THE FRIENDLY SKIES
John Roche

After a very unsuccessful freshman year—0.62 grade average--at Wagner College in Staten Island, NY, I possessed 3 alternatives:
1. Get drafted into the Army
1. Head north to Canada
1. Volunteer for a service other than the Army-USA
My choice clear, I chose to dodge the draft. All my young life, flight and aircraft fascinated me to no end. Just about every Saturday, I rode my bicycle down Flatbush Avenue to Floyd Bennett Field. I would spend hours watching the various military aircraft take off and land off Jamaica Bay. That said, I dodged the draft by joining the United States Air Force.
On Nov 9, 1966, nine USAF recruits teamed up at Fort Hamilton in Brooklyn. After a short bus ride, the future airmen boarded a Braniff Airways flight at John F. Kennedy International Airport and flew to San Antonio, TX to perform basic training. The rigorous training lasted for 6 weeks. Airman Basic John Roche, while in total shock, survived the change in his lifestyle.
About midway through the ordeal, my flight marched the half mile to the Blue Monster—headquarter building—for our career submissions for the next four years. Given a card with 3 empty lines, I listed 2 computer positions and the third as a Chaplains Assistant. Sorry but it’s time for a schittzengiggle—ME, A Chaplains Assistant? No worry. About two weeks later, we marched back over to receive our orders. Upon accepting my assignment to Air Police school, I cried like a baby. With orders in hand, I remember the tears running down my face during the march back to the barracks. The last thing I wanted to be was a cop. Little did I know that the Air Force’s infinite wisdom would take me on a 50-year career in law enforcement and security.
In March 1967, I boarded a TWA charter in San Francisco, headed for Yokota, Japan and eventually Kadena AFB, Okinawa. Okinawa, nicknamed The Rock, became my home for 18 months. The duty was challenging with long shifts dealing in several facets of law enforcement and security. My favorite was flight line security. Kadena supported the Vietnam conflict directly. With bombers, fighters, reconnaissance, and refueling tankers constantly taking off and landing, the “Ramp” buzzed 24/7. Another mission included the terminal that handled the “Freedom Birds,” which flew military passengers into and out of the area of operation.
With freshly cut orders for Suffolk County Air Force Base, I boarded an American Airlines freedom bird in early September 1968. Six of my buddies were on the flight, which had stops on Guam and Wake Island before arriving in San Francisco. As the 707 touched down at SFO, a loud cheer rang up from just about everyone on board. We were stateside once again. My friends and I all had fairly long layovers.
Billy Hebert suggested, “Let’s have one last drink together.”
No one dissented. 
We hit the first pub we saw, and all sat down at the bar. The bartender was a rather large man who looked more like a bouncer. 
With a big smile on his face, he announced, “IDs please.”
One by one, he worked his way down the bar.
Upon checking my card, he told me, “The drinking age here is twenty-one. I can’t serve you.”
I was nineteen and told him, “Okay, I’ll have a Coke.”
“You can’t even sit at the bar. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to leave,” he politely responded.
I was devastated. I could not believe that I could not even enjoy one last drink with the guys I spent the last eighteen months with. It was not the way I wanted to say goodbye.
I could sign that check to the U.S. for an amount up to and including my life. But I couldn’t get a drink in California. Thanks for my service.
2

