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THE STAKES OF THIS NO-NAME BATTLE WERE SIMPLE. WIN OR DIE.

Hooper tossed in a grenade and then scrambled to the next enemy bunker in line, repeating the process before moving on to a third. One by one, the grenades blew behind him.

Rising black clouds of debris, swirling dirt, and an invisible wave of intense heat from the explosions followed him as he ran, the glowing splinters of metal fragments from secondary explosions tearing into his back and legs. Small holes and spreading rosettes of blood mottled his jungle fatigues. The pain spread like needles in his brain. Where the shrapnel didn’t penetrate his skin, it burned red welts.

Hooper was a mess. He was covered with dirt, soot from the gunsmoke, and his and others’ blood. Still, charging forward, Hooper looked like a demon. The fighting was growing more hectic and confusing, and the NVA soldiers were charging out to attack, only to be cut down short of their intended targets—most of the time.

In other moments, grisly hand-to-hand combat scenes were being played out in grunting, swearing, life-and-death struggles. …
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To Doc L. Wayne Ball, a veteran of the war stories and medic for their casualties, with thanks for the service and the belief that the stories matter.





There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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“Beaucoup dinky dau” is a slang G.I. expression, a bastardization of French and Vietnamese, that American G.I.’s during the Vietnam War knew meant “very crazy,” a term that I think most readers will agree is appropriate for the things that occur in this collection of unusual stories and oddities.

The stories found in the following pages are that and more. They are some of the strange and unique accounts I collected during my tenure as a senior editor at Behind the Lines magazine and as a columnist for various military-related publications.

Although all of the stories are alleged to be true, there are a few even I think are far-fetched, perhaps even suspect. However, having said that, I must add that when several of the more unusual stories first appeared in print, I received candid calls from other veterans who claimed similar things had happened to them, which is why I’ll leave it to the reader to sift and sort through the stories and to make up his or her own mind as to what to believe. It was Col. Harry Summers, founder of Vietnam Magazine and one of the best-regarded historians of the Vietnam War, who pointed out that there were “thousands of truths” in the war. This collection of stories almost certainly offers several more.

Where I can, I have used the real names, units, and other pertinent information in the retelling. In some instances, at the request of veterans involved, I’ve changed names, unit designations, locations, and dates to protect their privacy for reasons that will make themselves evident as their stories unfold. Anonymity has its place and value.

Perhaps the obvious question is “Why another book on the Vietnam War?” With all of the books, news reports, films, and documentaries on the war, anyone would think everything has been covered by now. Unfortunately, given the stereotypes and prejudices current about the war and those caught up in it, there’s room for a few more stories that might shine some light on the subject and take us into a new realm of understanding. And, too, there are probably even a few more surprises for us all. Vietnam is still a nation of surprises.

For example, late in 1992, a team of scientists exploring a remote stretch of rugged jungle mountains on the border with Laos made a startling zoological find. In ancient rain forests, they discovered a large, previously unknown mammal, a forest goat to be specific (named sao lo in Vietnamese, for the weaving spindlelike horns). The sao lo stood three feet tall and weighed over two hundred pounds. What’s more, the scientists discovered several new species of exotic bird and a never-before-seen yellow-shell turtle.

No big thing, right? Just odd and unusual wildlife?

Well, think about it for a moment. On the surface, the discoveries may not sound like much, but it is something amazing because, for two thousand years, Vietnam has been involved in on-again, off-again wars with the Chinese, Khmers, the French, Japanese, the Americans and their allies, Cambodians, and others. In the twentieth century alone, there have been myriad raids and reconnaissance missions, shellings, massive bomb runs, storms of chemical defoliants rained over the forests, and constant monitoring from spy planes, sensitive listening devices, and satellites from space that were capable of photographing the serial numbers of enemy vehicles. Despite all that, the unique goat, birds, turtles, and—more than likely—other animals went unnoticed.

It took a few intrepid field zoologists to push back the branches and shed some new light on things that weren’t supposed to have been there.

After thirty-plus years, some of us are still trying to learn more about the war we thought we already knew and understood. Like the zoologists, we’re still pushing back the brush and tangled branches, still making accidental discoveries that frighten, amuse, surprise, or even amaze us. With a little fieldwork of our own, we’re finding new ways to view or interpret what happened in order to get a better understanding of ourselves and of people and things we stereotype.

Why? Because sometimes what we think we know has little at all to do with truth, let alone fact. We’ve just accepted something without question until it has become part of our collective knowledge or lore.

Take the word kangaroo, for instance. When the English first encountered one of the large marsupials hopping around the land Down Under, they were startled and astounded by the strange creature and asked one of the aborigines who accompanied them what it was.

“Kangaroo?” was the reply.

“Kangaroo! Splendid!” echoed the English, and the name stuck and became part of our historical lexicon. It was history, zoology, and hopping misunderstanding, too, for that matter, because in the dialect of the aborigines kangaroo means something akin to “I’m not certain what you’re asking.”

The Englishman hadn’t made himself clear so the reply to his question, and its interpretation, became a simple misunderstanding, one we’ve all come to accept. The English aren’t alone.

Remember the fight scenes in the gladiator movies where the thumbs-up or thumbs-down gesture is given by the emperor to the victorious fighter? Well, from a Vatican scholar, I learned there was a basis in fact for the gestures; however, there is an interesting twist.

From the movies, we see that the thumbs-up sign means “Let him live!” while the thumbs-down sign means “Kill him!”

Sort of.

Actually, the historical technical adviser explained the gestures to the movie people, what they meant and when they were used. But when it came time to shoot the scene, someone confused the two gestures. In fact, the thumbs-up sign meant “Send him to the gods!”—that is, “Kill him!”—and the thumbs-down gesture meant “Let him remain on earth.” It is ironic that today movie critics use the confused thumbs-up and thumbs-down gestures to judge the latest Hollywood releases.

I think it was Ernest Hemingway who, after a life of chasing wars and his own demons by placing himself in myriad conflicts and dangers, came away convinced that all fact is fiction and all fiction is fact, that little in life—in his life anyway—was what it seemed. Although I didn’t quite understand what that meant before I went off to the army and to the Vietnam War, the observation took on more depth and meaning upon my return. As did the words of the American author and humorist Mark Twain, who said, “Why shouldn’t truth be stranger than fiction? After all, fiction has to make sense!”

Twain well understood the complexities and absurdities of real life. With his stories and insight, he taught us how to better look and laugh at ourselves and at the pomp and pageantry we sometimes resort to in order to hide our worst failings and fears.

Real life, at least the “civilized” variety, often confounded him, as did the little and large mysteries and unexplained behavior, which only added to his skepticism and belief that not everything can be neatly packaged or labeled.

The same, too, can be said of the American war in Vietnam. Much of what we’ve learned of the war and what prejudices we hold need to be reexamined and reviewed as we struggle to make some sense of the turmoil of those years and to learn from the ordeal. It is a long process of examination and reexamination to find meaning, value, and closure.

Like the zoologists, we, too, need to push back a few more leaves and branches and do more fieldwork. The difficulty in any exploration comes in trying to keep an open mind about what we discover and what we label.

There are no lectures here, just stories that will help you get a better understanding of the American war in Vietnam from some of the people who did the fieldwork.

Kregg P. J. Jorgenson


Republic of Vietnam

[image: ]


DEAD RECKONING
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Perhaps one of the deadliest threats to anyone stationed in Vietnam during the war came from Viet Cong or North Vietnamese Army mortar or Katyusha 122mm-rocket artillery fire. At any moment and, seemingly, any facility, the “incoming” (as it was better known) could rain down and wound or kill anyone within its deadly radius. In this story, you’ll come to better understand another aspect of that frightening reality and, too, the terror of getting hit.


In war, you will die like a dog for no good reason.

—ERNEST HEMINGWAY



Dong Ha, Vietnam

The North Vietnamese Army’s Van An Rocket Artillery Regiment had it in for the Marine 3d Recon Battalion. At least, at times, it felt that way. The base camp at Dong Ha seemed to be one of their favorite target areas and, too, maybe one of their easiest.

Dong Ha was located on Highway 9, less than ten miles from the DMZ in the I Corps Military Region, the northernmost of the four corps tactical zones into which Vietnam was divided. The DMZ was the infamous and misnamed Demilitarized Zone that separated North Vietnam from South Vietnam, and it was anything but demilitarized. The North Vietnamese Army used it as a springboard for attacks in I Corps, and since their rocket artillery rounds could easily cover the distance, Dong Ha was not only a target of choice for the NVA artillery gunners but a target of opportunity as well.

This time, they were walking the Russian 122mm rockets into the base with such precision that even the uninitiated could see it wasn’t a random attack. The deafening explosions of the forty-pound warheads erupted in an evident pattern as specific sites were being targeted. With their vast spy network throughout the region, the Communist gunners knew the Marine facility well and took full advantage of the knowledge.

However, even before the first rocket slammed into the tents or tin-roofed barracks hootches, and split seconds before the base camp’s warning siren began building into a screaming wail, Sgt. James P. Henderson recognized their distinctive whoosh, like a truck’s tires at high speed on a wet road, for what it was and yelled at his people to get to the protective sandbagged bunkers outside.

“Incoming!” the wiry noncommissioned officer yelled, pulling Marines out of the barracks and shoving them toward the nearest bunker, just around the corner of the hootch. “Go! Go! Go!”

The rockets were falling in rapid succession, dancing across the base in deadly, macabre steps. Whoomphs followed the screaming whooshes and the thundering roars of secondary explosions that told of direct hits. Hot shrapnel rained across the camp, ripping and tearing through anything and anyone in its way.

Rising black plumes and the acrid, oily odor of burning fuel confirmed the NVA gunners’ accuracy. Since the bases and camps were stationary, the ranges had long been defined and plotted by the Viet Cong and NVA. Besides, they’d had years of practice.

Another 122mm rocket slammed into the next hootch over, tearing through the sheet-metal roofing and gutting the wood-frame building.

Someone was screaming for a corpsman, then the call was drowned out by still another series of whoomphs and explosions. The impacts and detonations sent tremors across the base.

His rifle in hand, Henderson grabbed his flak jacket and steel-pot helmet and took off in a dead run, following the others. If a ground attack followed, he would damn well be ready. The North Vietnamese Army sometimes attempted a ground assault after a shelling, hoping that the Americans’ defenses had been weakened or were inadequately manned.

Henderson had just turned the corner of his hootch and was within a few feet of the bunker’s opening when a rocket exploded a few yards behind him. The blast slammed into his back, and the intense heat, splintered metal, and concussion lifted him up off the ground forcefully and threw him down limply like a discarded doll.

The pain was intense and overwhelming, and when Henderson tried to lift himself up and turn over, his arms and legs wouldn’t respond. They couldn’t. There was too much weight on his legs and back. Lying facedown in the hard-packed orange earth, he wondered what had fallen on top of him. Building debris, most likely. But why was it so heavy?

His breaths were shallow, and he was soon struggling for air, fighting a dark current that threatened to sweep up and overpower him. His chest burned, and the air that somehow squeezed through to his lungs only fanned his pain. In the distance, someone was yelling for a corpsman, but the voice seemed too far away to matter. He knew he was hurt, but he couldn’t determine how badly. What was on his back?

He couldn’t see any debris, but then he couldn’t focus either; every time he opened his eyes, a searing light burned through his sockets. It was too bright and blinding to let anything else in. Then, in an instant, the light began to fade, and a shadowy world took its place around him. He was fading into black.

Most of his hearing was lost, and what sound filtered through was muffled by the blood he could feel flowing from his ears. He would learn later that his eardrums were shattered. Between the shaking from the follow-up explosions and the cool shuddering earth, he could feel the burning pain of his broken body.

Something was flowing down the side of his face and spilling into his mouth. The droplets tasted like warm copper droplets, and memory recognized it instantly. It was blood. He wanted to spit it out but couldn’t even find the strength to do that. Instead, he managed to use his tongue to push it through his lips, and it dribbled to the ground. He could feel it pool in the soil beneath his cheek.

When he tried to call for help nothing came out. The shallow exhaled breaths didn’t allow words, and in a terrible, frightening instant, he understood his fate. He was dying.

Panic began to take over, but it was too late for that, too. The shadows grew darker, and the pain lessened, drifting off, actually leaving him in the cold tide of darkness.

All around him, the rain of rockets fell, then finally danced off to another part of the base. Through the earth, he felt their rumble diminish, moving away in big, labored steps.

Moments later, it was still. Too still.

For what seemed like an eternity, there was nothing for Henderson. No sudden rush of life’s reruns or regrets. Nothing but white noise and an internal pounding that replaced the exploding artillery rounds. The internal pounding was his pulse, and he could sense that the beats were lessening.

Then he still couldn’t see, but he could feel someone at his side gently turning him over, and he heard a yell, “Over here! Head wound!” The Marine sergeant could barely hear the other wounded and dying Marines crying around him, but that was enough to bring back the panic.

“I can’t get a pulse! Don’t die on me, you son of a bitch!” he heard that someone say as though in the distance, and although Henderson couldn’t see the Marine shaking his head wearily or see the man’s blood-drenched hands, he could sense what was happening next as the man lowered him back to the ground. “Ah, Christ!” the man said, distant and faint.

“Don’t go! I’m not dead!” Henderson yelled in his mind, only no one else could hear. The back of his head was broken open where rocket shrapnel had pushed his steel pot back into his skull like a baseball shattering a window.

James P. Henderson’s world and life were bleeding away, swirling steadily toward a small opening of light propped against a dark sea backdrop. He was being sucked into a whirlpool, and he fought it until there was no choice but to spiral with it; he didn’t have the strength, and he realized it with a reluctant acceptance. He wouldn’t go easily, but he was going. Within seconds, he was gone.

Dead.

Killed In Action.

Sergeant James P. Henderson’s body was loaded into the olive drab rubber body bag, zipped in with finality, and placed alongside the others killed in the rocket attack. The line of Marines killed in action was growing steadily as, one by one, the body bags and ponchos used as makeshift body bags were brought into quiet formation. Other survivors stood around, dazed and stunned by the bloody scene. Some were lighting cigarettes with shaking hands, hoping that the smoke would curb the stench of dead comrades whose bodies were already bloating beneath the hot Vietnamese sun.

Their eyes showed the beginnings of survivor’s guilt and the shame that came with feeling glad, really glad, that it was someone else and not them. These were their buddies, their fellow Marines, and death didn’t really give a damn.

The overworked navy corpsman yelled for assistance while loading the wounded into commandeered jeeps and trucks, and his call was amplified by a gunnery sergeant who took charge and brought the survivors back to the task at hand.

“Let’s go, people!” the gunny said, raising his voice to get their attention and pull them out of their own distant thoughts. “We need a hand over here!”

The Marines moved more quickly as they helped the wounded. Those who could not walk were assisted by survivors better off, and there was no shortage of help.

It was only later, after all of the wounded had been taken to the field hospital, that the corpsman turned his attention back to the line of body bags and the dead Marines. It was the part of his job he hated more than anything and why he hated Vietnam and the fucking war.

He sighed audibly, looking over the bloodied body bags. He shook his head and swore. When he was ready, he went to work. One by one, he worked his way down the solemn row, unzipping each body bag, removing the dead Marine’s dog tags, and swearing again when he turned the dead Marine’s head back to face him. The Marine was maybe all of nineteen or twenty years old with dumb fucking Opie of Mayberry red hair, freckles, and green eyes, and a hole in his chest the size of a soft-ball. His heart and lungs were blown through his back.

The corpsman wedged one of the dog tags between the dead man’s teeth and hit it with the butt of his K-bar knife to lodge it in place. He took the other and placed it in his utility jacket pocket to turn over to the platoon leader when the grisly job was done.

It was standard operating procedure, SOP for the task, part of it anyway. The rest dictated that the corps-man would punch a hole in the dead marine’s ear with a handheld hole punch and attach a twist-tie card containing the necessary information about the dead Marine so the Graves Registration people could process the remains Stateside.

The corpsman twist-tied the wire attached to the card twice so it wouldn’t dislodge from the dead man’s body in transit. Bloodied rubber body bags. Envelopes, really, that would eventually become dead letters home.

The corpsman zipped the bag back up and went on to the next one in line and the next and the next.

“Henderson, James P., Sergeant,” the corpsman said to himself, reading the fifth dead Marine’s dog tag. A dark wet and sticky maroon pool mushroomed across the back of Henderson’s utility uniform. Bits and pieces of severed flesh clung to the side of the body bag and fell on the corpsman’s forearms as he reached in to turn the dead man’s head.

“Shit!” he said, despising what he was doing. He’d been trained to save people, not process them like meat. He struggled to lodge the dog tag in place and absent-mindedly dropped the second tag into his pocket with the others. Reaching back in with the hole punch, he worked the metal lips into the soft flesh of Henderson’s ear and pressed both handles together, creating a path for the information card. Only just as the hole punch made the hole, the Marine sergeant rose up slightly and said “Hello!” to the stunned medic, who quickly dropped the dead Marine and crab-scrambled back away from the body bag.

His heart was thumping wildly in his chest just as it had done when he was nine and someone had jumped out of the dark and screamed, “Boo!” He was breathing rapidly, and he was genuinely scared; the dead don’t talk and they sure as hell don’t sit up and say, “Hello!” Henderson, James P., Sergeant, was still alive!

“Get me some help over here!” the corpsman yelled, rushing back to the Marine in the body bag. Throwing his ear against the dead man’s chest, he yelled again. “Get me some help over here! Now! This one’s still alive!”

Placing his fingers on the carotid artery on Henderson’s bloody neck, the corpsman found a pulse. The faint beat was barely registering, but it was there. A pulse!

The corpsman was yelling again to a bewildered audience who had gathered around the medic. “Get a jeep! He’s still alive!” Then, turning back to Henderson and cradling the man, he added, “Hang in there, Sarge. You’re going to make it. You hear me? Damn it! You’re going to make it!”

Weeks later, awake and recovering in a cool, clean military hospital thousands of miles from the war, Henderson, James P., Sergeant, was beginning to learn more of the details of what had happened and what had almost happened. The specifics left the Marine sergeant more than a little uncomfortable and unnerved.

The physical recovery was slow. His vision had returned, as had some of his hearing, but he was still having difficulty speaking. The rocket’s explosion had shattered the back of his skull and a metal plate had been inserted there to strengthen the area. His memory was coming back, but it wasn’t all there yet.

Shrapnel had broken ribs and littered his body from his back down to his feet. He was a mess, but he was alive. With enough physical therapy and time, he’d bounce back. He’d have scars, plates, and shrapnel fragments as reminders.

When the hospital commander came by to award him a Purple Heart, the officer asked if there was anything he could do for him. Henderson nodded and reached for the pencil and paper that he used for communication until his speech returned fully.

Scribbling out a note, he handed it to the naval medical officer, who read it, smiled, and nodded his response.

“Can do, Sergeant,” the hospital commander added, reading the handwritten note over again and stifling a laugh. “I’ll take care of it for you personally.”

The hospital commander laughed again at the Marine sergeant’s note, pocketing it as he walked off the ward. The note read: “I guess I was so busy being dead, I forgot my manners, sir. Please find out the corpsman’s name who decided I didn’t need to go to hell just yet and buy him a case of whatever he drinks. Charge it to me, and tell the squid thanks.”

James P. Henderson retired as a command sergeant major after thirty-two years with the United States Marine Corps. In some circles, a command sergeant major ranks up there on Olympus next to Zeus as a secondary god of thunder.

However, before his long climb to the top of the enlisted ranks, Henderson spent his time on the line, serving nearly four tours of duty in Vietnam. In his forty-four months of combat service, J. P. Henderson earned a Silver Star for gallantry, a Bronze Star for heroism, six Purple Hearts, five significant single-mission Air Medals, twenty Air Medal Mission awards, the Navy Commendation Medal, and various other awards and decorations.

He also successfully completed the United States Army’s Ranger and parachute training and a number of other service special warfare–related schools. A former Marine and, perhaps, a Marine’s Marine, James P. Henderson is a law-enforcement officer in southern California.


THE EVIL GOD
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The battle for good and evil takes many twists and turns in combat, and the definitions a soldier comes away with afterward depend largely upon the belief system he brought with him and the god or gods he serves. The following story will introduce you to a new belief system and offer a closer look at an evil god.


Religions are born and may die, but superstition is immortal. Only the fortunate can take life without mythology.

—WILL AND ARIEL DURANT



It was an ancient farming practice. The tribal hill people, the montagnards, were using slash-and-burn techniques in a portion of the jungle to plant their spring crops. The planting and harvesting of crops were a necessary part of their survival, and while they went about their daily lives in a war zone, the unseen dangers were never all that far away.

A deadly cobra, driven out of its nest by a wall of rising flames, struck out from the roiling black smoke and bit an old man whose attention was focused on the fire. The mud-brown snake pumped its venom into the old man, then slithered away into the jungle while the villagers quickly came to the man’s aid. The old man had been bitten in the thigh, the wounds too close to or in the femoral artery.

“Poor bastard,” said a veteran Special Forces master sergeant to no one in particular when he had heard what had happened to the old man. More than likely, the snakebite
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