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All at once the whole world blew up in my face. I fell facedown in the dirt as mortar rounds fell among our positions like raindrops. The ground shook, and I glanced up to see men silhouetted in the light of explosions occurring less than twenty-five feet from my position. Trees fell down, and dirt and rocks pelted us as the bombardment continued. I was scared as I had never been scared before. There was no place to run or hide, and all we could do was lie still and hope that a round would not land on top of us. But the explosions continued, and the noise was deafening. Between explosions men behind me were yelling for a medic or calling, “I’m hit!”

It lasted for five minutes but seemed like an eternity. As quickly as the attack had started, it stopped.
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BLOOD ON THE RISERS;

(Tune of “Glory, Glory, Hallelujah”)


He was just a rookie trooper,

And he surely shook with fright

As he checked all his equipment,

And made sure his pack was tight.

He had to sit and listen to those awful engines roar,

You ain’t gonna jump no more.




“Is everyone happy?” cried the sergeant, looking up,

Our Hero feebly answered, “Yes,” and then they stood him up,

He leaped right out into the blast, his static line unhooked,

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


He counted long, he counted loud, he waited for the shock,

He felt the wind, he felt the clouds, he felt the awful drop,

He jerked his cord, the silk spilled out and wrapped around his legs,

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


The risers wrapped around his neck, connectors cracked his dome,

The lines were snarled and tied in knots, around his skinny bones,

The canopy became his shroud, he hurtled to the ground,

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


The days he’s lived and loved and laughed kept running through his mind,

He thought about the girl back home, the one he’d left behind,

He thought about the medics and wondered what they’d find,

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


The ambulance was on the spot, the jeeps were running wild,

The medics jumped and screamed with glee, they rolled their sleeves and smiled,

For it had been a week or more since last a ’Chute had failed.

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


He hit the ground, the sound was “SPLAT,” his blood went spurting high,

His comrades then were heard to say, “A Helluva way to die.”

He lay there rolling ’round in the welter of his gore.

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


There was blood upon the risers, there were brains upon the ’Chute,

Intestines were a’dangling from his Paratrooper’s boots,

They picked him, still in his ’Chute and poured him from his boots.

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!



(CHORUS)


GORY, GORY, WHAT A HELLUVA WAY TO DIE

GORY, GORY, WHAT A HELLUVA WAY TO DIE

GORY, GORY, WHAT A HELLUVA WAY TO DIE

HE AIN’T GONNA JUMP NO MORE!
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INTRODUCTION

My mother almost went into shock when my dad and I approached her one evening in our upper-middle-class home while she was cooking dinner. My dad told her of my decision to enlist in the army. She looked at us like it was some kind of joke. My dad continued, saying that I was enlisting “to be Airborne.”

“What’s Airborne?” she asked.

I puffed out my chest and proudly said, “Paratrooper.”

She was immediately against it. In her opinion all paratroopers were big men, and I was just a skinny kid who probably weighed 135 pounds at best. Besides, I was only seventeen years old. My dad finally convinced her to sign the papers because he knew that as soon as I turned eighteen, I would leave anyway. So the papers were signed and handed back to the recruiting sergeant the next day.

It was April of 1966, and I was a senior at Mt. Whitney High in Visalia, California. Ralph Berry, a high school friend, and I had originally gone down to the navy recruiting office to sign up for UDT (underwater demolition training). The navy had jacked us around and, after having us take a battery of tests, told us that it would be at least six months before we could enter the service because there was a waiting list. I said that if they couldn’t take us within a month after high school graduation, I’d go next door to the army recruiter and enlist as a paratrooper. The navy recruiter didn’t give a damn, so we walked over to the army recruiter, who was more than happy to see our young faces. On the way home Ralph got cold feet; he said that he had been thinking and wasn’t so sure that he wanted to be a paratrooper. In the end it was just me.

On July 29, 1966, I said my good-byes to my mother and younger brothers while my dad threw my gear in his car. We drove to Fresno, California, where we shook hands and he wished me luck. “No sweat,” I said with a forced optimism.

About fifteen of us were sworn in at the induction center in Fresno, California. We were standing in a small group with our right hands raised while a major read us the oath from a small hand card and we repeated it. Basically, we were to defend the constitution of the United States and follow orders. After we were officially sworn in, the major started to congratulate us. He said more or less that everyone would have a good career in their chosen fields and mentioned several of those fields. He then added, “To the one who volunteered to go Airborne, good luck!”

Everybody looked around at everyone else trying to identify what fool had volunteered to jump out of perfectly good aircraft. Stupidly afraid to admit that it was me, I looked around with the rest of them.

While at the induction center, we were stripped to our shorts and marched from one room to another, being interviewed by doctors and taking more tests. About one hundred of us were standing in a long line waiting our turn to enter a testing room when several marines in starched khaki uniforms entered and yelled for everyone to stand at attention.

They walked down the line, telling certain men to fall out to the left and stay at attention. When they got to me, I gave them my pathetic, sorry look, and they passed me by. The men they had picked—whether they had volunteered or been drafted into the army—were now officially U.S. Marines. They had no choice in the matter, and I and many others were thankful that we had not been seen fit specimens to be Marines. Later we would joke about how the Marines had come to an army induction center looking for “a few good men.”

After being tested, poked, and prodded, we were put on Greyhound buses in Fresno and driven to Ford Ord, California. We arrived about midnight at the reception area. The bus doors opened and in walked a soldier wearing a black helmet with a blue stripe around it. He yelled, “I want every one of you motherfuckers off this bus in thirty seconds.”

This was the start of an eight-week boot camp where we would learn the basics of soldiering.

Along with many others, I was assigned to the 1st Platoon of Company B, 1st Battalion, 3d Training Brigade. The lengthy unit title was simply referred to as B-1-3. During the initial training period, I would meet men—or boys, depending on how one looked at it—who I would train with the next several months and soldier with overseas. Three other men in the company had also signed on to be paratroopers, and we quickly got to know each other. Cardoza and Bill Gunther were from the Los Angeles area; Deburr came from West Covina. They had joined up for much the same reasons as myself—to get out of our towns and look for adventure.

At the end of the eight weeks, we were good buddies. We had gone through hand-to-hand training, bayonet training, and a variety of weapons’ training to prepare us for Advanced Infantry Training.

Cardoza, Gunther, Deburr, and I were assigned to Fort Gordon, Georgia, for pre-Airborne training. This training would also be for eight weeks, at the only pre-Airborne training center in the country. We were assigned to Company E, 7th Battalion, 3d Brigade, also known as E-7-3. Sergeant First Class Hill introduced himself to us as our new platoon sergeant. He was quick to tell us that he had been to Vietnam and survived and that if we wanted to make it home, we had better listen and learn.

The barracks we lived in were built during World War II and didn’t have much to offer by way of living conditions. They were heated with coal-stoked stoves. One man, known as a fireguard, had to stay up at all times during the night stoking the stove. We all took turns at this miserable duty. I would wake up just about every morning and find my pillow had a fresh black streak on it because in my sleep I had breathed in and out the millions of coal molecules. Everyone started coughing, and several men, including myself, caught pneumonia before the training was over.

The training was much harder than boot camp. The cadre and Sergeant Hill tried to make us drop from the Airborne program. We trained in swamps for our land-navigation course and ran five miles every day. It was there in the cold, miserable landscape around Fort Gordon that we were first exposed to the M-16 rifle. We had to qualify with it at the range and were told it was the one we’d be carrying if we went to Vietnam. It looked like a toy and was very light when compared to the M-14. It wasn’t as accurate as the M-14, however.

It was at this winter wonderland that I met Croxdale, Carpenter, Boehm, Leyva, and many others who were to be my friends. We trained and bitched about the army together and grew closer as time went on.

Quite a few of the men quit the program as it was strenuous, and the verbal harassment was excessive. Other men went AWOL. Sergeant Hill cursed and harassed us daily trying to break our spirits and make us quit. He said on several occasions, “Look, you’re nothing but a bunch of pussies, and just because you’re going to jump out of planes doesn’t make you an Airborne troop. It’s being able to take punishment, no matter what it is. It’s being in top physical condition so that even when your ass is draggin’ you can pop back for more. You understand, pussies?”

We’d yell, “Yes, Sergeant.”

He’d come back telling us it was not loud enough and to drop and give him one hundred push-ups. The numbers of push-ups had increased, as well as chin-ups on the bar and the number of miles we ran every day. To put it mildly, pre-Airborne was a bitch, and it was taking its toll on the size of E-7-3.

The training continued with learning how to disarm land mines, firing rocket-propelled grenades, setting up ambushes with claymore mines, and more qualifying with various weapons including the Colt .45 1911A1 pistol.

During the fifth week Sergeant Hill and cadre distributed small Vietnamese language books to us. He instructed us to study these at night but not to write home and tell anyone about them. After we received the books, Leyva commented that he knew that we were going to Nam even though others said the war would be over (because of a rumor floating around that China was going to join the U.N. and one of the conditions to its joining would be that China could not support the North Vietnamese any longer). I had no idea what the hell they were talking about, and I don’t think those men did either. At the time I thought that many of the men really wanted to believe that they wouldn’t be sent to Vietnam. I didn’t know what I wanted concerning Nam, but I did know that I wanted out of Fort Gordon, Georgia.

The temperature at Fort Gordon was hanging around twenty-six degrees that last week of training, and most of us had counted the days to graduation because we’d get a two-week home leave. Our last night at Fort Gordon, my platoon was in its barracks and Sergeant Hill lined us up against the wall. He walked down the line, shaking hands with each man and telling them his opinion of them and what he thought their future would be. When he got to Carpenter, he told him he’d done well and that his attitude had been good. He said that Carpenter would survive a year in Nam (the standard tour). He told Leyva that he’d make it. I later found out he said the same to most of the others. But when he got to me and Cardoza, he said we had bad attitudes and that we wouldn’t last two months. I grinned at him and thought to myself, “Fuck you, asshole.”

It was January 1967 when we reported to Fort Benning, Georgia, with orders for jump school. We came in on a Saturday and were assigned to a clean barracks that had electric heat and was very modern compared to Fort Gordon. Nobody harrassed us or tried to intimidate us. Of course we were shocked. All day Saturday and Sunday more of our buddies arrived, and they all noticed the same things—the food was good, the officers polite, and the NCOs were going out of their way to leave us alone.

Croxdale, Cardoza, Boehm, and others were bunked right around me. We formed a tight little group; by then we were pretty good friends and knew each other well. We unpacked our gear once again into footlockers, hung towels over the end of our bunks, and kept the barracks in order.

The lights came on at 4:00 A.M. Monday morning and three NCOs were yelling to get the fuck out of the racks, make them, get dressed, and be outside the barracks in formation in five minutes. “C’mon, girls, what’s your problem?”

Once outside, we ran five miles, chanting, “I want to be an Airborne Ranger; I want to live a life of danger …”

At the end of the run we were marched to outdoor showers in the cold dark morning and made to shower with our clothes on.

The first week of jump school was tough. Lots of PT (physical training), and harassment like I’d never seen. The cadre wanted to make the weak quit, and they were succeeding. Every day men dropped out and were sent to regular (“leg”) infantry units bound for Nam. The enlisted cadre had two basic objectives for our first week. The first was conditioning through PT and more PT, the second was teaching us several basic jump techniques. The PT consisted of lots of push-ups, chin-ups, knee bends, jumping jacks, and running. Running of five miles or more every morning quickly eliminated many men. If you couldn’t keep up, you were out.

There were endless inspections, and the harassment continually got worse. One night during our first week, the barracks’ doors swung open and two black hats entered, yelling and cursing about some poor guy who had screwed up and they were going to make us all pay for it. We were ordered to put all our belongings that were in use back in our footlocker. We then did what is called footlocker PT, i.e., picking our fully packed foot-lockers up over our heads and holding them in that position for four or five minutes. Toward the end of that fun exercise, the sweat was pouring from our bodies, and we had the shakes. Several men were on the verge of dropping the footlockers, and the black hats yelled that if anyone dropped a footlocker, we’d all have five more minutes of the torture. No one did, and finally they let us put them down at the end of our bunks, then walked out without a word. I stood soaking wet, in shock, as was everyone else. We would be made to do this several more times before we got out of jump school, and we lightened the load by emptying our footlockers into the wall lockers as soon as we got into the barracks at the end of the day’s training.

There were no women in jump school in those days. The physical standards established for the men were very tough, and many would not make it because of them.

At the end of the first week, we were taken to a thirty-four-foot tower and told that we would jump from the tower to practice exiting an aircraft until we got it right. From the ground it didn’t look very difficult, but once I stood in the door of the tower, it looked too damn high. The black hats put us in individual harnesses, and, once we were in the tower, hooked our risers to cables that descended from the tower several hundred feet to a berm. Several of my classmates decided that the tower was too high and refused to jump. They were washed out and not seen again.

After the first week, many of the men who had started with us in jump school were gone.

The second week of jump school was a mix of more PT and harassment with training in jump techniques and more practice on the PLF (parachute landing fall). The physical and verbal abuse never stopped coming from the black hats as the training continued.

At the end of the second week, we were taken to 250-foot towers and placed in another harness. The harness, with my body in it, was then hoisted vertically to the top of the tower. I hung there at 250 feet, enjoying the view of Fort Benning, when all of a sudden they cut it loose, and I was drifting through the air and toward the ground. My mind panicked, and at the same time I thought of all the procedures we had been taught. As the ground rushed up the black hats were yelling at us through megaphones. “Hey, asshole, feet and knees together.”

The third week was jump week. Naturally, we were all apprehensive. On Monday we were given an orientation on the nomenclature and functioning of the T-10 parachute assembly. We were also shown how to wear combat packs. We would have to make five jumps from a C-119 aircraft. They told us that despite the fact that we had all come so far, many of us wouldn’t have the guts when it came time to really jump.

There is no way to describe the first jump, but we were all more terrified than we would admit. Most of us made the required number of jumps and graduated from jump school, very proud of our silver jump wings.

Upon graduation, hundreds of us were assigned to the Republic of Vietnam as our next duty station and given a two-week leave before reporting to Travis Air Force Base for departure.

The two weeks passed fast, and my dad drove me to Travis, were I was reunited with my buddies.

We were processed through Travis, and in the middle of February 1967 we departed the United States on an air force C-141 bound for Nam. There were no stewardesses—not even meals—on the flight. We ate C rations and drank coffee provided by the air force personnel. It was a long, miserable flight, and we were anxious to get to our destination and find out what awaited us. Upon landing, the pilot welcomed us to Vietnam, and we prepared to off-load. Most of us were eighteen or nineteen years old and thought we could whip the world. For those of us who would survive the first tour, our education was just about to begin.
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[image: ]
Airborne




CHAPTER ONE
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Vietnam/173d Airborne Brigade

Feb. 1967

The jet came to a halt at the Ton Son Nhut airfield, and we all very quietly listened for the sounds of mortars or artillery. There was nothing but silence, and I was relieved. It was hot inside the aircraft as we waited. When the doors in front of the plane were finally opened we started standing up. Almost immediately a young black air force NCO stepped on board and yelled “Yo’ll set down.”

We did as ordered, and he asked officers and senior NCOs to step forward. They did and were directed down the steps leading to the tarmac. Then we were ordered out, row by row. As I was in the rear, it seemed to take forever, and when I finally made it to the door, the sunlight was so blinding that my hand automatically shot up to protect my eyes. Good Lord, I had thought it was hot in the plane; it was unbelievable outside. Every pore in my body acted as if someone had opened a valve marked “sweat.” We stood in formation as several air force personnel called out our names to make sure no one had jumped ship. At one point Leyva said to no one in particular, “What is that smell?” The area did reek of some awful odor.

After the roll call, we were marched across the field to a large shed. As we neared the shed, we noticed a deuce-and-a-half (2.5 ton truck) with several men standing around it. In the rear of the truck five body bags with dead GIs waited to catch the same flight home. One of the men near the truck yelled, “Hey, cherries, this what you gonna look like if you fuck up!”

Croxdale quickly whispered to a group of us to sing the Airborne hymn, so we all yelled “Him … Him … Fuck … Him.” It was funny, and it helped us mentally as we were on unsure ground and didn’t know what to expect next. Once under the roof of the huge shed, we dropped our duffel bags, dropped our butts on the bags, and lit up. It was hotter than any weather I’d ever experienced, and most of us were bitching about the intense heat as well as the stink that seemed to be everywhere. Red dust hung in the air, and everyone had it on their boots and clothing. Vehicles in the area were coated with it. We got a lot of stares from small groups of men as they walked by on their way to God only knew. The men looked tired as they shuffled slowly through the heat, but some of them had the energy to yell insults like “Hey, cherries, welcome to the Nam.” A cherry was someone who had not seen combat firsthand. Surprisingly, we had the good sense to keep our mouths shut. We sat in the shade, smoking and waiting for someone to tell us what to do.

Further out across the airfield, we could see bunkers that were manned by armed personnel, but they looked as bored as we were.

After we had spent a couple of hours of talking and dozing off, about twenty buses arrived.

They looked just like school buses, but they were painted “OD” (olive drab) and had wire grilles welded over every window. We were lined up into groups, and then we boarded the buses. Most of us fought to get window seats, hoping we would get some fresh air and get to see close up whatever country we were to pass through. Croxdale and I grabbed a seat together while Cardoza, Brown, and the others settled in around us. Once we were seated, the bus driver yelled to get our attention and told us that we were going to the 90th Replacement Battalion where we would be assigned to units. He told us to keep our voices down so he could watch the road as he drove us to Long Binh.

As we left the airfield, the bus went through part of the town of Bien Hoa. I was amazed at the number of bars, restaurants, and other small businesses. The roads were crowded with all types of vehicles, including hundreds of Hondas and other types of motorcycle. There seemed to be no right-of-way, and it was every driver for himself. At one point, the bus swerved out of the way of a girl riding a bicycle and then the driver jammed on the brakes to avoid running over a half-naked Vietnamese kid.

“Hey look at that,” someone yelled from the rear of the bus.

We craned our necks to see what he was pointing at. It was a Vietnamese woman with her pants down urinating in the gutter.

We all started laughing and hooting, but she never blinked. This is really a foreign country, I thought as I watched Vietnamese people on the walks stare at our bus convoy. Many of the looks were not friendly, and I wondered how many of the people were actually Vietcong. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why the wire was welded over the windows. The brass had obviously wanted to keep foreign objects such as grenades from finding their way into new groups of fresh meat.

The Vietnamese themselves were very small, and many of them wore funny-looking conical hats. They were dressed in black or white pants with a long-sleeved, silk shirt to match.

After we arrived at the 90th “Repo Depo,” we were broken into groups, our money was taken from us, and we were issued MPCs (military payment certificates) scrip, which looked like Monopoly money. Most of us didn’t like parting with our American greenbacks. Then we were pointed to a large group of tents and told to find a vacant bunk (really just a cot). The sides of the tent we moved into were rolled up, allowing minimal air movement and maximum dusting. By this time red powdered dust had covered everything, including us. Along the sides of the tents rows of sandbags had been stacked to a height of about five feet to provide some cover if mortars or rockets dropped on us.

After dropping off our gear, Cardoza and I and a group of the rest went off to explore the tent city. There were only a couple of wood-framed buildings in the area. We wandered around the camp in a small group and checked out the perimeter where bunkers and some towers were positioned. The bunkers were occupied by two or three men, and each bunker had an M-60 or .50 caliber machine gun as well as several M-16 rifles. Beyond the perimeter was a cleared area, offering a field of fire for the bunkers. Beyond the cleared area was a brush and tree line that was home to the enemy.

Loudspeakers suddenly blared and ordered group number four to report for formation. “That’s us,” Leyva said, and we headed toward the large group of men that was assembling.

Once we were in formation, the latrines were pointed out as well as the mess hall. We were directed to go to lunch and then to hang around our tents and wait for further orders via the loudspeakers.

The mess hall was one of the only frame buildings in the area, and it had real screen windows. We lined up in a long line facing the mess hall and stood around smoking and talking as the line slowly inched forward. There were probably three hundred men in the line, and I was right in the middle.

A sergeant at the entrance was keeping tabs on men. When five finished eating, he allowed five more in. We figured it would take an hour or more just to get to the door. It was so hot that my mind was blanking out, and I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I was miserable, debating with myself whether standing out in the sun was worth whatever was for lunch.

Approximately twenty minutes had passed, and the line had moved very little, when all hell broke loose around me. Men in front of me and behind were running in all directions, yelling and screaming. Then the perimeter to my left opened up with automatic weapons. After looking left and right, I sprinted toward the mess hall. As though in slow motion, my mind took in a man lying on the ground in a pool of blood, yelling for help as I ran past him and on to the mess hall door. When I got to the door, I found a few others who had taken the opportunity to move from the rear of the line to the new front. The sergeant was leaning against the building, looking at us with a big grin on his face. He asked me why I hadn’t stopped and helped that poor bastard who was still lying in his own blood, yelling. I still didn’t know what was happening and told him so. His reply was, “She-it, troop. That mothafucka done got sniped.” A sniper outside the perimeter had earned his pay by shooting a poor guy who had just arrived in-country. It didn’t occur to me at the time that any one of us could have been shot. I was too preoccupied just trying to keep track of what was happening.

Eventually our perimeter got quiet, and a couple of men with a stretcher came and picked up the wounded man. The line slowly reformed, and I noticed my hand was shaking slightly as I lit a cigarette. Thinking how we had all scattered like a covey of quail, I wasn’t too proud at the time, but didn’t know what I could have done.

After a few minutes, five of us were allowed into the mess hall to have one of the very worst meals I’ve ever encountered anywhere. The milk was powdered and looked like white slime, while the little hamburger patty thing was not even cooked through. We sat at wooden tables lined up on wooden benches and tried to force down the slop on our trays. There were large bowls of Kool-Aid on the tables, and in each bowl were at least a dozen dead flies floating on their backs.

I looked around to see if anyone seemed to feel the same way about the food. Two tables over I found Croxdale looking at me. I pointed at the food, and he flipped the finger at his tray and nodded to the door. We got up at the same time and dumped the so-called food into a trash can. Outside, Croxdale asked if I had seen the guy get shot. I told him that not only had I not seen it, but I never heard the shot. We walked past the spot where the wounded man had been lying, and all that was left was a blood spot in the red dirt and a lot of flies.

Around five o’clock that first evening, the loudspeakers ordered groups three and four to assemble. We put on our fatigue shirts and slowly walked out to a large open area.

Several hundred of us waited in the formation for instructions while several NCOs talked over their clipboards. After a few minutes they began another forty-five-minute roll call to make sure that none of us had deserted. We wouldn’t have known where to go even if we wanted to leave, so this seemed asinine. Then about fifty names were called, and these men were assigned to the 4th Infantry Division. The rest of us were told to keep our hearing tuned in to the loudspeakers for the morning formation at 0800 hours because some of us would be assigned and transferred to our units.

We got back to our tent and were excited as we all figured that we’d be assigned to the 101st Airborne (the Screaming Eagles), where we all wanted to be as it was really the only Airborne unit that we knew of besides the 82d Airborne Division, which was stationed in the States.

Our first night in the Republic of Vietnam was spent sitting on our cots, running over the events of the day and wondering who would get called out in the morning. Gunther said that a squad had been sent after the lunch-meal sniper but with negative results.

As it got dark, we heard artillery in the distance making sounds like wump … wump. Several times that night I got up to have a smoke outside and found others who couldn’t sleep. Croxdale and I sat outside the tent and wondered what the hell we had gotten ourselves into. “Lepp, you ever thought you might get killed over here?”

I said that I thought we would make it one way or the other.

“Yeah, but what about the guy in the chow line today? He didn’t even make it one day without getting hit.”

“Just bad luck, Croxdale … anyway he got what they call a million-dollar wound, and he’s bound for the States via some hospital in Japan.”

We talked like this for several hours until I decided to try sleeping again.

At 0600 hours we were all up and anxious to find out what the new day would bring. I headed to the latrine with Boehm, Carpenter, and Croxdale. Outside the latrine several pipes approximately ten inches in diameter stuck out of the ground a couple of feet. These were known as “piss tubes,” and we had to stand in line for several minutes to get to them. After leaving the tubes, we headed for the latrine where ten sinks with small mirrors stood on each side of a wood wall. We had to push and shove our way to the sinks and shared them with other men who were trying to shave, brush their teeth, etc.

We got back to the tent and stashed our gear and headed back to another long line outside the mess hall for the morning slop bucket. The food was disgusting, and it was all we could do to hold it down.

At 0745 the loudspeakers ordered us to the first formation of the day, and we moved out to the area in front of the operations tent and formed up. After roll call the NCO in charge started calling out names. One small group was called out for the 4th Infantry Division, then another for some cavalry unit. Finally he announced that the next group called would be for the 101st Airborne Division. Those of us who were paratroopers instantly perked up under the hot sun. About thirty men were called, including Deburr and Gunther. Cardoza and I quickly shook hands with Deburr and Gunther and wished them luck. We all hoped that at the next formation we would get assigned to the Screamin’ Eagles and be reunited with our friends.

After about ten minutes, a large group of NCOs broke us into groups and put us on details.

Leyva, Croxdale, Boehm, and I were ordered to follow a buck sergeant to the supply room where we had to pick up two five-gallon cans of diesel fuel. I asked the sarge what was up, and he said, “You’ll see.”

We moved off in the direction of the shitter, and Croxdale said that he had a bad feeling. I was half dragging one of the five-gallon cans by the time we got to the rear of the shithouse, and sweat was pouring from my body. The sergeant pointed to the six doors on hinges and told us to raise them and pull out the cans. Croxdale jumped back and yelled “You got to be fucking kidding.” The sarge said he wasn’t and to get to work. We opened the doors and saw that fifty-five-gallon cans had been cut in half and shoved in under the plywood seats. The stench was awful and the sergeant stood way back, yelling at us what he wanted done. Boehm pulled out a can, and Croxdale dumped a liberal amount of diesel fuel on it, and I threw the match. A large, black column of smoke rose into the air, and the four of us immediately ran to get upwind of it. Every time the breeze shifted, we had to avoid being engulfed in the smoke. At one point Croxdale said “Now you know why this country smells. The locals shit in the streets, and the Americans burn it.”

The NCO had wandered off and left us to watch the mess when I told Croxdale that I wasn’t doing this anymore. I told him that as soon as we were finished and had put back the cans that we should skip out and hide until lunch.

We wandered around the perimeter until lunch and then walked to the long line that was forming in front of the mess hall. Cardoza and others waved us over, and we slid in among them. Cardoza yelped. “Man, you guys stink; what have you been doing?”

We told him. He and others moved away from us. It turned out that he had been folding blankets in the supply room.

After lunch more men were called out for assignment, but none of our group was called. Before they could assign us to details, about fifteen of us slipped away from the formation. We ran through several large tents and finally stopped to figure out where we were going. Boehm had heard some guy talking in formation about a club across the compound where we could get cold beer. Cold beer sounded great, so we headed for the club, a combination enlisted men’s and NCO club. We walked in and sat at a couple of tables in the rear, trying to remain out of sight. A sergeant walked over and asked us what we wanted, and we told him beer. He said he would let us have one each but then we had better get out because all the FNGs (fucking new guys) were supposed to be on detail.

To the rear of the club a number of slot machines lined the walls, so several of the men bought tokens from the bartender and started losing money. Leyva and I talked about home and things. Leyva was pretty quiet compared to some of us, and everyone liked him because if you needed it, he would give you the shirt off his back with a smile on his face. We talked for about a half hour and then wandered out back into the heat and started walking the perimeter.

About a quarter of five the loudspeaker started squawking, ordering those of us left in group four to fall out for formation. Once again we lined up and waited as they took roll call. Once that was over, one of the NCOs started calling out names. I heard my name and was ordered to fall out to a smaller formation to the left of the main one. I double-timed over and found Brown and Leyva waiting for me. As I listened to the other names being called, I found myself holding my breath, hoping that the rest of our friends would be chosen. Finally Croxdale’s name was called, and he slid in between me and Leyva and whispered, “You didn’t think I would leave you guys, did ya, Lepp?”

Soon Boehm, Carpenter, Cardoza, and all the others were called, and we were relieved because we were going to stay together. Another NCO marched up and announced that we had been assigned to the 173d Airborne Brigade and that we would ship out from the early formation at 0600 hours in the morning. We were dismissed to the mess hall.

After another meal not to write home about, we were back to our tent and stowing our gear. Carpenter said he was going to find someone who knew who or what the 173d was. The rest of us headed for the club and cold beer.

We had been in the club for about an hour drinking, smoking, and playing the slots when Carpenter came in and had us all gather round. We anxiously found seats as he told us that the 173d was a fire brigade with a reputation for being sent into the worst areas of the country to hunt and kill VC. The sergeant who Carpenter had talked with had said that whenever some unit was taking a beating, they would send in the 173d. The bottom line was that we were going to see lots of combat. I thought to myself, Ah hell, it probably won’t be that bad.

The sun was already high at 0600, and the temperature was approaching ninety-five degrees as we dragged our duffel bags and shuffled into a loose formation. After going through the regular roll call routine, we were ordered to grab our gear and load into the four deuce-and-a-halfs parked near the receiving area.

We were all slightly hung over, and we bitched and moaned as we loaded our gear into the trucks and then climbed in behind it. As near as I could tell, about 125 of us were going to the 173d, about 50 of them I knew well. It felt good to have most of my buddies around me as we were driven from the Repo Depo through the small village of Long Binh and on to our new home.

As we were driven through the streets of the village, once again, I marveled at the poverty of the people. But Cardoza noted that there was no shortage of bars and not-so-bad-looking bar girls. The children waved and were friendly, the way kids throughout the world tend to be. But the adults stared at us or just turned away. I was beginning to get used to the stink as it was just part of the country, and even when the trucks were doing about forty miles per hour with the wind blowing in our faces, one could still smell it. As the trucks left Long Binh, the scene turned from hootches and bars to rice paddies and farm country. Wearing the funny looking conical hats and black pajamas, Vietnamese men and women were standing out in the paddies with water up to their knees. The paddies were laid out in rectangular or square sections, and it all looked very well organized.

The convoy moved along at a steady pace, and after about an hour of stop-and-go with a few MP (military police) check points, we arrived at the outskirts to the town of Bien Hoa. The 173d Airborne Brigade was deployed outside the city limits of Bien Hoa, around part of Bien Hoa Air Base.

Our new home seemed to consist of almost nothing but tents. The red dust that covered everything at the Repo Depo was part of our new environment as well. Many dirt roads led in and out of the tent city, and heat waves danced upward from them. The 173d didn’t impress us as we off-loaded our duffel bags in front of headquarters.

Within an hour we were assigned to our units and had moved to our company areas. Cardoza was assigned to the 1st Battalion, with many of the other men. Croxdale, Leyva, Carpenter, and I, along with others, were assigned to C Company, 2d Battalion of the 503d. Boehm and many others went to A (Alpha) Company of the 2d Battalion. All in all, we were still together, and we were finally a permanent part of a unit.

Croxdale, Leyva, and I were assigned to the 2d Platoon and were shown to a large tent where a young sergeant told us to pick empty cots and stow our gear in the empty footlockers assigned to them.

Croxdale and I found two cots side by side and started stowing our gear. We were quiet because someone down the line was sleeping; we were new and didn’t want to step on any toes. After dropping my gear, I sat on the cot and took a good look at home. There were M-16 rifles hanging from odd positions on the tent poles. Bandoliers of ammo hung near them.

There was an entrance at each end of the tent, and an aisle ran up the middle. There were about fifteen cots on each side. By each cot were numerous rucksacks, pistol belts with ammo pouches and grenades attached. Croxdale looked across at me with a funny grin on his face and remarked that there was enough armament in the tent to take on any police department in the United States. I agreed as I kept looking around trying to get my bearings. The sides of the tents were rolled up halfway to allow any breeze that might grace this dust hole to blow through the area. Below the tent flaps, sandbags were stacked four to five feet high.

After about a half hour, another NCO showed up and took us to the supply room where we were each issued an M-16 rifle, ammo pouches, rucksack, and other items that we were told to take back to our tents and stow. We were also issued OD (olive drab) jungle fatigues and told to get them on and stow the Stateside training fatigues.

We hustled back to the tent wondering where everyone was as the whole compound seemed empty. Once inside the tent, we put on the faded, used jungle fatigues we’d been issued. Mine had a hole torn in the shoulder and were in fair shape at best. The rifle that had been issued to me was in very poor shape, and the black plastic stock had faded to silver gray.

As I held it, I wondered what had happened to the last guy who had carried it. The bolt slid back easily as I pulled the charging handle and inspected the bore. I snapped the bolt back into position and told Croxdale that it looked like shit and I sure hoped it fired when it was needed. He agreed. His rifle didn’t look much better.

The guy at the end of the tent sat up. I had wakened him when the bolt clacked loudly in my rifle. “New cherries, huh?”

“Yeah,” we replied waiting for some type of introduction.

He laid back on the cot and said, “Keep the fucking noise down, cherries.”

I nodded to Croxdale and Leyva, and we left for the supply tent to find out where chow would be served and where the latrines were. The NCO there was helpful, but we had missed breakfast. The sarge told us most of the men in the company were in town, drinking and getting laid as we would soon be on a new operation.

On the way back to our tent, we ran into Carpenter, Boehm, and others who were in the same state of confusion. We all decided to head to the mess tent and just hang out until chow. There were some tables set up, and we all sat down, lit cigarettes, and started shooting the shit.

Nobody was in the mess tent, and when no one had showed up by noon, we headed back to our tents. By then the sleeping beauty in my tent was up, moving around, and in a little better mood. He introduced himself as Catozi, from Brooklyn. He had been in Nam for about nine months and told us he would help us get straightened away, because if we were going to get killed, it would happen in the first two to three months. Cat went on to tell us that our life expectancy was just two months, and we had our work cut out for us if we were going to make it. “More good news,” Leyva said.

I told Cat my name and that I was from California. “Hippies and fags come from California. Just kidding, Lepp.”

After Croxdale and Leyva introduced themselves, Cat started squaring us away.

He told us not to wear shorts. “Nobody wears underwear in Nam because of the heat and the bad case of crotch rot that follows if you do, especially when you’re humping through the jungle.”

“Tell us about this platoon,” I asked, trying to find out what we had got ourselves into.

Cat said that on the last operation, a couple of weeks earlier, the platoon had eight men killed and that we were the first of the new replacements. He said most of them were new men and that they were cut down by a .51 caliber machine gun. “You guys see lots of action?” Croxdale asked.

Cat said that we’d see more shit in two months than most army units see in one tour (twelve months).

That got our attention. I began to worry again as to what the hell we were going into. But if someone was to have told me that in the next ten months Leyva, Croxdale, Brown, Carpenter, Boehm, and most of the others would be dead, I wouldn’t have believed it.

Cat gave us some C rations for lunch and told us that dinner would be served in the mess tent as many of the men in the company would be staggering in. We were due to receive orders anytime for the next operation, and then we would be moving out.

I spent the rest of the day on my cot trying to do as little as possible and stay out of the intense heat.

Around 1600 hours groups of men started filtering back into the company area. Some were drunk and staggering around while others moved down the aisle quickly, barely giving us new guys a glance. Small groups of men had different conversations going and were coming and going to the latrine. Someone brought in an ice chest and started passing out beer. “Hey, cherry, you want a beer?”

“Sure,” I replied as he threw one to me.

Another man said, “Fuckin’ alcoholic,” as he grinned at me.

He introduced himself as Sergeant Williams, the squad leader of the 2d Squad, and told me that I was now in his squad and anything I needed I should talk to him. He called over others from the squad, and introductions were made. “This here’s Steve Welch our machine gunner.”

Steve was a tall, skinny, blond guy who had been in-country for a month.

While all this was happening, I noticed that Croxdale and Leyva had both been picked up by the 1st Squad and were meeting their new squad leader over a cold one. It was happening too fast, and it would take me several days to get all the names down. Cat came by with another beer and told me that, since I was the FNG, I would be humping the radio. Sergeant Williams went over in the corner of the tent and came back with it and two batteries. “This here is a PRC-10 radio for field communications, with short- and long-range antenna, and it’s all yours.”

I picked the radio up and noted that it weighed approximately thirty pounds with the two batteries. My new squad leader said that Cat would show me the basics on how the thing worked. Other men in the squad were Cole, Hines, Deane, Himey, Jerry French (Frenchy), and Sepulveda, who carried the M-79 grenade launcher. Williams said we were still short a couple of men, but more new replacements would be coming in during the next month. “Any questions?”

“Yes,” I replied. “When are we going out on the next operation?”

“Don’t know yet, but should find out in the morning formation.”

I dropped the radio and batteries into my rucksack as more beer was being passed around then sat on my bunk and lit a smoke, trying to adjust to the new environment. I noticed that the old-timers were casually watching us new guys as they drank their beer and talked with their friends. Cat came over and sat down next to me and said some of the old-timers were already placing bets as to how long we’d last. Fuckin’ great, I thought, a platoon of optimists.

Cat went on to tell me that the company commander was Captain Carney and the battalion commander was Colonel Sigholtz and that both were okay. We would meet the platoon leader and platoon sergeant in the morning as they were with battalion personnel planning the next operation, which was still top secret.

Cat, Croxdale, and I headed for the mess tent around 5:30 P.M. (1730 hours). We were still like little kids, asking questions every other sentence, and Cat was very patient and explained everything as well as anyone could. When we got to the tent, it was crowded, and we drew lots of stares from the old-timers. The men who had been there for two months or more had jump wings and combat infantry badges (CIBs) sewed above their left breast pocket indicating they had been in five or more firefights with the enemy. They also wore baseball caps with wings embroidered on the front. I made up my mind to get the baseball cap with the wings the next day.

We found a table and slid in with our hot food, which turned out to be fairly good. After the Repo Depo, any food would have been an improvement.

After chow we headed back to our tent and more beer. I listened as men told jokes and talked of previous operations and of men who had lived and died. It was a lot to take in, and I finally pulled the mosquito net over me and went to sleep at 10:00 P.M. or 2200 with the party still going on in the background. I awoke several times during the night when artillery shells impacted somewhere nearby. I wondered who was getting killed and why.

The sun was already up when I woke up in a puddle of sweat.

I jumped up, put on my fatigues, and headed for the latrine where I found Croxdale getting ready for the day. I joined him at the next sink and asked him what he thought about the unit. He felt pretty much the way I did. The men all seemed pretty cool so far, but he was concerned about our life expectancy. We were both a little scared, but usually kept those thoughts to ourselves.

Next came breakfast with Carpenter, Leyva, and others of the original group. By 0900 we were outside the platoon tent, milling around and waiting for the platoon leader, known as the LT (pronounced “eltee”), and the platoon sergeant to brief us on the next operation. Men from other platoons were forming up down the line, and each platoon was keeping to itself. It was hot, and many of the men did not wear fatigue shirts, so a lot of tattoos were in sight. No one was wearing the peace sign or any of the shit that was popular back in the States; 95 percent of us at that point in the war were volunteers for the Airborne and Vietnam.

“Hey, cherry, move your ass over!”

I jumped to my left as a tall, lanky man took my spot in the formation and gave me a real hard look. I walked over to Cat and asked him who the asshole was. “His name’s Kuhl and don’t sweat it. He’s only been here about a month and already thinks he’s hot shit.”

Kuhl was in the 1st Squad, which made my day because I had already decided that he and I were on a collision course.

The LT and platoon sergeant finally showed up and took a quick roll call, then ordered us into the tent for briefing. We moved into the tent quickly and sat at the end of our cots as the LT began speaking. “Men, the name of the operation is Junction City. We are going to make the first combat jump of the Vietnam war into …” Everyone started cheering and yelling.

I sat there in shock. I thought about every movie I’d ever seen as a kid, where the big bad paratrooper jumps in behind enemy lines and bodies are blown out of the air as they descend.

“Shut the fuck up,” someone yelled.

It got quiet again, and the LT continued. We were to jump in from 750 feet, near the Cambodian border to act as a blocking force. The 1st Infantry Division was to make a big push toward the border, and we were to be there waiting on the VC. The 1st Battalion would be choppered in after the jump to a nearby location as support for the 2d Battalion. The LT went on to say that before the day was out platforms would be constructed to help guys who hadn’t jumped in a while to practice parachute-landing falls (PLFs). The LT then turned the floor over to the platoon sergeant who said that town was off-limits and that hootch maids, Vietnamese civilians, and other foreign nationals would not be allowed in the camp until the operation had begun. We were told to keep our mouths shut and to start packing our rucks and getting our equipment together. The LT and the platoon sergeant left the tent as the men were hollering and yelling their happiness at being the first to jump into combat.

I walked over to Croxdale. “Are you ready for this?”

“Hell yes,” he replied. I was excited but apprehensive as I thought about floating down to the earth with people shooting at me. I decided there was nothing I could do about it.

“Second Squad over here,” Williams yelled.

I shuffled over to our little corner of the tent as Williams began giving instructions as to who was to carry what. “Cat, you help Lepp pack his ruck and give him some instruction on the prick (PRC) 10,” Williams ordered.

Cat motioned me over to my cot and pulled the radio out of my ruck. He gave me quick instruction, adding that I would have to learn the company codes as I went along. We started packing the ruck by first putting in the radio and the two batteries. After the batteries came two hundred rounds of M-60 ammo in one hundred-round belts, then several boxes of C rations, a water bag, two canteens with water, two bandoliers with fourteen magazines for my M-16 automatic rifle, one smoke grenade, three fragmentation grenades, and an additional eight magazines of M-16 ammo, pistol belt with two more canteens attached as well as two ammo pouches, extra M-16 ammo still in the box to be loaded into emptied mags if needed, poncho liner, and miscellaneous items. When I tied the straps down over the entire load and tried to pick the ruck up by the straps, I was surprised to find that it weighed about seventy pounds. Cat looked at me and grinned. “Get used to it, because you have to live out of your ruck in the field.”

“Yeah, if it doesn’t kill me packing this shit around.”

The next couple of days were spent with the old-timers’ re-learning some of the skills it takes to jump out of a plane with 80 to 120 pounds of gear strapped to our bodies. We were issued gear bags that would be attached below our T-7A reserve chutes. The bags would hold our rucks with most of our gear until we got to earth, and then our gear would be removed and worn. We were also issued the standard T-10 parachute. By the time we put all the gear on, most of us could hardly stand up as it all weighed between 100 and 115 pounds.

On February 21, the day before the jump, some unhappy changes were being made. The rear-eschelon types, i.e., lifers (career men), decided that a combat star on their jump wings would advance their careers when they got back Stateside. These were men who never went to the field, cooks, supply sergeants, and the officers who ran headquarters. Nevertheless, they started bumping men who deserved to be on the jump manifest because they went to the field on all the operations. It made just about everybody angry. Being brand new cherries, Croxdale and I expected to be bumped; for some reason we didn’t get bumped, but many other new guys did as well as some of the old-timers. The most annoying thing about the whole affair was that as soon as we were down and the area secured, those shitbirds were going to be choppered back to the rear and their cold beers. They didn’t have to stay out where it was going to be rough.

I packed and repacked my ruck, cleaned and recleaned my rifle, and listened for any tips that I could pick up from the more experienced men.

We were up at 2:00 A.M. February 22, and while we got our last hot meal for awhile, the company commanders were getting final briefings on the drop zone and how we were to link up, once on the ground.

In the mess tent most of us were quiet, rehearsing mentally what we had been told. There was a lot to remember and do, including not getting killed or hurt on the jump. Once we were out the door of the plane, we were on our own until we linked up with our units. The drop zone was a large, dry rice paddy near the Cambodian Border.

To minimize time in the air and, hopefully, not to give the gooks time to shoot the hell out of us, we would be dropped from 750 feet above the ground. Once on the ground, we were to break open our gear bags and saddle up with our gear and then make our way to our company. Each company would be in a different location on the edge of the paddy with different colored smoke being popped for the men to home in on. As I downed one last cup of coffee, I looked at the men in the mess tent. There was no sign of the jubilation of a few days ago, but rather apprehension and what appeared to be deep thought. “Croxdale, you ready?”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

We headed back to the platoon tent for one last gear check. Other men of the platoon were in the tent when we entered, smoking cigarettes and waiting for the word to move out. I picked up my rifle and inserted a magazine but did not lock and load. I checked the M-16 bayonet that had been given to me. I had spent several hours with a stone trying to sharpen it and still wasn’t satisfied, but it would have to do. Just in case I needed it in a hurry—which I really hoped I wouldn’t—I would wear it on a belt on my hip instead of putting it in the gear bag.

I opened the gear bag and gave everything another once-over. I was especially careful with the grenades. Like the others, I had taped the pins in place with masking tape so they couldn’t get knocked loose and drastically shorten this paratrooper’s career. After everything was buttoned up, I joined Croxdale and Leyva as we speculated how things would go. We worried about jumping into a hot DZ (drop zone). If that happened, our shit would be weak because we were extremely vulnerable in the air and even on the ground, where we would be scattered all over hell’s half acre.

Cat was cool and said to think positive.

At 5:00 A.M. trucks pulled into the company area known as Camp Zinn, and we loaded our gear and ourselves into them for a short ride to Bien Hoa airfield. The temperature was about seventy-five degrees, cool for Vietnam, and it felt good for a change. As we pulled onto the airstrip large groups of men were standing around their gear smoking. The airstrip was lined with waiting C-130 aircraft as about 750 men and one woman were making this jump. The woman was a French correspondent, and this was not her first combat jump. Life magazine and NBC News also had their people around, which pissed some of the old-timers off. They hated the press, and it wouldn’t take me long to find out why.

We off-loaded our gear, and the LT told us to stay close. The third platoon was just down the line, and I told Croxdale and Leyva that we should try to find Carpenter and some of the others. They agreed, and we started walking among the aircraft and different groups of men under a full moon which lit up the airstrip in a weird way.

As we walked along Leyva whispered “Holy shit.” He grabbed my arm and pointed to a small group of men near one plane. Several of them had scalps tied around their boots while others had them looped over their shoulders. Another man wore a necklace of ears.

“You’re going to see a lot of this shit,” Croxdale said. “Better get used to it.”

We continued on until we found Carpenter among his squad-mates. “What’s the good word, man?” I asked.

“Life, man. And getting out of this operation in one piece,” Carpenter said.

We agreed and sat down and lit our smokes up and once again started shooting the eternal shit.

At 7:00 A.M. men started yelling for everyone to get back to their platoons and stand by. Croxdale, Leyva, and I wished Carpenter and his squad good luck then hustled back to our platoon. The sun was up by then, and the temperature was rising fast. Another half hour passed, and a man came down the line with a bunch of white rags that had been torn into strips. He walked up to our group and handed two to each of us. “What are these for?” Cat asked.

The man pointed to a rifle lying on some gear and said, “Tie your weapons to your right leg,” then moved on.

We helped each other tie on the weapons. We could bend our right knees a little but not much with the M-16 tied down, and we looked kind of funny as we tried walking without a gimp.

At 0800 we saddled up and moved up the rear ramp into our assigned C-130. My squad sat along the right side of the craft on nylon-web seats.

With all the weight, I started sweating and couldn’t get comfortable. As we sat staring into the faces of the troopers directly across the aisle, I could feel the tension build. Even so, everyone put on his best face. At about 0815 the doors were sealed, and our plane started to move out onto the runway.

I wasn’t scared, but I was definitely nervous. Being a new guy, I didn’t want to screw up. More important, I didn’t want to die. With the doors shut, the inside of the plane got very hot, and soon we were perspiring enough for it to show through our fatigues.

All of a sudden the jumpmaster gave a thumbs-up sign, and the plane roared down the runway. The plane lifted off, and as we gained altitude, the temperature dropped slightly. I leaned over and checked my rifle for the fifteenth time as I had a vision of jumping out the door and my rifle coming loose and falling to the earth. That would not be good. So once again I tightened the rags to insure that did not happen. The plane engines were very loud, and we had to yell at each other to be heard. There wasn’t much conversation as each man sunk deeper into his own thoughts as the flight continued.
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