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INITIATION 

The fools’  errand is  a  mil i tary t radi t ion,  a  r i te  of  passage and an 

ini t ia t ion to  mil i tary l i fe .   Servicemembers  newly arr ived at  their  f i rs t  

permanent  duty s ta t ion are  sent  on these tasks  by the older ,  wiser  

members  of  the uni t .  

The new member usual ly  learns  the locat ion of  the  uni ts’  

supply,  adminis t ra t ion,  maintenance and t ra ining off ices  while  he t r ies  

to  complete  the task.   Or  the new member learns  something about  his  

new job or  about  mil i tary terminology.  

Navy Pet ty  Off icer  2 n d  Class  Shawn P.  Eklund,  an advanced 

electronic  imaging course s tudent  here ,  once watched as  two airmen 

t r ied to  get  a  contact  sheet  to  pr int  in  focus.   Laying the camera 

negat ive direct ly  on photographic  print  paper  and exposing the pr int  

produces a  contact  sheet .   There is  no focusing involved.  

“When I  saw what  they were doing,  I  had to  walk out  of  the 

room to laugh.   I  walked back in  to  the darkroom and told them they 

needed to  use focusing f luid on the contact  sheet ,”  said Eklund.  

“I  gave them a made-up nat ional  s tock number  and sent  them to 

the  sect ion chief  to get  the  f luid .   The chief  made sure  they got  extra  

photography t ra ining,”  Eklund said,  gr inning.  

Navy Seaman Eric  J .  Brown,  a  basic  broadcaster  course  student  

here ,  said  a  popular  fools’  errand aboard ship is  to  send a  new member 

to  get  a  can of  re lat ive bear ing grease.  



“Relat ive bear ing is  which direct ion an object  is  re la t ive to  the 

bow of  the ship,  and t rue bear ing is  which direct ion an object  is  f rom 

the ship referenced to  t rue north .   After  the  sai lor  re turned to  report  the  

ship was out  of  re la t ive bear ing grease,  I ’d  send him off  to  f ind an I-D-

ten-T form to report  the shortage on,”  said Brown.  

Marine Cpl .  John J .  Watts ,  a  s tudent  in  the intermediate  

photojournal is t  course here ,  said  he once sent  a  Lance Cpl .  in  his  

sect ion on a  fools’  errand to  the Gunnery Sgt .  in charge of  the sect ion.  

“I  told  the lance corporal  to  ask the gunny for  a  P-R-C E-7 and 

15 yards  of  f l ight  l ine.   Another  t ime I  sent  a  Pfc .  to  the commissary to  

look for  Master  Sgt .  Ramen,  and that  he could f ind ‘ top’  Ramen wai t ing 

on ais le  7 ,”  Watts  said,  laughing.  

Army Sgt .  Dennis  L.  Cox,  a  s tudent  in  the basic  journal is t  

course here ,  was on the receiving end of  a  fools’  errand.  

“I  was a  brand-new private .   My NCO sent  me to  look for  

chemlight  bat ter ies .   Because I  didn’t  know they don’t  use  bat ter ies ,  I  

spent  two days going from NCO to NCO, looking l ike an idiot ,”  Cox 

said.  

Navy Airman Amanda L.  Reeder ,  an advanced electronic  

imaging course s tudent  here ,  was s ta t ioned aboard a  smal l  f r igate  when 

she witnessed a  fools’  errand.  

“They told this  new seaman that  the  main mast  had to  be 

lowered so the ship could safely go under  a  br idge.   Actual ly ,  the  

f r igate’s  masts  can’t  be  lowered.”  Reeder  said.  



“The deck crew r igged up a  winch from a civi l ian boat  t ra i ler ,  

some pul leys  and some levers  that  would move when the winch was 

cranked.   They also r igged up a  sound-powered te lephone at  the  ‘mast  

lowering s ta t ion.’   Almost  everybody on  the deck was in  on the prank,”  

said  Reeder  

 “As the ship approached the br idge,  the  seaman was told  to  

turn the crank to  lower  the mast .   He was cranking away,  but  the mast  

wasn’t  going down.   Then he got  a  cal l  to  hurry up,  ‘cause the ship was 

about  to  hi t  the  br idge.   He s tar ted cranking as  fas t  as  he could,”  

Reeder  said.  

 “Then someone on the deck yel led,  ‘We’re  gonna’  crash!   

Hi t  the  deck!’ ,  and everyone hi t  the deck,  including the freaked-out  

seaman who had been t rying to  lower  the mast ,”  said Reeder ,  laughing.  

As long as  there  is  a  mil i tary,  there  wil l  cont inue to  be the 

fools’  errand ini t ia t ion.   So,  i f  you see a  junior  enl is ted asking for  a  

bucket  of  rotor  wash,  a  box of  RPM’s,  a  squeegee sharpener  or  the 

cannon report ,  smile  and hand them a bag of  B-A-eleven-hundred-N’s.  
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