God I had hospitalization which I still to this day, now I have to pay for it and I’ve been paying a small percentage and back then I didn’t have to but between budget cuts and whatever goes on in the government.  Now a guy like me is paying, like if I see the eye doctor, $50.00.  Okay, granted, if I went to, I don’t want to use the word, regular doctor or private doctor, I should say, an eye examine would be a couple of hundred.  Back when I got out I didn’t have to pay, I was working, my wife was working, and we didn’t have to pay.  Now I haven’t worked for a couple of years and I’m paying and I really don’t understand why.
You just want what’s fair.

Yeah.

So can you tell us a little about your basic training?  We always hear horror stories about it.

Yeah, well, got down to California.  Of course from Chicago to California I thought it was going to be about eighty degrees and when we got there at night I had nothing but a t-shirt on and it was pretty cold and we must’ve stood outside on two little, yellow footprints per person.  They had them painted on the ground where you had to stand.  I don’t know how many hours we stood there but we must’ve been up from the time we got off that bus ‘til the first time we went to bed was over twenty four hours.  I mean, they, of course the first week was like induction where you got some shots, you got some clothes.  It was pretty nice, it wasn’t the horror stories that I thought.  We got our phone call, to call home after the first week and I, listen, I’m having a ball down here, don’t worry about a thing Mom and Dad, and then we met our drill instructors and I wish I had that phone call over again.  I wanted out so bad.  I mean the first day we’re in line and I’m carrying a footlocker and I’m carrying my duffel bag full of stuff. I guess my notebook fell out of my bag and of course it was already marked with my name on it and “Who’s Private Plumtree?”  Uh, that’s me.  “That’s me?  Sir, yes sir, out of your filthy mouth.  Is this yours?”  Yeah.  Smack!  Smack in the face a couple of times with it.  “I didn’t tell you to drop this thing.”  And I said, aw man, and I even thought this is it, I’ve got to get out of here one night, but I didn’t know north from south, so I said I’m stuck here.  I’ve got to make the best of it, and I did.  So after the first week, like I said, when we met the drill instructors, we started with the training.  I mean there was physical training, mental training.  No matter what we did, or how we tried to do it, they would find, the drill instructors would find a way to find something wrong with it, no matter what.  I mean, I remember our first rifle inspection.  Well, most of us passed except for some who had a really bad rifle that was dirty, really bad.  There was a guy that did a hitch in the navy that joined the marines and he said “you’re not going to pass your second inspection, no matter what.”  I said, yeah sure.  So I made sure my rifle was really clean.  Well, they got to me and a few other guys and the rifle wasn’t clean so the barrel got shoved down the back of my shirt.  The trigger mechanism got shoved in my pants, the front.  I looked like I was a scarecrow with these rifle parts all over me.  I mean, they treated everybody the same.  We were all equally worthless as it says in the movie.  But what I liked mostly about the Marine Corps was the fact that I don’t care if you only went to eight grade or you were a college graduate, we all got treated the same.  They really didn’t, as long as you followed the orders and did what you were supposed to do, you were okay.  But then again, somebody else messed up then the whole platoon would have to go through exercises.  We couldn’t come out of the bathroom fast enough for the drill instructors, so we’re running in and out of the bathroom ten, twenty times.  They had a thing called the pit, and it was, well, it was a pit, at an angle, about forty degrees and the dirt was loose and of course when somebody messed up there’s where we went and exercised.  

In the pit?

In the pit.  I mean, you’ve got dirt, dust, all in your nose.  By the time you got out of there you looked like a, you were so covered in dirt you looked terrible.  There were some good times in basic and you met a few guys and you got to know some people.  I remember one inspection I didn’t have my shower shoes, as they called them, like thongs, flip flops, whatever, and it was a captain’s inspection.  Well, they went by me and noticed.  The captain, “where’s your flip flops?”  Sir, the private doesn’t have them sir.  He walked on and, I got it made, I skated on this one.  Well about a half hour later, “Private Plumtree report to the duty office.”  And I think I did pushups and six count burpees for a good two hours or something like that.  I’ve got to believe that that captain chewed out that drill instructor, who chewed out the platoon sergeant, who then came down and chewed me out.  Ended up I had to bring my footlocker on top of that and before that they actually kind of crawled into that footlocker looking for those shower shoes.  I mean you had a box that’s what, a couple of feet wide, a couple of feet high.  So there I am, crawled up in the box, sitting in there, you know.  I guess their whole idea was to, and it’s just a guess on my part, to break everybody down and then rebuild the person, and they did.  I’ve got to say this, if I took the other choice instead of the service, half of those guys are dead now and the other half are in jail and I think the service changed my life and I’m glad I was in  If I had to do it all over again, I would do it again.
So the whole point of group punishment was to kind of make you rely on each other?

Yeah, I believe that, and there were a couple of guys in there that just didn’t seem to care and then it was up to us to kind of motivate them a little bit.  Like a guy didn’t want to take a shower, well we gave him one.

Kind of peer pressure then.

Yeah.  They wanted you to work as a unit; you could not go off and try to be, for lack of a better word, a hero yourself.  That’s where you’ll get everybody killed.  You worked together, that is the whole thing.  Teamwork, working together, helping each other out, watching each other’s back.  Of course we built ourselves up with the exercise, we got healthier, we thought for ourselves a little bit, but it was learning to take orders.  Nobody likes to take orders, I think what they were trying to do and it works.  

Tell us about what kind of weapons you trained with.

Well, I believe I started with an M-14, the rifle and we didn’t actually shoot the rifle until we had practice at the rifle range, which was training down the road.  We had this rifle all the time to get used to it, to take it apart, to clean it, but we never shot it right off the bat.  There was a .45 caliber pistol, but those we didn’t keep with us, those they handed out for target practice with those.  Those were basically the only two weapons until you went to the ITRs, infantry training or something like that and then we had M-16s and I remember when I went to the rifle range with the M-14.  For me personally, the thing had such a kick, it kept hitting me in the upper cheekbone on the right side.  I didn’t qualify the first week, so the second week my platoon went to KP duty and I had one more week to qualify, otherwise I probably, I’m guessing, would have either been discharged or have to go through the whole procedure all over again, but I ended up qualifying and I think I made it by two points or something like that.  I didn’t care for that particular rifle.  We had the M-16 and I’m waiting for that thing to kick and it didn’t.  I mean that was, I preferred that over the M-14.

So what did you have to do to qualify?

Well, it was a rifle range, and you would start off, I don’t know, I can’t remember if it was yards or meters to be honest with you but it was first one hundred to a hundred and fifty where you’d stand and take aim and fire at a target with a bulls eye and all that and then you would go back, I think another hundred, maybe it was yards, I’m not sure, but you would actually sit a certain way and they would have you fire that way.  Then the last one was probably four to five hundred meters, yards, whatever it was and you were in the prone position.  Those were the three different positions for firing the rifle.

It sounds pretty difficult shooting from a sitting position.

Well, actually it was easier than the standing position because as you’re coming down, once it’s there, they teach you how to breathe, you take a deep breath in, let a little out, hold it, squeeze the trigger, don’t jerk it.  But I found the sitting position was easier than standing and of course where I qualified was the prone where it was a possible fifty points and I ended up getting forty eight.  I needed forty six to qualify and I got forty eight and I didn’t do too well on the standing.

That’s pretty good.

Yeah, I kind of, he said after I qualified “Yeah, boy, you could’ve been a sniper.”  I said, well whatever the Marines want sir.  

Now how did you end up picking a specialty in the Marines?  You mentioned about a radio. 

I didn’t pick that.  That was from, I guess, I’m just guessing now, from whatever tests I took and how I qualified, that was just going to be my job, I was going to be a field radio operator.

So they gave you written aptitude tests?

Yeah, that was a part of the first week.  There were those tests and of course like I said we got shots, there was a lot of testing going on the first week and that’s just where I came out.  That was going to be my job.

Now the Marine Corps has a reputation for being fighters, throughout the world.  Did they give you a lot of training in hand to hand combat?

As a matter of fact there were a couple of classes on that.  There was a choking class that we had.

Choking?

Yeah, where you choked somebody out.  Of course the guy that I had as a partner, he’s telling me, let’s fake it, who wants to get choked out?  I go, yeah okay, so I was going to choke him first and the drill instructor says no talking, there was complete silence, when I blow that whistle you let go of the person.  So I got this guy when the first whistle blows and I’m making off like I’m choking him real good and his eyes closed and the whistle blows and of course he gets up and he’s fine.  I’m expecting the same thing back.  Well he comes up and he chokes me out and I was out cold.  It was only for like a couple of seconds and that was it and then the drill instructor says for all those that didn’t get it right the first time you’re going to have one more shot and this guy looked at me and I said you’re going out pal.  I put him out.  But that was with the hands.  Part of your bottom thumb would go on the carotid artery and you hold like this here and you just put in and within four or five seconds the person is out.  If you would hold that another four or five seconds longer you could possibly kill him.

That sounds pretty dangerous.

Yeah, it is, that’s why it was very important.  I got back here to where I lived and I was messing around with a few of my friends doing that and being not real experienced with that I kind of put it a little hard and the guy started to shake and I remembered they said push on the stomach to get the air out and I did and the guy was fine, but I was a little scared when he started shaking and he was out.  And the other part of it was, they showed us with a rubber hose how to come around, sneak up, it’s basically the same thing on the artery but only with a hose.  That’s pretty much all for the basic training that I had.  I’m sure there would’ve been more training had, in the years that I enlisted, close combat or something like that.

Are there any fellow marines that have kind of stuck out in your mind?

Well, there’s two guys actually.  Jim Perry, which once we were discharged we never saw each other but he was a guy that was on the fat squad, the pig squad, in other words, the guy was overweight.  Now when I enlisted, I was, I believe, 118 pounds when I enlisted, and I just made it.  When I got out I weighed 124 so I put a little bit on.  This guy Jim was on the fat squad being overweight and I was put on double rations of food, which was great because I could handle it.  The guys that were on the fat squad, they were on lettuce, water, no starches of any kind.  And they made me or they made those guys, we were all together.  So those guys are eating lettuce and I’ve got a plate full of potatoes, bacon, whatever, and I felt sorry for this guy.  He’s telling me one night, we have this big physical test the next day and I don’t know if, I’m so hungry, and this and that.  We weren’t supposed to have chow in the barracks and I had a couple of boxes of cereal that I stuffed in, that I got away with, and I gave them to him and he was so happy because he said that helped him pass, but like I said, once I got out, I never saw or heard from him again.  The other guy was a guy named Bob Crane.  Skinniest guy, like me, you look at him, he had a face like a baby, he probably looked like I did too, but the guy could drink, so he said.  I said yeah, yeah.  Turns out he lived in Winnetka.  Now I lived probably, I don’t know, I think it was Berwyn at the time, we exchanged phone numbers and I got out and he was getting out shortly after that and I gave him a call.  Well, I went out there and he lived out in Winnetka, and of course, we started drinking and I told him I could out drink you, no you can’t.  Well, they found me later on in the bathroom, my head in the toilet.  I must’ve passed out there or something, but we went to a football game, they had season tickets for the Bears and I don’t know if you yourself personally remember there was a big, concrete wall down at one point in Soldier Field and we were the first seats off that concrete wall, dead center and I ended up, I talked to the guy for six months to a year, not every day but I guess one day when I called the phone number had been changed and that was the end of that.  I don’t know what happened.  But those are the only two guys that kind of stick out.  We were kind of close because we were all shorter guys, littler guys.  Oh, you mentioned something earlier about training.  We actually used those pugil sticks and they put me up against some big guy and I might’ve gotten one or two shots in on him with this thing but he ended up putting me down, because like I said, I was never a big fighter and actually, I was a little scared.  We had helmets on and that but like I said, I didn’t win with him.  Somebody my own size that I got another shot with, I was able to put him down before me but maybe I got lucky, who knows or maybe I got better and lost a little bit of the fear, I don’t know, but we did that too.
Could you explain what the pugil sticks are?

Well, it was like a giant q-tip actually and you wear something like a football helmet and you hold on to it and it’s more or less for close combat.
Hand to hand?

Hand to hand combat and stuff like that and you know, I mean you hit a guy in the leg with it or something, you don’t score any points because it’s not, you hit him with the end of it in the head, chest, that’s good enough, that would be considered a kill or something like that.  But we did have bayonets but we did not practice with bayonets.  It was just part of our equipment, just to get used to it.  Everywhere we went that rifle seemed to be strapped onto us at all times.  I mean we slept with them one night.  I mean I can think of something better to sleep with than a rifle, but it was just, toward the end of basic training there was guard duty.  Of course you had all your general orders that you had to know by heart.  Of course I don’t remember any of them anymore.  I mean the only thing I remember is my service number.  All in all, I think, they cut, they stopped the draft just after I enlisted and my personal opinion is that I don’t think they should have done that.  I think that everybody that lives in this country should at least, in peacetime anyway, serve one year, just to know what it’s like to serve your country a little bit and you might appreciate it a little bit more.

That’s interesting you say that.  Every veteran we’ve spoken with so far has said exactly the same thing, that everyone should serve some form of service to the country, whether it’s military or some kind of volunteer service because it makes us all appreciate the country and it makes us all more united.

I have a guy that I know too and it’s sad but I tend to agree with him a little bit.  He was in the Marines and he was in Nam and saw some live action.  The way the country is, I don’t want to get into politics the way it is today,  it doesn’t seem to be, number one, that the veteran isn’t getting treated that fairly like he was and just, that everything in general the way things are going with this country, we’re both a little disappointed.  We went and fought, he can’t find a job, I’m sixty years old and I’ve been out of work a little over two years and I’ve applied for many jobs and I’m not getting work and that’s the killer.  I’ve still got some good years left to go to work and unfortunately the jobs that are out there, yeah okay, you can drive a bus for twenty hours a week at $10.00 an hour, what’s that going to do for me.  I mean if I have to do it I’ll do it and I have done it but, we’ll stay back on the subject here.  I don’t want to get off the subject too much.  

So you were in for about six months, and you mentioned you had to leave because of asthma.  How did that happen?  Did you just have an asthma attack?

Yeah, before I went in I had asthma as a younger child and I had a ton of allergies and I don’t know if it was the dirt, the dust, whatever, but I was in a class and I was having trouble breathing and the corpsman pulled me out and I kept telling him leave me alone but he pulled me out anyway.  Of course one of the Marine staff sergeants, oh, we’ve got another case of asthma here supposedly?  Well, it turns out I had that, they just kept me in the hospital.  I was allergic to, you name it, I was allergic to it.  I finally, about four or five years after I got out of the service I outgrew a lot of this stuff, but to this day if, for example, if there was a cat in this room, within fifteen minutes I’m going to have trouble breathing.  If I’m here any longer, I’ll be wheezing and this and that, so that’s what I’m still highly allergic to is cats.  That’s all I can say on that.
So while you were at Camp Pendleton, did you have any chance to have any kind of leave or weekends off?

No.

So you were there for straight . . .

I was there for the straight shot.  Now once I graduated the first part of boot camp they did give us, I think it was a week off and of course I came back to the family and I was here a week and then I was back to the ITR and right away you get in there “Sir, yes Sir!” and the guy says, listen, you’re not in boot camp anymore, you graduated, you’re a Marine.  It’s just “Yes Sergeant, no Sergeant.”  He says don’t get me wrong, I’m going to kick your, you know or whatever, and it was a little different, and then I really appreciated it because all that pressure was, I mean you still had to make sure your shoes were shined, your bed was made, you’re following orders, but it wasn’t that, you’re going to the pits anymore, unless you really screwed up, or something, it was more relaxed, is a better word.  There was going to be some more intensive training in there as time went on but it just never happened for me.  But I was all set to make a career out of the service because I wasn’t getting along with my father, I didn’t have a girlfriend.  Me and my brother weren’t getting along.  I mean the only one I was getting along with was my mother.  I respected my father, don’t get me wrong, but he had his way and I had my way and it was like, here I’m going to make a career out of the service, do my twenty, twenty-five, and get a nice pension get out and get a job, planning for the future already then, which before I went in the service it was just, where am I going to get some more money to get some more drugs or something, or get another bottle of whiskey, whatever.  I mean, that’s where I felt the service did me good because it changed my whole way of thinking.  Of course when I got out, as strict as my father was, he didn’t like the way I was dressing, he said, get rid of those clothes or move, so I ended up moving.  That’s why I was interested in making a career out of the service because I said, “Dad, I was in the Marine Corps.”  “I don’t care; you’re living in my house.  My house, my rules.”  Which he was right.
I was going to ask you how your life afterwards has been affected by your time in the service but it sounds like you’ve covered that pretty well.

Yeah, I mean I ended up meeting my wife, I’ve been married now, oh God, come this March, forty-one years. 

 Congratulations.
Yeah, thanks, it’s funny, I know two guys who got less for murder.

Don’t let your wife listen to this interview.

We have a son, he’s twenty-seven and he’s going to be twenty-eight this March also, he’s a police officer for Oakbrook Terrace.  That’s what he wanted to do, of course he went to college, the whole shot, he’s doing his thing and I’m happy for him and that’s the only child we have, just the one son, Clayton.  

Any other closing thoughts, anything you might want to share with us?

Well, I just hope that the economy or something changes and they start appreciating the servicemen a little bit more.  I mean they say they’re doing all they can but I think they can do a little bit more.  I’m not looking for; don’t get me wrong, I’m not looking for free housing or a disability check or anything like that.  I’m just looking for a fair shake like all the rest of the veterans and all the rest of the people in this country are looking for.  That’s pretty much about it.

Thanks so much for sharing your stories and memories with us today.  Thank you.

You’re welcome. 

