Boot Camp 

My first plane flight is forever etched in my memory, taking place on a late afternoon, September 16, 1971. A group of individuals from Blackfoot, Idaho, boarded the plane that would take us across the skies to the Naval Training Center (NTC) in San Diego, California. 

After a few hours, the plane began its descent. I nervously gazed out the window through the thick cloud cover, and saw the sprawling city of San Diego, its twinkling lights offering a sharp contrast to the gloomy sky above.

Upon landing, we were met by a plain gray bus waiting at the airport, ready to whisk us off to boot camp. Apprehension filled the air as we waited to board.

The ride to the base was short, and as I stepped off the bus, a loud voice echoed from a barracks, “You’ll be sorry!” It was an unsettling welcome, setting the tone for the challenges ahead.

I was justifiably uneasy that night. The next morning, I was jolted awake by the sharp sound of wood hitting metal. A stern figure wielding a nightstick roared, “Everybody up on the double!” It was a harsh wake-up call.

Later, during check-in, as our names were called out, the boot camp instructor began laughing and said, “Looks like the whole town of Blackfoot joined the Navy!” It wasn’t funny to me. We were quickly processed, and the intense training began.

Boot camp posed a significant challenge; I was far removed from the simplicity of life in the rural Idaho fields. Now, there was a strict routine filled with weekly written tests, grueling physical exercises, the sound of air guns, the relentless blare of shouted orders, and so many other things connected to the military. 

Every drill aimed to "align our minds and bodies," to our new identity as sailors. Most could adjust; some couldn’t. In spite of my fading memory, I still remember the haunting sight of an “empty bunk” early in the morning belonging to a friend who went home.

Reflecting on my boot camp experiences, I acknowledge that I traded a peaceful rural life for the hectic pace of modern naval discipline, all in the blink of an eye, but it was well worth it and most rewarding.

