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Prologue


The Lowest-Altitude Bailout

“I walked up on the deck. It was dark and they were firing, 
and the next thing I recall I was in the water.”

Little-known fact about the American war in Vietnam: 271 U.S. Navy sailors were lost at sea in the waters off the coast of Vietnam from 1964 to 1973. A good portion were thrown overboard during fires and explosions. But scores of others went over the side by accident, by malfeasance, or by their own desire to end it all.1

This is the story of the only American sailor during the long war in Vietnam who went into the drink and wound up in a prisoner of war camp in Hanoi.

This incredible tale of the youngest and lowest-ranking American POW captured in North Vietnam began at around 4:30 a.m. on Thursday, April 6, 1967. That’s when twenty-year-old Seaman Apprentice Douglas Brent Hegdahl lay wide awake in his bunk below decks on the U.S.S. Canberra, a guided missile cruiser patrolling the coast of North Vietnam in the South China Sea. The war in Vietnam had been raging for nearly three years. Eleven thousand U.S. soldiers, Marines, sailors, and airmen would die in the conflict that year.2

Doug Hegdahl joined the Navy the previous fall not long after he graduated from high school in his hometown of Clark, South Dakota, population 1,300. He had just turned twenty. It was the patriotic thing to do. Plus, as his mother told him more than once, if he joined the Navy, he wouldn’t get drafted into the Army—or, heaven forbid, the Marines—and six months later find himself hacking through triple-canopy jungle fighting the Viet Cong.3

He told the friendly Navy recruiter that steamy summer’s day in nearby Watertown that he wanted to see the world. “Any place special?” the recruiter asked with a smile. Doug answered that he’d always wanted to see Australia. The recruiter handed him the four-year enlistment papers. Doug signed on the dotted line. Next stop: Fargo, North Dakota, at the Armed Forces Examining and Entrance Station, where he took the oath and shipped out to Boot Camp (officially known as Recruit Training Command) in San Diego.

After that, the Navy was supposed to send him for more training to be a military postal clerk. But that never happened. The needs of the Navy in the escalating Vietnam War took precedence. Instead, Doug went home to Clark for Christmas leave, returned to San Diego, and almost immediately shipped out. In February he found himself working a blue-collar job as an ammunition handler on the U.S.S. Canberra, a World War II–vintage guided missile cruiser patrolling the Gulf of Tonkin off the coast of North Vietnam. He and the other sailors pronounced it the “CAN-bare-uh.” It would be the closest he’d get to the ship’s namesake country during his short Navy career.
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Zero dark thirty on April 6, 1967. Doug struggled to get some sleep on his triple bunk mattress as the Canberra’s guns bombarded enemy positions more than a dozen miles away on the mainland. They called it Harassment and Interdiction fire—H & I. Supposedly a spotter somewhere or a forward air control (FAC) pilot sees something fishy on land, radios a report, and the guns start booming. It can happen any time, day or night. Who knew what they were firing at? Who cared, anyway?

He’d spent that day below decks doing his job feeding the ship’s twenty-foot-long, five-inch guns in the aft ammunition handling room. He was a member of the crew that jammed the five-inch-round shells into the breaches of the guns, followed by two cloth bags filled with gunpowder. Then the gun crew would slam the breech shut and fire.

He’d heard those guns blasting away in the dark at targets—real and imagined—in North Vietnam when he’d humped the shells and powder kegs below decks. But he’d never seen them in action up close. And guys who had seen night firing told him it was an amazing sight.

So, Doug decided to take a look for himself. He slowly rolled his six-foot, 225-pound body out of his cramped bunk, careful not to bonk his head on the metal rack frame just inches above him. He didn’t even bother to look for his thick, black-framed glasses. He stowed his wristwatch and wallet in his locker, and made his way up to the deck to the gun line to take in his first night bombardment.

Plus, it’d also be good to breathe some fresh sea air after all those hours in the ship’s steamy, fetid, crowded underbelly with scores of other sweaty sailors.

He made his way closer and closer to the booming guns along the narrow, teakwood deck. There was not a sailor in sight. He vaguely remembered an orientation session soon after he had come aboard when some salty old Chief warned him and the other new guys about going out on deck when the guns were blasting. Something about the concussion blowing out your eardrums or even knocking you overboard.

The guns began roaring as he headed toward one of the massive five-inch gun mounts.

“And the next thing I remember I was in the water,” Doug later said, “and I can’t tell you how I fell from my ship. All I know is, I walked up on the deck. It was dark and they were firing, and the next thing I recall I was in the water.”4

Said water being the Gulf of Tonkin off the coast of North Vietnam in the South China Sea. Just the clothes on his back—no life preserver, no ID, no glasses. He screamed for help as loudly as he could. But it was pitch dark, the guns were roaring, and not a soul was on deck.

“I remember seeing the ship a long time afterwards as I was treading water,” he said. Then the Canberra was gone over the horizon.5 No one on board knew he had gone overboard. They wouldn’t realize he was missing till morning muster later that day, April 6. When Doug turned up missing at second morning muster, the officers ordered a search of the ship. Ninety minutes later, the search ended. No Doug. After making a second search, the ship’s officers came to the conclusion that he’d gone over the side.
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Doug Hegdahl was a big, strong guy who wrestled heavyweight and played on the football team at Clark High School. And he was a good swimmer. But the tide was strong. It took him toward the shore away from the ship at a fast clip. He treaded water. He took off his boots—your standard-issue heavy black Navy boondockers—and tied them around his neck with the laces because he’d need them if he managed to get to shore. He remembered survival training and managed to wriggle out of his Navy dungarees, tie them at the cuffs, and wrap them around his head—a primitive life preserver.6

It didn’t work. The pants had holes in them. He wrangled them back on.

After a few hours of drifting, Doug Hegdahl could hardly move his arms. He felt defeated. He stopped treading water. He began to sink. But as he descended, the ice-cold water brought him back to life with a jolt, and he somehow fought his way to the surface.

Dawn came on the South China Sea. Doug summoned the energy to start swimming toward what he thought was the shore. But he couldn’t seem to get any closer to the speck of land he glimpsed on the horizon. He gave up and rolled on his back. He floated, staring at the western South China Sea sky. He worried about sharks. He began to pray.

After about four hours in the water, exhaustion set in. He knew he couldn’t stay afloat much longer.

Then he heard faint voices and an object closing in on him. He took off his white T-shirt and waved it over his head. He saw Vietnamese men on a primitive fishing boat. “It looked like a Viking ship coming through the swells,” Doug later recalled.7 He managed to raise his arms. They saw him. The men hauled him in, brought him to the shore—and turned him over to the North Vietnamese Army.

“I didn’t think of myself as being captured,” Doug said. “I thought of myself being rescued.”8 It was “probably the most embarrassing capture in the entire Vietnam War.”9

A joke later went around the prison camp in Hanoi. Doug, the Navy, Marine, and Air Force flyers said, held the record among the men held by the North Vietnamese for the lowest-altitude bailout.10
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Two days after being pulled out of the sea, Doug Hegdahl found himself in the infamous Hỏa Lò (“WHA-low”) POW camp, which the U.S. prisoners sarcastically referred to as the Hanoi Hilton. The youngest American prisoner captured in North Vietnam, and the lowest-ranking imprisoned American there, he would be held for more than two years. But after Doug came home in 1969, the young South Dakotan wrote his way into the Vietnam War history books.

At first, the North Vietnamese interrogators figured Doug Hegdahl for a spy who concocted a dubious tale of falling off a ship in the Tonkin Gulf. But he soon convinced them that he was anything but a CIA spy; that he was, in fact, a lowly enlisted man who had no knowledge about any Navy operational information that could be useful to them; and that he really was blown off the deck of his ship.

True enough. But he also conned the North Vietnamese into believing that he was a bumbling fool by playing it dumb when they interrogated him—so much so that the guards starting referring to him as “The Incredibly Stupid One.”

But Doug Hegdahl was far from stupid. “Falling off a ship was a dumb thing to do,” former POW Everett Alvarez Jr. said in 2023, but when Doug got to Hanoi, he “was playing dumb. He was a smart kid.”11 He “was dumb like a fox,” fellow POW Gerald Coffee said.12

How smart? For one thing, Doug quickly figured out that it would be to his advantage to act the village idiot. For another, he had an astounding memory. When his fellow prisoners—nearly all of them experienced pilots and navigators—realized that fact, they ordered him to do what many others confined in the Hanoi Hilton were doing: memorize the names of as many fellow POWs as he could, along with their ranks and services and any other bits of personal information they could scrounge up. He obeyed orders and set about gathering that info. It took more than two years.

The North Vietnamese gave precious little information to the world about the men imprisoned in the Hanoi Hilton. Washington had no idea exactly how many American men listed as missing in action wound up as prisoners of war in the antiquated, hellish former French colonial prison complex in Hanoi. Nor did their family members back home.

After Doug had filed a mountain of information in his brain, his commanding officer (the POWs organized an unofficial chain of command behind bars) ordered him to accept an early release, which the Vietnamese regularly offered to POWs they wanted gone for propaganda purposes. That way he could give that vital information to the Pentagon.

He refused. He felt it wasn’t right to leave when hundreds of others were still imprisoned. The officer understood, but insisted—and eventually Doug complied.

In early July 1969, Seaman Hegdahl and two other POWs—severely wounded Navy pilot Robert Frishman and Wesley Rumble, an Air Force captain with a serious back compression injury—were taken from their cells for a few weeks of “fattening up, sunning and indoctrination,” as a 1998 Pentagon study written by military historians Stuart I. Rochester and Frederick Kiley put it.13 On August 5, the North Vietnamese turned the three men over to a group of American antiwar activists who had flown to Hanoi for the occasion.

The Vietnamese had taken them from their cells that morning and put them—clad in dungarees, open-collar, off-white shirts, and rubber sandals—into a van that sped off to Hanoi’s Gia Lam Airport. North Vietnamese prison guards escorted the party onto a plane heading to Vientiane, the capital of Laos. After the plane touched down, U.S. Embassy officials came on board to confer with Doug and the two other released POWs and their antiwar handlers. Then everyone disembarked.

When the former POWs stepped onto the tarmac, reporters mobbed them. Frishman answered questions. All Doug said was that he mainly spent his time sweeping the camp, smoking, and listening to North Vietnamese propaganda on the radio. Not a word about the 254 names he’d memorized. A news report described Doug as acting “nervously.”14

Doug, Frishman, and Rumble then flew to Bangkok, where they were taken to the U.S. ambassador’s guest house. They were given new clothes—and steaks and beer. Doug still didn’t say much for the record.

Then came a flight to New York’s Kennedy International Airport, before a hop to Andrews Air Force Base near Washington, D.C. The Navy flew Doug’s parents and Frishman’s wife and parents to New York to greet them. Everyone, Doug included, was grinning broadly when they faced reporters on the windy tarmac after deplaning at Kennedy.

After that homecoming, Doug met with his military debriefers. He shocked them when he began rattling off the names of 254 men. Hanoi had admitted holding only a few dozen, although the U.S. military had reliable intel on scores of others.

The debriefing officer couldn’t believe what he heard, so he told Doug to name all the POW lieutenant colonels. Doug took a deep breath, closed his eyes, opened them, and the names come pouring out rapid fire.

The debriefer asked, “Can you slow it down?” Doug later remembered. “I said, ‘No it’s like riding a bicycle, you’d tip over’” if you stopped.15 So, the debriefer asked Doug to recite the names again and tape-recorded them so he could later get them all on paper.

With that, the Pentagon soon “changed the status of forty people from missing [in action] to prisoner of war,” Doug said in 1973.16 He was wrong; the total of new names actually was sixty-three.

But that’s not all. In addition to divulging the names, Doug, Frishman, and Rumble (who also had a long list of memorized names) told the Pentagon about the systematic torturing of the American POWs in Hanoi, and Doug reported many hitherto unknown details about life inside the Hanoi POW camps.

Doug “had first-hand information about the torture, how it was done, to which people it was done,” former POW Dick Stratton said in 2019, “and the locations of various places around” the camps. “He was able to verify that for the intelligence community. And bring back all of those names.”17

That critical information contributed to the Nixon administration heating up its public pressure on North Vietnam in the fall of 1969 to follow the 1949 Geneva Convention’s rules on humane treatment of POWs. Remarkably, within weeks after Hegdahl, Frishman, and Rumble were debriefed, the North Vietnamese greatly curtailed routine torturing, and life in the camps improved significantly. Other factors were at work, but there’s no doubt that the new information provided by Doug Hegdahl was an important factor in the North Vietnamese decision to make life immeasurably easier for the hundreds of POWs they still held in Hanoi.

Doug Hegdahl would receive a fair number of medals during his nearly four years of active duty, but none were for valor. Three (the National Defense Service Medal, Vietnam Service Medal, and Campaign Ribbon) went to everyone who served in the military in the Vietnam War. The Prisoner of War Medal went to all those held captive in Vietnam. The Combat Action Ribbon went to every Sailor, Marine, or Coast Guardsman who participated in combat. Doug’s Meritorious Unit Commendation honored his ship’s service.

In other words, Douglas Brent Hegdahl, who performed one of the most remarkable and courageous—and consequential—acts outside of combat in the Vietnam War, never has been officially recognized for it. Nor has his one-of-a-kind Vietnam War story ever been told more than cursorily. Until now.









Chapter 1


Growing Up in Mayberry

Doug “came from solid, patriotic Norwegian Lutheran stock.”

Douglas Brent Hegdahl came into this world on September 3, 1946, the first year of what would become known as the post–World War II Baby Boom. Never mind that his father, Abraham Hegdahl, having being born in 1903, was too old to serve in the war.

Doug’s parents, Abe Hegdahl and Edythe Serene Herigstad, tied the knot on February 23, 1944, in Webster, South Dakota. He was forty; she was thirty-three. Abe and Edythe—like many of their friends and neighbors in Eastern South Dakota—were second-generation Norwegian Americans.1 Both were born and raised in large families on their immigrant fathers’ farms in the Central Lowlands.

Edythe’s father, Tobias Herigstad, was born in 1866 in Stavanger, a city on the North Sea in southwest Norway. He immigrated to the United States in 1880 and settled in the Dakota Territory. Edythe’s mother, Bertha Tystad, born and raised in the North Sea city of Bergen, arrived on these shores in 1890, the year after South Dakota became the nation’s fortieth state.

Tobias and Bertha married in 1896. Both became naturalized U.S. citizens in the early twentieth century. Tobias’s citizenship became official on March 7, 1902, after two acquaintances swore under oath that he had lived in the United States for at least five years and that he had “behaved himself as a man of good moral character” and was “attached to the principles” of the U.S. Constitution.2 Also part of his naturalization: a sworn statement that he no longer held allegiance to the King of Norway.

In 1909, Tobias Herigstad was farming a plot of land in tiny Long Hollow Township in northeastern South Dakota, sometimes known as the state’s Glacial Lakes and Prairie Region. He lived there with Bertha, their two daughters, three sons, and a thirty-four-year-old Norwegian-born boarder who worked on the farm. Edythe came along on June 29, 1910, the last of the Herigstads’ six children, after the family had moved to another farm in nearby Sisseton.

Doug’s fraternal grandfather, Abraham Hanson Hegdal, born in 1853 in Innvik, a small village in central Norway about 475 miles northwest of Oslo, made the move to the United States in 1873. Ten years later, in Lake County in northeastern South Dakota, he married Dorothea Janette Drageseth, who also was born in Innvik and had come to the United States in 1882.3

In 1884, a year after he and Dorothea married and their first child, Hans, was born, Abraham Hegdal bought a 160-acre farm near Nunda, a small Lake County township five miles north of the town of Madison.4 Life on the Hegdal farm revolved around the large dairy barn that the family also used for stabling horses and storing hay. The Hegdals also raised hogs and chickens and grew corn, oats, and soybeans. At the turn of the twentieth century, according to the 1900 U.S. Census, Abraham and his two oldest sons, Hans, sixteen, and Peder, fourteen, worked the farm.

Abraham Hegdal died at age forty-nine on January 23, 1903, when Dorothea was seven months pregnant. On March 29, she gave birth to Doug’s father, whom she named Abraham after her recently deceased husband. The boy, whom the family called Abe, grew up fatherless in Nunda, although he did have nine older brothers and sisters, all of whom decided to add a second “h” to their last name. Abe attended Eastern State Teachers College (now Dakota State University) in Madison, graduating in 1927.5 He later moved to Sioux Falls, where he met Edythe Herigstad. In 1944, the year Abe and Edythe married, he took a job as an instructor at the two-year-old Sioux Falls Army Technical School.6

In 1950, the couple and their three young sons—Toby, five; Douglas, three; and Dennis, two—were living in a small house on 2nd Street N.E. in Watertown. According to the 1950 U.S. Census, Abe worked as a salesman at a nursery and Edythe stayed at home with her three young boys. Three years later the family moved again, this time to the nearby town of Clark, where Doug and his brothers grew up.
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Clark and all of present-day South Dakota had been inhabited for centuries by Native Americans, primarily the Sioux. White settlers, known as homesteaders, first came to the land in and around Clark—then known as Clark Center—in the 1870s. What literally put Clark on the map took place in 1882 when the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad (later the Burlington Northern) laid its tracks through the center of the 1.35-square-mile settlement, connecting newly named Clark to Watertown, some thirty miles to the east.7 The railroad line today parallels U.S. Route 212, which bisects the town.

After the first passenger train stopped in Clark on July 4, 1882, hundreds of settlers arrived and put down roots in the town. Many also started farmsteads on the surrounding land with its deep, rich soil. Farm families typically built homes made of prairie sod with dirt floors and tar paper roofs. Clark officially incorporated in 1886, three years before South Dakota joined the Union. By the early twentieth century, Clark had become a growing, prosperous small prairie town.

With a population of about 1,200 in 1908, Clark was “an important town,” on the railroad line, a “South Dakota Business Directory” proclaimed, with “excellent schools and good churches,” and “all modern conveniences of a flourishing little city.”8

Said conveniences included an imposing, two-story, red brick public school that went up in 1906, new tennis courts, and a rapidly growing downtown business district. Although the streets had yet to be paved, the downtown featured two hotels (the Conklin and Commercial); Brown Bros. hardware and plumbing store; three banks; the offices of two weekly newspapers, the Clark Pilot Review and The Republic-Courier; the McClelland Opera House; three physicians; two dentists; a veterinary surgeon; and Catholic, Congregational, Methodist, and Lutheran churches.

When the Hegdahl family arrived in Clark in 1953, the quiet little town wasn’t exactly flourishing. Its population had barely increased since its heyday in the early twentieth century. Fewer than 1,500 people lived in Clark when the five Hegdahls arrived, greeted by a large Chamber of Commerce billboard trumpeting: “Welcome to Clark, South Dakota, The Heart of the World’s Finest Pheasant Hunting.”9

The reason for coming to town: Abe and Edythe decided to go into the hospitality business. They bought the old Adams Hotel on 1st Avenue (Route 212) on Clark’s four-block main street in the center of town, not far from the town’s Soldiers’ Monument with its a larger-than-life statue of a World War I American infantryman sitting atop an obelisk. The unprepossessing, two-story Adams, sometimes referred to as the Clark Hotel, was indeed old. Built in 1881, the year before the railroad come through town, it was christened the Northwestern Hotel. The Adams family purchased the place in the early years of the twentieth century.

By the time Abe and Edythe came along, the flat-roofed, small hotel—which had perhaps twenty rooms—was not exactly in mint condition and was being run “kind of like a rooming house,” as local historian Greg Furness put it. The hotel had mostly long-term lodgers, as did a one-level building made of cinder blocks with a handful of rooms behind the hotel called the annex.10 You could say the uninviting, dilapidated operation was Clark’s literally low-rent version of an extended-stay hotel.

“There were some real characters who lived in that annex,” Bob Christenson, who grew up in Clark in the fifties and sixties, said. That included a World War I veteran with post-traumatic stress problems and a guy who “would get boozed up and shoot pigeons off the roof of the Clark City Hall next door.”11

The Hegdahls put up with the creaky old hotel and its annex, but later had the place razed after building a one-story motel a few blocks away on the east end of town. They named the new, low-slung motor lodge after themselves: the A&E Motel. A blandly unprepossessing structure, the A&E nonetheless featured mid-century “modern conveniences,” as Greg Furness put it, with “air conditioning, telephone, hot water heat,” and a bathtub and shower in each room.12

Douglas—everybody called him Doug—and his brothers grew up in the old downtown Hegdahl Hotel, which the locals nicknamed the Hegdahl Hilton, an ironic nod to the fact that it was far from fancy. “It was really folksy and homey, but very old,” Bob Christenson said. “The lobby had an old oil-burning stove, which was really nice in the wintertime.”13 It also had a glass-topped candy counter, Doug later told a fellow POW. “We didn’t sell much candy, either,” Doug said. “There were some Hershey bars that had been in there so long that the sunlight had turned those dark brown wrappers almost white.”14

“Our little hotel was right next to the jail/library/fire station,” Doug told the screenwriter and director Patrick Duncan in 2002. And within walking distance of six churches—three of them Lutheran. “Sometimes growing up there reminds me of ‘Andy of Mayberry.’”15 “We had two cops, Big John and his assistant, Grub.”16

Doug “came from solid, patriotic Norwegian Lutheran stock,” fellow former POW Dick Stratton said.17 And it’s true that Abe and Edythe, like most of their neighbors and fellow Norwegian American Lutherans, were conservative politically and disciplinarians at home. Not to mention hardworking. The couple ran both hotels without any employees, which meant that the whole family, including the three Hegdahl boys, attended to every task, including cleaning rooms, sweeping the parking lot, and manning the front desk.18 During his teenaged years Doug also worked at local farms during the summer.

For the Hegdahl brothers, Doug said, “each day was dominated by three loud whistles,” emanating from the downtown hotel: at 6:00 a.m., for breakfast; at noon, for lunch; and at 6:00 in the evening, for dinner. “As kids, if we weren’t home at noon within fifteen minutes, we were required to do the dishes. And the same with the whistle that blew at night.”

When he wasn’t washing dishes or changing sheets at the hotels, Doug led a not-untypical mid-century Baby Boomer boy’s life. In the summer, he swam in Clark’s Horace Bennett Memorial swimming pool, which opened in August 1956.19 He earned his share of merit badges after joining the local Boy Scout troop, and was confirmed at Clark’s St. Paul Lutheran Church at age fifteen.20 He played football and wrestled heavyweight for the Clark High School Comets, joined the Boys Glee Club, and had a small part in the senior play.

As John Hubbell of Reader’s Digest wrote in 1976 with the benefit of hindsight after Doug’s epic Vietnam War story became public, he grew into young adulthood “in a prairie society whose values, even in the 1960s, were not so much taught as they were absorbed and taken for granted, values that attached preeminence to God, Country, Family, and Honor.”21 Edythe characterized her son as a schoolboy as “full of heck, a practical joker, always smiling and everybody liked him. He didn’t talk religion or talk pious, but he never missed church.”22

Doug was “a real character,” his childhood friend Bob Christenson said. “He had a playful sense of humor. The first impression of him was that he was playful and somebody you would not take seriously, but once you knew him,” you could “see that he was a clever guy.” He “read a lot” and had “a keen mind when it came to politics and history and religion.” Bob’s brother Lee, one of Doug’s best friends, always thought of him as “outgoing, friendly, and fun to be around.”23

Bob Treis, who grew up in Milbank, South Dakota, close to the Minnesota border, met Doug when they were both in high school in the early sixties. The occasion: Treis came to Clark as the sax player in a popular local rock ‘n’ roll band, The Talismen, for a gig at the Clark Playhouse Ballroom, also known as the Clark Dance Hall. Doug “loved to hang around with every band that played there,” Treis said in 2023. “I remember him being a nice kid. He was always ready to help the band haul [their equipment] in and out” of the hall, “and never asked for a thing. Of course, we never paid him.”24

The playful, likable, practical-joking, clever, churchgoing kid, however, didn’t exactly sail smoothly through grade school, junior high, or high school. There was the matter of him having to repeat first and sixth grades, for one thing. And junior high also proved to be a trial. As Doug put it: “I flunked two grades” in elementary school, and was “socially promoted out of junior high.”25

“It was an honor,” Doug satirically told Los Angeles Times reporter Robert B. Young in 1972, “to go a whole year with straight ‘D’ grades in citizenship.”26

The late E. D. Furness, who taught Doug at Clark High, said he was “intelligent—even brilliant,” his son Greg remembered, “but sometimes, in class, he didn’t pay attention.”27

Doug told several interviewers in the early seventies that he had “a hell-raising streak” in high school, mainly because of the exploits of a gang that he said he led during those years. “I’d say we were a little terrible,” Doug told Young, calling himself the “onetime leader of a mischievous school gang in Clark.” He told Patrick Duncan that he was the “president of a gang of kids” called the Anarchists. “We even had our own flags and such.”

Bob and Lee Christenson, however, said that in actuality the “gang” of teenagers really was a club they called the Annas. “It wasn’t a gang; it was club. Doug named it after a dog named Anna,” Lee Christenson said in 2024. “It was just a bunch of us, maybe twelve guys, who hung out in the lobby of the Hegdahl Hotel and Bruce Wika’s basement where we played pool and [did] a whole bunch of fun stuff—and we pulled pranks constantly. We didn’t break any laws; well, we didn’t break any laws that would have thrown us in jail.”

“Doug was kind of the star of the show,” Bob Christenson said, in which each club member went by a nickname, most of them bestowed by Doug “Mug” Hegdahl. Doug christened his younger brother Dennis “Dead Cat,” Lee Christenson “Crink,” and Bruce Wika “Golden,” and dubbed his 1951 Buick “the Mugmobile.” Nicknames, in fact, were endemic in Clark. Greg Furness’s father was known as “Stoker,” for obvious reasons, and growing up, Greg was “Little Stoker.”

“There were people in town I knew by their nicknames and never knew their real names,” Greg Furness said.

Scott Blakey, a journalist who interviewed Doug extensively in 1973, deduced that the “gang” really was a club, noting that Doug’s “school boy confessions [of the gang’s extralegal exploits] can’t be taken at face value.” After all, he was a jokester, a guy with a wry sense of humor.28

[image: ]

The god-fearing, prank-loving, likable, underachieving, intelligent, nice kid was nearly two years older than his Clark High School classmates. A big guy, at just over six feet tall, and weighing in at a hefty 225 pounds or so, he wore black-rimmed 1960s glasses and bore a sharp resemblance to the actor Rainn Wilson’s character Dwight Schrute on the long-running TV sitcom The Office.

When Doug finally graduated from Clark High at nineteen and a half with thirty-eight other seniors in 1966, he wanted to get out of town, out of the Midwest, and out of the country—“wanderlust,” he called it. As he told John Hubbell in the early seventies, he had “never before been east of his uncle’s Dairy Queen stand in Glenwood, Minnesota,” three hours from Clark, “or west of his aunt’s house in Phoenix.”29

But there was a war on, and a draft beckoning. Doug received his draft notice that summer and reported for his military physical, the last step before being conscripted into the Army. Before that happened, his mother intervened.

“I think most everybody in the Midwest always wanted to see the world and get away, so I probably would have joined the Navy even if there hadn’t been a war going on,” Doug said. “But I did get my draft notice and passed my physical for the Army and my mother took me to see the Navy recruiter [in Watertown, South Dakota] and you know how mothers are. [She] probably thought it was safe to go into the Navy. So, I enlisted.”30

As for the rapidly escalating war in South Vietnam, Doug said he was “pretty much” in favor of American military intervention in the fight against the communist North Vietnamese and their allies in the south, the National Libertarian Front, better known to Americans as the Viet Cong. “I felt it was something we had to do.”31

His politically conservative mother, on the other hand, surprisingly was “a little reluctant,” Doug said, to see her nineteen-year-old enter the military with the Vietnam War raging. “I remember her saying, ‘I don’t know why we have to go over there and fight their war for them.’”

After Doug signed the paperwork committing to a four-year hitch in the Navy, he and Edythe drove back to Clark. In October, Abe, Edythe, and Doug piled into the family car and made the three-hour drive up to Fargo, North Dakota, to the Navy entrance and examining station. That’s where, on October 28, 1966, Douglas Brent Hegdahl joined the United States Navy, solemnly swearing that for the next four years he would support and defend the Constitution against all foreign and domestic enemies, obey the orders of the president of the United States and his officers, and abide by the Uniform Code of Military Justice.32

Newly minted Seaman Recruit Hegdahl spent that night in the old Bison Hotel next to the railroad station in downtown Fargo. The flight Doug took the next morning to the U.S. Navy Training Center in San Diego for Basic Training—aka Boot Camp—marked the first time he had set foot on a commercial airplane.

Doug got off on the wrong foot, so to speak, when he started Boot Camp. “They couldn’t get shoes for me,” he said in 2003. “I had to wear my street shoes and had blisters on my toes.” The shoe situation caused him to lose so much training time that the Navy “recycled” him—that is, made him start Basic Training over again with another company.

The whole training experience, Doug said, “was a real shocker. I’ve always been kind of an individualist and the mindless obedience sometimes was very trying—making me do things that were not rational, like rifle drill [which] I thought were useless skills at the time.”33

In between rifle drill and the other uselessness, Doug the prankster found time to engage in some hijinks and other “crazy things,” he told Blakey. There’s “a picture of me with my head sticking out of a laundry hamper,” sarcastically calling out cadences, Doug said. “‘Hippity-hop, company stop! Pitter patter, detail scatter!’ We were the worst company, [but] I did do pretty good in swimming.”34

Doug Hegdahl survived his eight weeks of Boot Camp, but he didn’t move on to the next step he had signed up for—Postal Clerk Accession training, also known as A School, in which newly minted sailors learn the basics of their military occupational specialty (MOS). Instead, Doug received orders for a two-week leave, and he headed straight to the Hegdahl Hotel, arriving in Clark the week before Christmas.

He spent the holidays at home; then, in early January 1967, he flew back to San Diego. Again, for whatever reason, there were no orders for Postal Clerk A School. Instead, the Navy decided to send him back to the San Diego Training Center, where, about five weeks later, he shipped out for his first permanent duty station.

He was bused up to San Franciso, then flew to Clark Air Base on the island of Luzon in the Philippines. Sometime early in February 1967, the young man from landlocked Clark, South Dakota, reported for duty on the U.S.S. Canberra, a World War II–era guided missile heavy cruiser in for repairs and R&R at the huge U.S. naval base at Subic Bay about fifty miles from Clark AFB.

His rank was seaman apprentice, pay grade E-2, the second-lowest rank in the Navy, exceeding only seaman recruit.









Chapter 2


The Canberra

“One of the most advanced examples of today’s ‘New Navy.’”

Doug Hegdahl’s extraordinary Vietnam War saga begins with the story of a pioneering U.S. Navy guided missile cruiser, the U.S.S. Canberra. The tale of the speedy, heavily armed ship that launched his unlikely POW experience begins late in World War II, in September 1944, as the U.S. Navy steadily advanced on Japanese-occupied islands in the Western Pacific.

That’s when the Imperial Japanese military unleashed a devastating new weapon: suicide bombers laden with high-powered explosives. Before the war ended, some 3,800 kamikaze pilots had dive-bombed dozens of American ships, willingly forfeiting their lives—and killing more than 7,000 American sailors in the process.

That new weapon launched Operation Bumblebee, the U.S. Navy’s top-secret, fast-track program to develop and deploy surface-to-air guided missiles aboard its ships to help knock out the kamikazes before they could do their lethal damage.1 But the war ended before the first ship-to-air missile could be built.

It wasn’t until the early 1950s that the first radar-guided missile—the Terrier—test launched from a U.S. Navy ship. That three-thousand-pound, pre–Space Age superweapon traveling at twice the speed of sound was capable of blowing any aircraft out of the sky—including big bombers—and also could seek out and destroy missiles launched by enemy aircraft.2

The Navy soon added Terrier batteries to the ordnance arsenals of two heavy cruisers, the Boston and the Canberra. The Canberra—named to honor the HMAS Canberra, a Royal Australian Navy cruiser destroyed by the Japanese during the August 8–9, 1942, Battle of Savo Island in the South Pacific—was commissioned in October 1943.3

The U.S.S. Canberra arrived in the South Pacific in January 1944, seeing heavy action that year as it joined the effort to take Japanese-held islands and atolls, including Eniwetok, Palau, the Mariannas, and Wake Island. It also took part in the two-day Battle of the Philippine Sea in June 1944.

On October 13, a torpedo launched by a Japanese plane in the South China Sea near the island of Taiwan (then known as Formosa) tore through the Canberra, killing twenty-three crewmen. A group of planes “flying very close to the water” had closed in the Canberra and the other ships in its task force, a Navy after-action report noted. Three crashed “under concentrated machine gunfire.” Four then went after the ship. Three were shot down by the Canberra’s guns, but a fourth plane, despite “heavy machine gunfire,” launched a torpedo before crashing in flames.4

When the torpedo hit, a “large ball of flame shot up about mast high, and jolted the ship.”5 The extensive damage took the Canberra out of the war permanently; it was placed in reserve status in March 1947.

Nine years later, on June 15, 1956, the Navy recommissioned the Canberra at the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard after converting it into a guided missile cruiser. The ship underwent “drastic changes,” a Navy publication explained at the time, making it “one of the most advanced examples
































So, I just sat around the Flag Plot21 with my two assistants essentially doing nothing.


I was sitting on the raised, upholstered couch where the ship’s captain and other senior officers would sit while being briefed about upcoming missions. This was without wearing a flak jacket or helmet, as I should have during general quarters. All of a sudden, a North Vietnamese coastal defense artillery shell made a direct hit in a radar equipment room about ten feet behind the couch. That distance included a few feet of Flag Plot, an unarmored steel bulkhead, a very narrow outdoor passageway, and another unarmored bulkhead. If the Canberra had pitched or yawed a bit before the shell hit, I might well have been toast.


I almost got killed for my failure to follow the rules.
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