
Basic Training
My First Week
The draft wasn’t pleasant in 1966.  You only had to serve two or possibly three years, but it was the Army, and most draftees were going to Vietnam – fighting on the ground.  I was in my second year of college when the fraternity I had pledged, and all those fun things that go along with frat life, somehow crowded out the necessities of my daily classroom work.  Hence, I found myself lacking the credits needed to maintain full-time status.  I could feel a draft seeping through the cracks in my grades. 
Unknown to my parents, I talked to a Navy recruiter.  He began by asking me if I liked girls and if I liked traveling to other countries.  I said yes, and then he said it is a lot of fun sailing around the world, and there were always many neat things to do.  Sometimes you even get to steer the ship.  After about thirty minutes, he thought he had convinced me that it was a big party, and after a couple of weeks, I might be in charge of the whole thing.  I didn’t believe him.  When I talked to the Air Force recruiter, he told me that when I started basic training, I wouldn’t like it, but afterward, I would look at it like a big Boy Scout camp.  Additionally, based on my test scores, I could do whatever I qualified for.  I scored in the top bracket on everything but mechanical, where I scored in the second-highest bracket.  So, by scoring the way I did, other than mechanical jobs, I was qualified to go to any of the top technical schools in three of the four categories.  He neglected, however, to mention that the “fine print” indicated you got what you wanted if they needed someone in the field of your choice at the time.  Thankfully for me, later on, they did assign me to a school requiring a top score and even had to qualify for a top secret cryptologic clearance.  But that’s another story. 
I hadn’t signed up yet, but I was ready to. Time was running out.  The evening I told my dad, I remember him not having a positive or negative reaction.  He was just calm and collected as usual.  During WWII, he was in the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services counterintelligence – the forerunner of the CIA.  Maybe his quiet demeanor was a result of those years.  When we both told Mom, she was more startled than anything.  Remember, each night the news showed all the bad news about the war and live news feeds of the actual combat.  I assured her that I wouldn’t be doing that – at least that’s what I told her.
I arrived for basic training about 4:00 pm, or rather 0600, and distinctly remember my first night and about half of the next day.  There were guys with long, and I mean long, hair.  Beards and mustaches on some, but mostly clean-shaven.  Some had on jeans, some shorts, some sweatsuits, and an entire range in between.  Some guys were well-dressed, and some were in tatters.  We left for the barbershop early the next morning.  Everyone got the same haircut, which was no hair at all.  We then went to get our uniforms, which differed only in size.  New shoes, socks, underwear, and even a sack with razors, blades, soap, and spray deodorant.  We didn’t need combs.  The next morning, there were seventy-five guys all with the same deodorant spray scent.  I have not purchased that kind of underarm spray since, and probably never will.  
The transformation that occurred was unbelievable.  Everyone was now the same.  I doubt I could have matched anyone I saw upon arrival with the same person then.  No rich kids, no poor kids.  Those with a smart mouth got it shut very quickly, and those who didn’t speak much soon did – and very loudly when shouted at by the drill instructor.  You did what you were told to do with no backtalk.  We all looked the same.  We all spoke when asked for a response and shut up otherwise.  Some guys had a little lighter skin, and some were a little darker.  Some are a little taller, and some are shorter.  It didn’t make any difference.  We all had the same shoes, socks, underwear, and uniforms on – and deodorant.  No hair, so that completed the all-conforming look.  We all showered, shaved, and sat on one of the ten commodes (toilets) that were lined up two feet apart right outside the communal shower.
This group ate together, marched together, jumped up and down and did pushups together, poured over classwork together, fired identical weapons at the firing range together, and slept on bunk beds – all snoring together in one big room.  I don’t remember a fight, and quite frankly, I don’t even remember any arguments, although I’m sure there must have been a few.  If they did happen, they didn’t last long and didn’t result in any problems.
My point?  Seventy-five guys, all the same, starting from day one – from scratch.  The military.  The great equalizer.  If you liked what you had done with your life previously, you could continue, with, of course, a few modifications.  If you are unhappy with your past, now is your opportunity to start over.  In our very own way, we did just that.  Some, much more than others.
Basic training was easy.  One day, however, about a week in, each of us got assigned a task outside the daily routine.  Except for a whole bunch of empty bunks with mattresses, I was to guard this otherwise empty building that would soon house about seventy-five enlistees.  The brand-new recruits had gone to their first processing stations to receive their haircuts, uniforms, shoes, boots, underwear, toiletries, and caps – everything they would need for the next six weeks.  Everything – but the hair that was cut from their heads - would be put into a duffel bag.
The training sergeant for this new group told me to lock the screen door after he left, and if I let in anyone but him, he would bring charges against me.  No problem.  However, about three hours later, a truck arrived with everyone’s duffel bag.  It looked like rain, and it was about a thirty-minute march from where they were to the barracks I was guarding.  The sergeant didn’t want anyone caught in a possible downpour with all their belongings.  He sent two recruits in a truck with all their duffel bags.  They were to immediately take everything inside when they arrived.
I was quite aware of what I should do, but I was also threatened with jail time if I unlocked the door.  I told the two guys that I couldn’t let them in, so they unloaded everything onto the street and waited.  I was dreading the return of the other recruits and the instructor.  I heard them marching a block away and was sure my heart was beating to their footsteps.  Watching from inside, I could see the instructor screaming at the guys who had piled everything on the street and not in the barracks.  Then I saw them both pointing at me.  He raced up to the door and ripped it open, as it was only being held by a small clasp.  He yelled that if it had rained, he would have made me pay for everything that was ruined.  He then, thankfully, screamed at me to leave. 
It may seem strange that I hadn’t used common sense, but I was following orders.  And I was going to be wrong no matter what I did.  As a note, I would have let them in if it had started to rain – and I would have helped them move all those bags of clothes.
Dennis Swartz
