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% Introduction

ife in the military is no picnic. The U.S. services—Army, Navy,

Marines, Air Force, Coast Guard, and National Guard—all require
strict discipline in a rigid hierarchy. The training is diabolically tough,
and that’s just the beginning. The pay isn’t much, and living conditions
can be primitive.

Assignments can be harsh. Baghdad, for example, routinely hits
120°F on summer days. Parts of Afghanistan are snowed in for most of
the winter. Missions are often not only dangerous but potentially lethal.
On the other hand, when duties are not life-threatening, they can be
mind-numbingly tedious.

So, how do our military men and women survive? We think a well-
developed sense of humor is a key to their equanimity. It lets these put-
upon heroes relieve their tensions with laughter.

All of the anecdotes in this book were sent to Reader’s Digest by
men and women of the U.S. military and their families. There are
more than 500 separate stories of contemporary life in uniform—
with its contradictions, its foibles, and its ridiculous mixups and
misunderstandings. We applaud these all-too-human people who are

able to laugh at themselves while still bravely defending our country.
— THE EDITORS
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With his squad at attention, my father’s drill sergeant began
inspecting their rifles. Grabbing one soldier’s M-1, he peered down the
barrel only to be stared back at by a spider. “Two demerits,” yelled the
sergeant. “Why two?” asked the private. “One for keeping an unclean
weapon,” said the sergeant. “And one for keeping an unauthorized pet.”

—KATHLEEN SHEEHY

If he wasn’t already aware of the dangers inherent in military
life, things became pretty clear for my son with one look at his Marine
boot camp itinerary. On one of the first days, Bayonet Techniques was
scheduled for the morning, Following that: Beginning First Aid.

—TOMMY SISSON

“All you idiots, fall out!” shouted the sergeant at the soldiers
standing in formation. As the rest of the squad dispersed, one soldier
remained at attention. The sergeant stalked over and raised a single
eyebrow. The private grinned.

“Sure was a lot of them, huh, sir?”

—MATTHEW HAWORTH

Basic training for new Army recruits includes small arms
instruction. One enlistee goes out to practice on the rifle range, where he
tires 99 shots, missing the target every time. “You are the worst rifleman
I've ever seen!” says his drill instructor. “What were you in civilian
life?” “I repaired telephones,” replies the recruit, “and I don’t know
why I can’t hit the target. Let me see ..” He gives his rifle the once-over,
checks it again, and finally a third time. Then he places his hand in front
of the muzzle, pulls the trigger—and blows off the tip of his finger. “Well,

that answers that,” says the phone guy, in obvious pain. “The bullets are

Basic Training | 6
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“Today, gentlemen, I have some good news and some bad news,”
said our platoon sergeant during our morning lineup. “First, the good
news. Private Tomkins will be setting the pace on our run.” The platoon
began to hoot and holler, since the overweight Tomkins was the slowest
guy in the group. “Now the bad news. Private Tomkins will be driving a
truck.”

—RICK STOVER
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