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Diego Garcia, B.I.O.T. – This is “Where The Elite Meet.”  Or so say the scores of tee shirts purchased daily here by American servicemen passing through this tiny island in the middle of the Indian Ocean.

Buying tee shirts and drinking beer are, by far, the two favorite pastimes on Diego Garcia.  There are no women here, although I am told this situation is about to change soon.  But there is a large shark population in the surrounding waters, keeping swimming to a minimum reserved for the very drunk or the suicidal.

The island is nominally British (B.I.O.T. stands for British Indian Ocean Territory), but the dominant activity here is exclusively American.  U.S. Navy construction personnel have transformed this former coconut plantation in the middle of nowhere into the logistical centerpiece of American Indian Ocean military operations.  Huge quantities of supplies and weapons are stockpiled for use by the U.S. Seventh Fleet with daily flights of Air Force cargo planes bringing even more materials from U.S. bases in the Philippines.  Key repair parts and mail are then delivered by air the final 2000 miles north to the U.S. naval battle group permanently on station in the northern Arabian Sea.  Larger items, such as aircraft engines and thousands of cases of Pepsi Cola, are shuttled north by ship.  Entrance to this island is tightly controlled.  Diego Garcia is a true military bastion.

My departing impression of this tropical island was that I somehow passed through a time warp back to World War II in the Pacific.  In fact, if I had seen some Navy nurses or any indigenous local population, I would have thought that I had somehow stepped onto the set of a production of the musical South Pacific.  Although the sailors here now enjoy daily communication with the outside world, there is a definite siege mentality which prevails.  The good lodging is a Quonset hut, and evening movies are actually shown on sheets which have been hung on a branch.   Jeeps are the main mode of transportation, and military trucks and bulldozers are everywhere.

Although the numerous land crabs are now the only ones who can truly call Diego Garcia home, there is a growing alumni of Americans who will long remember the coral dust and tropical nights of this island also known as “The Footprint of Freedom.”  It is a very small footprint.

I thought you might like to know.
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