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On September 11, 2009, Marines and Sailors from 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines conducted a memorial hike to the “Cross.”  The Cross sits atop the ridge line above Camp Horno.  The hike to the Cross is a grueling four miles straight up, but its significance is far more important: the Cross represents the heart and soul of the 1st Marine Regiment.
September 11th has national significance.  On this day, the battalion conducted the hike to remember the 3000 Americans who were killed in 2001.  But closer to home, the battalion conducted the hike to remember the Marines from this battalion who have given their lives in the defense of our nation since that fateful day.  
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In 2004, five Marines and one chaplain spent two days carrying the cross to the top of the ridgeline.  The enclosed picture is an eerie reminder of the famous Iwo Jima flag raising:  5 Marines and 1 Sailor hoisting a testament of our sacrifice and subsequently three of the six original bearers have lost their life in combat during that conflict.  Today the Cross is surrounded by various types of memorabilia such as pictures, identification tags, plaques, and even bottles of liquor and beer cans.  One can not help but feel a tangible pain when imagining the family members, friends and fellow brothers-in-arms each making their own individual trek up the mountain to memorialize their loved ones. 
The battalion gathered at 0630.  The California humidity was already becoming oppressive.  As the battalion marched up the ridge line carrying its fighting load, the combination of the steep incline and weight, it was apparent to all that this was the most challenging hike conducted by the battalion thus far.  Leading his 800 plus Marines to the top of the ridgeline, when Lieutenant Colonel Watson crested the final incline, he glanced at his watch.  Originally thinking it took longer than expected, his next thought was overwhelming – 8:46am.  The exact time the first airplane struck the first tower.  

At the top of mountain, the battalion gathered around its commander and the Cross.  The Battalion Commander explained the significance of the location and stressed upon all of his Marines the importance of brotherhood and sacrifice.   With a deployment to Afghanistan less than a year away, these words are no longer aesthetics that don recruiting posters.  The memorial continued with a prayer given by Chaplain Lee, followed by the reading of every Marine’s name from 3/1 who has been killed since combat operations began on September 11, 2001.  The lone ring of a bell for each Marine’s name will echo in our souls for a lifetime.  
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What started off as one more event on the training schedule, this journey will serve as a physical, mental, and moral reminder of the hardships and sacrifices that we as Marines/Sailors and our families must endure.  

