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It was already becoming a typical northern Thailand morning, even at 0330 when I was obscenely awakened for my 0530 flight.  The wake-up shake from the guy on duty was at the correct time, but much earlier than my body and mind assumed reasonable.  My hooch was about fourteen feet by twenty, and that is where I lived with my three mates – all of us airborne operatives with the same rank until I was promoted about six months later.  As an aside, they all laughed at me when I took the test for Staff Sergeant, and they told me that no one made E-5 until they reenlisted – and that’s the way it was or was supposed to be, I guess.  I took the test anyway and was the only E-4 in the squadron, even some with over four years of service who received their fourth stripe.  
We had moved our bunks and lockers several times and finally settled on two tall lockers on each side facing the front door, with our one desk on the right side.  Our double bunks were behind the lockers, so we had a bit of privacy from people coming in and out.  I showered and shaved each day, along with the bevy of Thai girls wandering in and out of our latrine while getting prepared for their morning shift at the chow hall.  We never figured out why they used our facilities.  We were across the street from where they worked, but surely, they had their own at the chow hall, didn’t they?  All were wearing their uniforms - pink dresses - preparing for the 0400 shift to start with its crowd of day workers.  These were the mechanics, ground crews, and maintenance personnel who had, according to Bob Hope, been at “The End of the World” for six months or more.  Those unfortunate guys toiled twelve hours in darkness each night for their first six months over there and then got to change their schedule to when the sun was shining for their remaining time.  
I was told that the cooler nights were actually better than the sweltering days - especially on the flight line.  I really felt sorry for those guys.  Twelve hours on and twelve hours off, seven days a week, unless their supervisor was kind enough to let them leave early once in a while.  Also, they would see us out and about in the afternoon and wonder just who in the hell we were.  And their pay without the airborne benefits afforded to us was almost half what we got.  It just crossed my mind.  I wonder if they felt sorry for us when our planes came back with bullet holes or a part of a wing missing.  I never thought about that until just now.  
About our row of Hooches.  At least they were better than those old tents.  Ah, yes.  Those tents.  It wasn’t that long ago that I first saw them.
Landing at Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, I had just entered a new world.  For some reason, the theme of the Twilight Zone TV show popped into my head: You’re traveling through another dimension, a dimension not only of sight and sound but of mind.  A journey into a wondrous land whose boundaries are those of imagination. That's the signpost up ahead - your next stop, the Twilight Zone!  
What had I gotten myself into?  Here I was, getting off a plane that was sitting on a pierced steel platform they called a runway.  The ninety-some outside temperature was exacerbated by the noon sun on the metal, making it way over a hundred.  Unlike the others departing the plane and walking toward a makeshift building they called a terminal, there was a jeep waiting to pick me up.  Climbing into the front seat, the sergeant said the six-pack of beer in the back was for me.  Telling me to wait to open one until he got me to my tent, he said it was a “welcome to the 94th” present from the commander.” He went on to say that I was the first person in the newly formed squadron to have volunteered for the assignment – and from England, no less.  All the rest of the twenty or so guys were there temporarily (TDY) from various locations in Vietnam.
Got to my tent?  Did I hear that right?  I just left a heavily guarded Royal Air Force Base in the middle of England.  I lived all by myself in a room that was made for three people, and I was the highest-ranking non-commissioned officer in the entire living facility.  I had regular working hours, and on my time off, I played darts and talked and drank warm beer with my mates in the local pub, with my mug hanging on the wall.  Going to my tent?  This was feeling more and more like the dark side of the Twilight Zone – with heat and all. 
On the way to my quarters, the only other thing the sergeant driving the jeep told me was not to go into town until I received the mandatory briefing that was given every Tuesday.  This was Thursday, and I wasn’t to report until Saturday.  (There were no weekends.  One day was the same as the next.)  At that time, we were all staying in tents.  A few of the guys who had been there a couple of weeks were going to the small town of Nakhon Phanom, a few miles away.  I told them I couldn’t go as I hadn’t had my briefing.  I found out later that the briefing detailed all the trouble you could get into there.  The guys said no one would know which was correct about leaving the base.  I really wanted to go with them, but I didn’t.  
The town was off-limits from midnight until 0600.  I found out later that it was easy to stay overnight in one of the hotels.  You just didn’t come out of your room from midnight until about 0900.  That way, even if you went back to the base, no one knew that you hadn’t gone to town an hour earlier and just returned.  That night, the guys who wanted me to go with them decided to stay in a hotel.  At about 1300, however, some North Vietnamese attacked the base.  Those bad guys were captured or killed, but the base went on “alert” and didn’t open the gates until 0800 - one entire day later.  No one returning could have departed the base that morning; hence, they had spent the night in town and were in trouble.
Had I gone, I probably would have been talked into staying and would have been in serious trouble since I hadn’t even attended the newcomer’s briefing.  The consequences for the guys in my squadron were loss of one stripe (rank) and forfeiture of one month’s pay.  It was not a good way to start – for them – but it was for me.  I was the good guy.
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