Daily Awareness-Always Awear

By: Wayne R. Spencer

A few years ago when I graduated from high school,  my friends  were beginning to enjoy their summer vacation and planning for their new fall college career.  I  was always a little different and  took a short and very brief 2-week vacation  before I took an oath “to defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic...”  So  I spend the rest of my summer vacation of 1974  in the sandy soil of U.S. Army -Ft. Jackson, S.C. After boot camp I was send to a yearlong cryptographic technician school for the Army Security Agency. Training included classes on terrorism and awareness.  At the time it seemed so unimportant and  a waste of time for me.  Ironic as it seems, the Army Security Agency unit crest said,  “Vigilant Always”.
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I was not for the Vietnam War, however my feelings were and still are that I rather be fighting in someone else’s backyard  rather than our own.  However it seems my father’s generation  and my generation have failed and now it is in our  back yards as you can see since 911.  

As of 911, awareness may have new meaning for some of us.  For others,  it may have no change in our  daily routine.  Since my days as a crypto technician, I have carried that training into my daily civilian life as well as my martial arts training.   I’ll give you some examples  of my daily awareness  and you compare them to you life as you read.

I get up around 5:30  to be at work at 6:30.  Before I leave I walked around my home and take a quick survey of the doors and look out the windows at my neighbors and see if everything looks normal.  As I open the door and exit the house, as I  walk  to my vehicle, looking in and opening the door I am constantly paying attention to my surroundings.  When I get to work I still pay attention to my environment as I  exit the vehicle and walk to my office.  I alternate my driving route a little bit each week.  Some may think that is somewhat a bit extreme, but I have a story for that too. 

The same observations are done when I leave a shopping mall, a restaurant or a movie theater. With a few differences,  as I exit  I will survey the parking lot for any unusual activity.  Such as a group of people walking together or huddled around a vehicle or corner.  But even one person should not be discounted.  Additionally, I always try and park in the same familiar area of the parking lots of the places I frequent.  Well-lit and easy access to the main roads and exits.

Speaking of restaurants,  I always try to get a seat with my back against a wall facing the entrance of the building.  I know where the restrooms  and other exits are located.  It drives my wife crazy sometimes and now my 18-year-old son and I fight over getting that seat where ever we go out.

Why is knowing  where all the exits are important?  Well for one thing, fire and smoke can kill you almost just as fast as a suicide bomber. Lets say a car crashes into the main entrance of the restaurant  you are dinning.  The car explodes into a fireball and the main door is totally cutoff for an exit.  The other restaurant’s emergency door is jammed with frightened and panicked patrons. SMOKE is filling the room quickly!  The kitchen will be the next safest exit if you are so unlucky not to have made it out the emergency exit first.

The same is in the shopping malls.  The quickest exit is  not the main doors you may have come thru initially.  Each store has a back exit to the out side and would be much quicker that running down the mall like a herd of sheep.  

I mentioned earlier about changing your driving route a bit sometimes.  This also applies for other activities that you may participate.  Several years ago when I got out of the military, I was living with my in-laws while our home was under construction.  I would go jogging after work and would try to go before sunset.  My course carried me on  the side of a 4-lane highway and along the sides of  some houses.  I would always face the traffic and stay on the grass as much as possible.  I would go different routes, but the first mile I had to go the same route before I could change the course.  At one point in this course, I would cut between a power line pole and a ground guide wire to avoid a ditch.  On one particular day as I was beginning to cut through the pole and wire quickly stopped.  Someone had attached a thin rusty wire from the pole to the ground wire about neck height to me. My gut feeling was that this was done deliberately.

I could tell you several stories regarding awareness of  my jogging or biking experiences from Virginia through out Europe and Japan.  The ones here in the states have been where bodily harm has been attempted on me the most. By keeping my eyes open and paying attention to my surroundings, I  have kept  from who knows what.

Awareness? Always!
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You and your date, both 16 years old,  have just finished bowling several games.  You washed down some  cheeseburgers with sodas and now you are leaving to take her home.  Maybe  go parking somewhere and make out before taking her home.

As you are walking hand in hand to your car, three young female teenagers approach you.  They cut you off before reaching your car and from about two feet away pull a small handgun and demand money!  You both freeze in that moment and time seems to stop.  The handgun is a small 32 caliber, but from where you are standing the bore is the size of a 16-inch gun like that on a battle ship.  You both raise your hands as you desperately plead that you have just spend all of your money in the bowling ally and now broke.  The young female robber frustrated because you are penny less and fired one shot  into your chest from a distance of two feet.

The  club is closing and I am walking outside to wait for the bus.  I just noticed a fight or some disturbance in the parking lot in front of the building’s entrance.  I stand near the entrance on the curb as a young man walks up to my face. He accuses me of making   some ridiculous statement and punches me in the mouth while one of his accomplices is down on his hands and knees behind me trying to make sure I end up on the ground.  Well, I kept my balance and immediately countered with my own punch to his mouth and instantly I have a group of what seamed like 50 guys trying to jump me.

The two stories above are both true and will give you the endings in a moment.  But first I want to share with you what awareness has become to me and what I tell my martial arts students.

God has instilled in each of us a survival mode called fight or flight.  Awareness is a 24-7 function of daily living that will trigger this mode.  From the time you get out of bed,  do your everyday routines and even while you sleep.  We have all experienced this in some form or fashion.   You may have heard or read from other authors of various stages or colored schemes to recognize what level of awareness you should be in for different circumstances.

I only have two stages or modes of readiness, yellow and red.  Yellow is what I recommend you should always be in. Even while you are sleeping....do you listen?  I know I awake if something strange outside takes place.  A dog barking several houses away, a car turns around in our drive.

My wife and I were sitting in church one morning.  Minutes before the service was to begin, an elderly woman wearing a long raincoat came walking down the center of the church.  She went to the front, turned around and faced everyone, paused and then walked around to the side of the sanctuary and walked to the back of the church and exited.  The strangest thing about her was as she walked in and out, she carried  a large butcher knife and was eating an apple with it.  Cutting slices, eating as she walked and paused in the front.  Not one person said a word to her.  I immediately got up and followed her out to see where she went.  Most of the people were too busy chatting before the service to even know  what we had just seen.  Nothing happened, but the potential was  surely there.  

My point is that even in a place of worship and  in this country we think we are safe from the maniacs of our society. Are we??? We all read the papers and see the news of the crime in communities and across out country.   When it comes down to it, you are your best source of awareness and protection.

Since yellow is a normal  status then what is red?  Red is where you can oblivious see that the fight or flight mode is required. In the first story, fight would have been my mode since I can’t out run a bullet.  In the second story, if I had been more awear to what was happening in the parking lot, I would have gone back in side and waited.

The opening story with was true.  In 1972, Bruce Edwards was a high school friend of mine  that in his sophomore year died in that dirty parking lot because he was broke.  The second story happened to me in 1974 while I was in electronics school at Ft. Gordon, Ga., on post at the enlisted club.  Several drunken guys were  trying to punch and kick me while another group of guys jumped in and aided me.  Within seconds the MP’s drove up and both groups disappeared.

My closing point is-Awareness is your responsibility wherever you are 24-7!

