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MY FIFTEEN MINUTES OF FAME
“Everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes”

Andy Warhol

The commands came  over the public address speaker from the control tower:

“Is the firing line ready? [3-second pause.]

“The line is ready.”  [3-second pause.] 

“Ready on the right?”   [3-second pause]
“Ready on the Left?”  [3-second pause’]
“Ready on the firing line !”
I knew when the man in the control tower said “line,” he would punch the button on the electronic control box to start the process, and three seconds later the bank of  targets would turn to face the shooters.  This was the last day of the last match of the 1954 National  Pistol Championships at Camp Perry, Ohio, on the southern shore of Lake Erie.  We had shot the 90-shot, 22-caliber matches the first day, the 90-shot, center-fire matches the second day, and the 90-shot, 45-caliber matches the third day.  Total 270 shots, possible aggregate score 2700 points.

After the individual matches were finished each day, there was a 30-minute break to allow the teams to get organized before the team matches began.   Many organizations had more than one team. City and state police departments had teams, the National Guard had teams, the Navy, the Marines, and the Coast Guard had teams.   For the .45-caliber matches, there were 78 teams that year, of four men each. 

The U. S. Border Patrol  had only 600 agents in the entire country, and we bought our own target guns and practiced on our own time except for a few days before  a national match. We had two teams here. The Blue team consisted of the four men who had scored highest that day with that gun, and the Gray team consisted of the four with the next higher scores.  The other two men of the 10-man squad acted as team captains and scored the targets of the team to their right. The team captain for the team on target 78 scored the team on target one.  No two teams or two individuals were allowed to score each other for fear of collusion, and no team was allowed to score another team from the same organization.
Each team was assigned one target, so the team match was shot in four relays. The match was thirty shots each—one ten-shot string in ten minutes at fifty yards and two ten-shot strings at 25 yards.  The first was timed fire that allowed twenty seconds for five shots and the last was rapid fire that allowed ten seconds for five shots. Most of the teams used the same system, with the man with the lowest individual score firing first and the man with the highest individual score firing last, the anchor man.  I was firing last on our team and had already fired the first five shots of my ten-shot rapid-fire string.  After one more string of five shots in ten seconds it would all be over until next year.  I had no idea what any of my teammates had scored so far, and I didn’t want to know.  I also had no idea what any of the other teams had scored. This was between my target and me, and I didn’t want any other thoughts intruding.  If I try to think about more than one concept at a time, I can’t do justice to either. 
Before the control tower turned the targets away, we had been given time to inspect them through our spotting telescopes.  While they were facing us, I had found a reference point  beyond my target  exactly where my aiming point would be, so when they edged the targets away from us, I knew precisely where to aim on the edge.  I already had my feet placed as I wanted them.  So as soon as the control officer said “ready on the firing line,” I extended my right arm, pointed my gun at the target, aligned the sights on my aiming point, and began to gently apply pressure to the trigger.   Then when the target began to move, I increased the pressure—all the time keeping the sights perfectly aligned and on my aiming point.  The gun fired just as the targets were fully faced.   
When the first bullet left the barrel, my focus switched to sight alignment and rhythm.  Many times I had used a stop watch to go through a string of rapid fire in my mind, imagining the recoil and recovery, and getting used to the timing of five shots in ten seconds.  So when the pistol bounced up in recoil, I thought sight alignment as I brought it back into firing position—gradually increasing the pressure on the trigger.  I turned things over to my subconscious—sight alignment and rhythm, sight alignment and rhythm, like a metronome ticking off the seconds in my mind.   The target turned away just after the last bullet went through it, and the match was over.
“Cease fire.  Unload.  Clear your weapons.  Guns in the box or on the table,” came from the tower.  Then the targets faced the shooters again and we all looked through the spotting telescopes on our gun boxes to check our scores.

“What did you get,” asked a young Marine Corps lieutenant who had suddenly appeared beside me.    “Nine tens and one nine,” I replied.  “Ninety nine.”
“Then the Border Patrol wins the team match,” he said.  “McMillan shot 98 on his last string and that means the Border Patrol is tied with the Marine Corps Blue Team for first place.  You win because your team had better rapid-fire scores and that’s the tie breaker.” Apparently the Marines had scouts watching the teams that were still in contention and someone had signaled to him what their anchor man shot.  That was two years before  the NRA  inserted a smaller ring inside the 3 1 / 8  inch ten-ring on the official targets and labeled it  the X-ring.  It still counted only ten points, and the number of hits in the x-ring was used only to break ties.
I heard later that Bill McMillan said he would have tried harder if he had known he needed only one more point to win the team championship. On the Border Patrol team we had a different philosophy. Thinking about how many points I needed would have ruined it for me.  Knowing where he stands can be important for a golfer when he needs to know whether to go for the pin and risk a bogey or to go for the middle of the green for a sure par. But it gives a pistol shooter one more thing to think about, and that can’t help.
Harlon Carter was walking on air.  He was the national chief of the Border Patrol and had persuaded me to join that organization the previous year, after I had finished third in the National Midwinter Matches in Tampa, Florida in March.  Before his promotion, he had been a competitive shooter himself, and he wanted me on their pistol team.  That was my first year with the team, and my 30-shot team score was four points higher than any other score on our team.  That was the first time in modern times that the Border Patrol had  won a national team championship.  We were allowed to keep the trophy, a huge sterling silver bowl,  until the following year. The commissioner of immigration was Lt. General Joe  Swing, retired, President Eisenhower’s classmate at West Point and  wartime  commander of the First Airborne Division.   He proudly displayed the trophy  in a prominent place in his office.
I was runner-up for the individual championship that year behind Detroit Policeman Harry Reeves, a six-time national champion, and I was runner-up the following year behind Army Sergeant Joe Benner, who also eventually won it six times.  I was with the team four more years, and each year finished among the first ten for the individual championship.  I started flying for the Patrol in October of 1955 and was promoted to airplane pilot at the regional office in Richmond, Virginia in early 1956.  That curtailed my shooting activities somewhat, but I still went to the national matches each year. 

We didn’t win a team championship in 1955, but in 1956 we won both the center fire and the 45 caliber team championships.  That apparently got the army’s attention, because I’m told that all the army shooters who were there  were transferred to an Army Marksmanship Unit at Fort Benning, Georgia,  where their primary duty would be  practicing  and going to state and regional  shooting competitions all over the country. 

We won the center-fire team championship again in 1957.   The award was a handsome  silver bowl donated by the Smith & Wesson firearms Company.  I was a pilot assigned to the national headquarters them, and when I presented the trophy to the commissioner  he told me to have a walnut base made for it. He said to have a silver plate mounted on the front and engraved  at the top, “U. S. Border Patrol 1957.”  We got Smith & Wesson to pay for it since it would be presented each year to that year’s winner.  There was room for many more entries on the plate, and three additional plates could be added later on the other three sides of the base. 
We won the 45 caliber team championship for the third time in 1958, and General Swing persuaded the Colt Firearms Company to commission a new trophy and retire the big trophy permanently to the Border Patrol. 
 When General Swing left,  Ray Farrell became commissioner of immigration.  He didn’t want the trophy in his office, so he sent it to the Border Patrol Training Center. Later the training center moved and somewhere along the way the trophy disappeared. Nobody seems to know where it went, but it may now be in some lady’s dining room in the form of  sterling silverware.  
No matter what your talents and abilities may be, it’s hard to advance very far in a big governmental organization it you don’t come to the attention of the higher-level supervisors. I was on good terms with the commissioner because of his interest in the successes of the pistol team and because he liked and adopted  my suggestions about an in-service  program for training officers to become border patrol pilots. 
 I also completed all of the in-service correspondence courses and later checked into a cheap hotel and studied day and night to finish second in an intensive eight-week officers’ training school for higher-level immigration officers. A month later he selected me to become district director in San Juan, Puerto Rico.  Most of my successes were based on the old tried-and-true formula—five percent inspiration and ninety-five percent perspiration. I transferred to Puerto Rico in early 1960 and was no longer available for the team.  
I didn’t compete in the national matches again until 1981, seven years after I retired from immigration.  They had several categories of awards in the championship—such as high woman, high military, high civilian, and high senior (age 60 or over).  The first year back, I was second for high senior.  I got married again in June of 1982 and didn’t compete that year.  
Linda, my new wife, encouraged me to continue to compete, so I went back to the national matches in 1983.  I tied with Gil Hebard for the senior championship that year, but he had more Xs so he got the trophy. Then I won the senior trophy in 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, and 1988.  I lost it in 1989 to Don Hamilton, a retired Navy Chief Petty Oficer who had become eligible that year because he would be 60 in December.  He held the record for the highest score ever recorded at the national matches at that time, 2667 out of a possible 2700.  
I won it again in 1990, when I was  seventy years old, but I had some help.  Don was one point ahead of me after the 22 matches.  I beat him by two points in the center-fire matches, so I was one point ahead of him going into the 45 matches on the last say.  But a storm blew in from Lake Erie soon after the first relay started. The wind blew many of the cardboard targets out of the frames, and the driving rain soaked the electronic target controls so thoroughly that they ceased to operate. The storm lasted so long that the match officials had to cancel the 45-caliber matches, and the NRA awarded the trophies based on the scores from the first two days.  That made me the winner for the last time.
I had known Don for years and we were friends.  He shook my hand later.  “Congratulations,” he said, smiling.  “I didn’t expect to have to compete with both you and God.”                     
Don beat me like a drum in 1991, and I never went back. I had been spending a lot of time, effort, and money to be competitive. I was 71, and it was time to retire from the game.  I sold all my guns and related equipment in 1992, and I have never fired a shot since. 
 “Times change, and the old order passes.”  I don’t know who originally said that, but it’s true.
Some people have asked me, “Why can’t you just shoot for enjoyment it and not worry about winning?  But they don’t know, then nobody can explain it to them.  I’m old and overweight, and I suppose it’s the same reason I don’t go the beach wearing Speedo bathing trunks.  I don’t want to look ridiculous.
JOE  WHITE

