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Closson quickly corrected, “Left five-zero, drop five-zero. Fire for effect!” The fire control officer called back for verification, warning Closson that the rounds would be almost on top of our position. “Affirmative, that’s where the enemy is,” Closson told him. We ate dirt as we flattened ourselves into the depression that served as our NDP. We knew that final “drop five-zero” would put the next salvo just outside our claymores. And if that didn’t stop them, they’d be in the perimeter with us.

Seconds passed, then we heard the deafening whoosh that accompanies a large steel projectile as it punches a hole through the sky. The incoming rounds sounded like an express train … with us waiting at the depot. I nearly ruptured my eyelids as I clenched my teeth and waited for the end of my life.…
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PROLOGUE

I had to smile at the irony of it all as the C-130 slammed onto the runway at the Phu Bai airstrip near the imperial city of Hue. Only seven months ago, another C-130 had delivered me to this same hot, sticky, strip of tarmac situated on the coastal plain in the northern part of the Republic of Vietnam. Back then, I had been a green twenty-one-year-old, sold on the idea that I was one of America’s finest, answering my country’s call. I was full of piss and vinegar and ready to take on Uncle Ho and his whole Asian horde. I had volunteered for airborne infantry, advanced individual training, and Jump School in an attempt to get into Officer Candidate School; my two years of college and ROTC had not impressed the army enough to select me as a candidate for the program. However, it did impress them enough to send me halfway around the world to attend a one-year seminar in combat survival.

I had been lucky enough to be assigned to the famous “Screaming Eagles” of the 101st Airborne Division and had opted for “fraternity life” by volunteering for special operations duty with F Company, 58th Infantry (Long Range Patrol).

The army had done an excellent job of pumping all of us full of massive doses of self-confidence. Back in the States at Fort Gordon and Fort Benning, the cadre had hot-wired my buddies and me into believing that we were indeed “the baddest motherfuckers in the valley.” We developed a heightened sense of immortality and esprit that caused many of us to say a prayer each night that the war would go on long enough for us to get over there.

Some of our instructors threatened us with stories about how tough “Charlie” was and warned us that he would blow us away in a minute if he caught us “half steppin’.” They promised that if we fell asleep on guard, we’d wake up wearing an extra smile—one cut from ear to ear. We figured they were probably just bullshitting us. After all, we were Airborne, and the baddest motherfuckers in the valley. Airborne didn’t half step, and we sure as hell didn’t sleep on guard. Mr. Charles had better watch his ass when we got to the Nam.

My first seven months in country had exposed the lie. The cadre hadn’t been bullshitting us, and we weren’t the baddest motherfuckers in the valley, either. The damn valley was full of bad motherfuckers. Upon our arrival, we quickly discovered that we were as green as the stiff, chafing new jungle fatigues they issued us. The months of training back in the States had been woefully inadequate for what we would experience in the Nam.

The first few weeks proved to be a twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week cram course, “How to Stay Alive in a Hostile Environment.” And no training, in any amount, could truly have prepared us for the actual trials and tribulations of combat. Combat was its own finishing school. But we learned! Slowly but surely, we became jungle-hardened LRPs.

We developed the ability to perform under adverse conditions and in situations that would have destroyed lesser men. Those who couldn’t cut it were quickly and quietly weeded out of the program and sent to other units. There was no place in the Long Range Patrol for the weak, the timid, the unmotivated. In time, our “greenness” had faded, just as the color had bleached from our uniforms and the rest of our gear. The dense, mountainous jungles and the constant sun/heat, sun/rain, sun/sweat, sun/dust cycle that was Vietnam had leached the parade-ground perfection out of each of us.

Humping the steep mountains of the Annamese Cordilla with hundred-pound rucksacks on our backs had increased our endurance. We learned to stalk the thick vegetation flanking the enemy’s high-speed trails with the stealth of a panther. We learned how to wait for the enemy along those trails, and to strike with the speed and deadliness of the cobra. We made an alliance with the jungle. It soon became our friend, providing us with shelter and cover as we sought out our enemies. We conquered our fear of the darkness, and learned how to use it to conceal us from the searching eyes of the NVA. We had studied the enemy at his own game. After a while, we had become its master.

For years, our six-man teams had infiltrated silently into the enemy’s staging areas to gather intelligence and to find him and kill him where he thought he was secure. Swift but deadly ambushes had left numerous NVA patrols no more than fly-blown heaps of carrion along the jungle trails. Many NVA couriers and VC political officers had died while moving between the lowland villages and the distant mountain sanctuaries. Ammo caches had exploded in the faces of unsuspecting NVA soldiers attempting to resupply themselves. Base camps and supply depots had been destroyed by sudden artillery barrages and well-plotted B-52 “Arc Light” bombing runs. Numerous troop concentrations had been destroyed in sudden assaults by Cobra gunships or airstrikes by fast-flying U.S. fighter-bombers.

The NVA knew that this death and destruction was not the result of mere chance. Someone was out there watching them! The enemy had come to fear and hate, yet respect, the “men with the painted faces.” We had adopted their style of war. They had always preferred to pick the time and place to engage their enemies in combat. The men of the Long Range Patrols had taken that option away from them. They were being taught the same demoralizing lesson that they had forced our soldiers to learn: death was everywhere in Vietnam. There were no havens!

A couple of weeks before I reached the “hump,” the midpoint in my twelve-month tour, the NVA took back their option. It was my fourteenth mission, a twelve-man “heavy” team recon patrol into the Roung-Roung Valley.

Sgt. Al Contreros was the overall team leader of the two combined teams. We had inserted at dusk into an elephant grass-choked ravine next to some heavy jungle. John Sours had broken his ankles on the insertion. Not wanting to compromise the team, he had played down the extent of his injury.

We moved into the jungle at dusk and located a wide, well-used high-speed trail snaking along the base of a ridgeline. We followed it east until we heard a warning shot a couple of hundred meters to our front. We set up an L-shaped ambush at a bend in the trail and lay back to await the dawn.

During the night enemy patrols with flashlights came looking for us. They passed within ten feet of our positions. We held our fire, not wanting to initiate the ambush with so many alerted NVA soldiers in the immediate vicinity.

At dawn, we discovered that Sours’s ankles were too swollen for him to function without help. The team leader made the decision to extract him from our original LZ and sent him down to the ravine with an escort of two other LRPs. As the medevac ship lifted him out, we heard another shot up the trail from our ambush site. The sound of the helicopter extracting Sours must have made the NVA think that we had all been pulled out. The second shot was probably an “all clear” signal to the NVA soldiers in the area.

An hour later, ten NVA entered our kill zone and we initiated the ambush, killing nine of them. Their point man, although wounded, escaped. We checked the bodies and discovered that among the dead were four nurses and an NVA major with a dispatch case full of maps and documents. We called for a reaction force to come in and help us secure the area. We waited for an hour before being informed that no reaction force was available. In addition, our helicopters were tied up in a brigade-size combat assault and would be unable to extract us for several hours.

Our position was precarious. We had stayed too long at the kill zone waiting for help that would not be arriving. We had violated one of the cardinal rules of long-range patrolling—never remain at an ambush site without being reinforced. The team leader informed us that we were to move out immediately and attempt to find a more defensible position on higher ground.

Jim Venable, our assistant team leader, walked out into a nearby clearing to flash our position to our company commander’s circling command-and-control chopper. As he sighted through the hole in the center of the signal mirror, NVA soldiers hidden in the surrounding jungle opened up on him with automatic weapons, severely wounding him in the arm, neck, and chest. The rest of the team laid down a heavy volume of fire as two other LRPs ran out and dragged the wounded point man back into the perimeter.

Thirty or forty NVA assaulted our position from the direction of the original LZ. We beat them back, killing several of them in the process. The next few hours were hell. We drove one assault after another away from our position, directing artillery and Cobra gunships against the surrounding NVA. Our ammunition was running low, when the team leader ordered us to tighten up the perimeter so that he could direct our supporting fire in closer to us. As the remainder of the team moved to consolidate their positions, a large, command-detonated claymore mine exploded to our rear, sending thousands of deadly pellets through our ranks. When the smoke cleared, four LRPs were dead, and the remainder were wounded. Only three of us were still able to defend our perimeter.

For two hours we fought desperately to stay alive. Cobra gunships crisscrossed our perimeter in a determined effort to keep the NVA from wiping out the survivors. We brought in medevac choppers and were able to get three of the most seriously wounded out by jungle penetrator.

Just as we were about to write ourselves off, a hastily formed reaction force comprised of LRPs from our own company helicopter-assaulted into a bomb crater a hundred meters from our position and fought its way through the surrounding NVA to our perimeter. We were saved. Later, in the surgical center in Phu Bai, I was to find out how serious our losses had been. Sgt. Al Contreros, the team leader, Sgt. Mike Reiff, Sp4c. Art Heringhausen, and my best friend, Sp4c. Terry Clifton, had been killed. Sp4c. Frank Souza, Sp4c. Riley Cox, Sp4c. Jim Bacon, Sgt. Jim Venable, and Sp4c. Steve Czepurny had all been wounded so seriously that they were being shipped back to the States. Their tours were over. Only Sgt. John Sours, Sp4c. Billy Walkabout, and myself would return to duty after recovering from our wounds.

It was a heavy loss for F Company, one that would take months to recover from. I had lost a best friend on that hilltop, a loss that would cause me grief and anguish for years to follow. You see, it had been my fault that he was there that day.

I had witnessed another man’s heroism that should have won him the Medal of Honor. On three separate occasions, Billy Walkabout, although wounded in the hands, had charged unarmed up to the NVA positions to retrieve an errantly dropped jungle penetrator to medevac our wounded. I had learned of my own vulnerability. Death had been at my side that day. I had accepted it. I had made peace with my maker and then, in the next instant, had begged Him to spare me. I had even made up my mind to kill the wounded and then myself, if it appeared that we would be overrun. I would not let myself or my buddies be taken prisoner. Was I heroic, self-serving, or playing God? These were questions I could never answer.

After four weeks of convalescence at the 6th convalescent center at Cam Ranh Bay, I had conned my doctor into sending me back to my unit early. I could not bear to goldbrick in the security of a convalescent center while my comrades were still pulling missions up in I Corps. REMF (rear-echelon motherfucker) life was not for me! They cut orders shipping me back to Bien Hoa to clear the division rear before being reassigned. There was a good chance that I would be sent to another unit.

I spent a couple of days with an air force buddy from my home town at the air base at Cam Ranh Bay, then hopped a C-130 directly to Phu Bai. I decided not to report to Bien Hoa and take the chance of being shipped to another outfit. It would be good to get back. My first Christmas away from my family and fiancée would not be spent with a bunch of strangers.


December 16, 1968

The three-quarter-ton truck slid to a stop in front of the LRP compound. I gingerly lowered myself off the back and walked around to the shotgun side to thank the two engineers from the 326th for the lift. They waved and sped on up the road, leaving me standing there in a cloud of red dust. I turned to look at the large plywood sign bearing the LRP scroll of F Company, 58th Infantry (Long Range Patrol) and the “Screaming Eagle” patch of the 101st Airborne Division that stood guard over the entrance to the company area. “The Eyes Behind the Lines,” painted in bold black letters under the insignia, sent a ripple of pride through me. I quickly tossed my kit bag over my shoulder and started up the road to the TOC (tactical operations center).

I felt foolish using the cane, but the wound in my right leg still caused a little discomfort when I put my full weight on it. I couldn’t help but wonder what I would find when I got back to the outfit. Besides the eleven men killed or wounded on my last mission, over two dozen of the old guys had been within a couple of weeks of DEROSing (returning to the States after completing their tours in Vietnam). That had been nearly a month ago, and a lot can happen in thirty days.

As I neared the wooden steps leading up to the TOC shed, Kenn Miller came walking down the road from the supply tent. When he spotted me, he yelled, “Linderer! When did you get in?” He ran up and slapped me on the back. “Damn, Linderer, it’s good to have you back, man.”

I grinned back at him and said, “It’s great to be back, Kenn. I had all of Cam Ranh Bay I could take.”

He grabbed my bag and climbed the steps beside me. “Hey, man, you’re not going to believe all the cherries we got now. Shit, almost everybody’s gone. It ain’t the same outfit anymore. Fuck, it’s good to have you back.” He hesitated as he seemed to notice the cane for the first time. “Look, buddy, you go ahead and report in. I’ll take your shit down to my hootch, third from the end. We got a couple of empty cots. You bunk with us until you get squared away.”

I nodded my appreciation and watched as he walked away. I couldn’t help but smile. I hadn’t expected to see him again. He was just finishing his first six-month extension when I was hit. He must have done it again. Miller was the kind of gutsy little bastard that you knew you could rely on in a tight situation. Some guys you didn’t trust, some you just wondered about. Miller was a sure bet!

I walked into the TOC and came face-to-face with the first shirt, who broke into a huge smile when he saw me. “Well, well, the prodigal son returns! Ya get tired of gold-brickin’ down in REMF city?” He laughed and motioned for me to sit down as he reached for my orders. After a minute or so, he looked up from the paperwork and said, “Damn, boy, you fucked up. These orders say you were supposed to report to the division rear at Bien Hoa for assignment. Whatcha doin’ here?” I had hoped that my transgression wouldn’t be noticed, but obviously it was hard to put anything over on the first sergeant.

“Top, I can explain that. You see, when I got my release from the Convalescent Center I noticed that it said that I was supposed to report to Bien Hoa for reassignment. I talked to a couple of guys in the next ward that had been wounded before and had gone through the same process. They told me that half the time, they reassigned you to a new unit. I couldn’t take the chance they’d do that to me, so I hopped a flight from Cam Ranh directly to Phu Bai. Hell, look at the money and time I saved the army, at the time. Top!”

It had made a lot of sense when I came up with the idea, but it sure didn’t sound very convincing then. The first sergeant’s eyes dropped back down to the set of orders in his hands. “Well, now that you’re here, I sure as hell ain’t gonna send you back down to Bien Hoa. I guess we can take care of the paperwork. What’s this medical profile shit? Are they so short of beds down at the 6th that they’re sendin’ troops back early?”

“Let me explain that, too, Top. You see, I almost got myself killed down there in the middle of a riot at the USO show between about a thousand Koreans and twice that many GIs. If I’m going to die, it sure in the hell ain’t going to be from getting myself beaten to death with my own crutches. Besides, Sarge, you don’t expect me to spend Christmas with a bunch of REMF legs,* do you?”

He smiled again, “Linderer, you ought to be a lawyer or a damn used-car salesman.” He stuck my file in a wire basket on his desk. “Go get you a bunk. We got plenty of empty ones. We’ll find you something to do until you’re ready to go out again. Anyway, son, it’s good to have you back again.”

Captain Eklund, the CO, and Lieutenant Williams, the XO, walked in as I turned to leave. The CO grabbed my hand and pumped it warmly. “I was wondering how long you’d ghost on us down at Cam Ranh. I’m glad you’re back. Go get your shit squared away, then come back and see me. You still know how to play bridge?”

I nodded and said, “Well enough, sir. And it’s good to be back.” I stepped back and saluted, then turned and pushed my way through the door.

Miller was waiting for me. “C’mon, fuckhead, show me around,” I whispered as we walked down past the row of hootches.

We passed several LRPs, none of whom I recognized. Miller saw my puzzled expression and stated, “See, I told you. There are only a couple of dozen guys here now that were here when you got hit last month. This is a different outfit. It’s going to take some rebuilding to get this unit back in shape again. They’ve even got me, a spec four, as an acting platoon sergeant! I’m about the only one who knows everybody. The company can’t get division to shake loose any promotions.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Are Sours and Walkabout back yet?”

“No,” he answered. “Sours is at Camp Zama in Japan and isn’t supposed to return until February, and Walk-about went home a week ago on a thirty-day-extension leave. None of the others are coming back. They were all hit hard. We haven’t gotten any of the details yet, but we heard that Venable, Cox, and Souza really got shot up bad. You’re the first to return.”

He found me a bunk at the end of his hootch and was helping me get my gear stowed, when John Looney, J. B. Bielesch, John Mezaros, Boom Boom Evans, Larry Chambers, Mother Rucker, Claymore Owens, and Ray Zoschak all crowded into the barracks to welcome me back. God, it was great to see those guys again. There weren’t many of the old vets left, but the ones still around were good enough to provide a nucleus for several new teams.

After I got settled in, we all headed down to the Ranger lounge to tip a few brewskies. I went to see Captain Eklund after evening mess. He wasted little time offering me the job of company clerk. He had read my file and knew that I could type. I politely refused, telling him that I would like to get back on a team as soon as possible. He seemed pleased at my response and told me to help around the orderly room until my leg recovered, then he’d see what he could do about getting me back on the team. He said that he doubted we would be pulling very many missions for a while because there weren’t enough experienced men in the company to field more than three to four operational patrols. The rest of December and part of January would be spent breaking in and training replacements for the LRPs we had lost over the past month.

We talked about the last mission, comparing notes on what had happened. I could tell that he was shouldering a lot of the responsibility for the men we had lost. The CO had served his first tour as a platoon leader with the 1st Brigade of the 101st back in ’65 and ’66 and had not lost a man. The four LRPs who had died on the November 20 mission into the Roung-Roung had been his first losses as commander of F Company, and he was having a difficult time with it. My heart went out to him. I tried to assure him that no one blamed him. That day, too many factors had contributed to our predicament. He had done everything he could have done. It just hadn’t been in the cards for us. The fact that we had killed over two hundred NVA, including the executive officer of the NVA 5th Regiment did not lesson his grief.

I considered telling him about Terry Clifton, the source of my own guilt, but decided that it was something I would have to bear alone. When we had finished, I excused myself and returned to my hootch. It had been a long day, and I was still under the euphoria of my return to the LRPs.


* Non-Airborne Infantrymen.




December 17, 1968

My first full day back with F Company was occupied with replacing the weapon and all the gear and equipment I had lost November 20. I had to start from scratch replacing my LBE (load-bearing equipment) and my rucksack and pack frame. Then I went down to the ammo bunker and picked up a couple of bandoliers of M-16 ammo and fourteen empty magazines. It felt good to be armed again. Believe me, bouncing around Vietnam with only a cane for protection left a lot to be desired.

I had reported to the 2/17th Cav’s dispensary after breakfast to have my wounds checked. The medic told me that the wound in my left thigh seemed to be draining all right, but he was concerned about an abscess forming after the wound itself closed over. He wanted to take the plastic drain out and start packing it so that it would heal from the inside out. Oh, boy, that’s all I wanted to hear. I could still remember the screaming pain from the raw nerve endings in my right thigh when they changed the packing in that wound.


December 18, 1968

I put in some time typing day-reports in the orderly room. Tim Long, the company clerk, seemed relieved to have someone to share his boredom with. It didn’t take me long to realize that there had to be a better use of the time it would take for me to work off the remainder of my profile. The doctor back at Cam Ranh Bay told me that it would be two to three months before I made a full recovery.

The CO came in and told me not to make any plans for the evening. With Sours, Souza, and myself away for the past month, and Schwartz off at Recondo School in Nha Trang, he hadn’t been able to put together a foursome for bridge. One of the new “shake ’n’ bakes,” Sgt. Bill Marcy, played a mean game of bridge. Lieutenant Williams, the CO, and I made four. I told him that I would be happy to play if he could find some duty for me a little more exciting than flogging a Remington typewriter to death. The captain said that he’d see what he could do. Marcy and I lost four games in a row to the F Company officer corps, but the bottle of Dewar’s Scotch that we disposed of somewhat mitigated the pain of defeat.


December 19, 1968

The CO called me down to the TOC and told me that, if I thought I could handle it, he would let me fly belly-man on some of the overflights and insertions coming up. In addition, I could ride along in that capacity on his next hunting expedition over the A Shau Valley. Captain Eklund occasionally sought a little additional excitement by going out in an LOH scout chopper or a Huey slick when one was available to see what he could scare up in the valley. Once in a while, he’d come across an NVA truck park or a bunker complex back under the trees and fire them up. If there was a Cav “pink” team in the area, he’d soon have a couple of Cobra gunships blowing the hell out of the area with 40mm cannons and aerial rockets. It was great sport and very effective. The rides would give me a chance to feel useful again and give me a few hours to log for an Air Medal.


December 20, 1968

Captain Eklund selected me to go before the 2/17th Cav Soldier of the Month board. I didn’t know whether to feel honored or abused. We had been attached to the Cav back in August and were expected to furnish a soldier for the competition each month. The winner represented the Cav in the competition for the division Soldier of the Month. I finally decided that it was my availability and not my ability that had won for me the dubious opportunity.

The Cav really didn’t have a lot of use for LRPs, and we reciprocated their feelings, especially after their reaction team’s heroic actions November 20 (when they cowered on the LZ while our fellow LRPs charged to our rescue). Since the competition had started, I couldn’t recall one LRP winning at the Cav level. Of course, none of our participants had expected to win, so they probably hadn’t tried very hard.

The first sergeant told me to bone up on military regs, general orders, map reading, communication procedures, and general knowledge of U.S. small arms. I would be expected to show up in my best set of starched “cammies” with all the appropriate patches and insignia in the correct places. He informed me that he didn’t expect me to make a career out of the preparation, but since I had to go through the motions, he would sure appreciate it if I would try to make a better showing than our usual entrant. The standard run-of-the-mill LRP was not a slouch, a sluggard, or a sleaze-bag. No, sir, there wasn’t a drop of air force blood in any of us. But we didn’t mix very well with others. LRPs had a natural tendency to do the unexpected, to try the unconventional, to play the nonconformist. It wasn’t that we didn’t care—hell, caring’s what kept us alive out in the bush. So I promised the first sergeant that I would give it my best shot. I didn’t have anything else going on anyway.

The trips to the dispensary every day were becoming a drag. The medic would push and probe a little at the wounds, remark about how well I was coming along, give me a few strengthening exercises to do, and then curl the hairs on my ass changing the packing in the wound. I just knew that if I could persuade him to let me hold his balls in my hand while he worked, I could convince him to be a little more gentle in his approach. Damn, I couldn’t wait to shake the medical profile and get back to a team.


December 22, 1968

I went before the Soldier of the Month selection board at 1000 hours on the morning of the twenty-second. There were four other guys ahead of me, one each from A Troop, B Troop, and C Troop, and one from headquarters. They all seemed pretty sharp. I wondered if any of them had ever been outside the perimeter wire. We waited outside the briefing room in the Quonset-type headquarters building over at the Cav compound. The others all seemed nervous. They must have planned on winning. I just wanted to avoid embarrassing the company. I must admit that I looked pretty damn sharp in my heavily starched cammies. The Koreans at the laundry had outdone themselves at my request. My newly issued jungle boots had really taken a spit shine. New patches and insignia were freshly sewn and in the right locations on my shirt. If they were going to pick us for our looks, I was the sure winner.

When it was my turn, I was amazed at the thoroughness of the questions. By some quirk of nature, every question they asked me happened to be one of the items I had paid special attention to during my studying. I answered everything—correctly. The final question required me to go over to a table containing a topo map, a compass, a straightedge, and a pencil, and, given two known points and the compass heading to each, compute my present location and the distance between my present location and point A. Hey, no sweat! In two minutes I had determined the back azimuths and had run my lines back to the point of intersection and then amazed the five-man selection board by estimating 1,350 meters as the distance from point A to my present location. I hit the distance right on the money. I knew from the way that they looked at each other that I had impressed them.

I went back to the company and told the first sergeant that I thought that I had done pretty well but the competition had looked awfully sharp.

I started getting my mail again. I had received a lot of letters and packages from people I had never heard of before while I was recovering in the hospital. You know, friends of friends, distant relatives, local people who had read about it in the paper. I felt honored at all the attention. To date I had received bundles of letters from eighty-six different people. I had made up my mind that if all those people could take the time to write to me, I would find the time to answer every letter.

Writing to that many people was going to be tough, but it felt good to know that there were still a few people who cared about us. We were only over there trying to do our duty as we saw it. Maybe there was hope for us yet. Like our forefathers, we had answered our country’s call. It was not our privilege to justify the reason. When the day comes that the American soldier reserves the arbitrary right to decide if he will or will not fight, then that will be the day that our great nation becomes a third-rate power.

Our service in Vietnam did not mean that we individually agreed with American foreign policy, or that we condoned the way that the war was being waged. It only expressed the love of freedom and the patriotism that we, as U.S. military men, felt. History would judge our actions and justify our participation. Those who called us baby killers, who maligned and defiled us, would be shown for the cowards and traitors that they were.


December 24, 1968

I received forty-two more letters and twelve packages at mail call on the morning of the twenty-fourth. Nine of the letters were from strangers. I had to borrow stationery from several of my friends to answer my mail. I had yet to receive one letter condemning the war or my participation in it. Where did all of the protestors that we constantly heard about come from? It sure in the hell wasn’t from my hometown.

All of the mail and packages, and the fact that I was able to rejoin my comrades, had combined to make the Christmas holiday one of the happiest and most memorable of my life. Only the absence of Barbara, my fiancée, and my family had prevented my joy from being total.

Tim Long walked into my hootch and informed me that Top had just gotten a call from the 2/17th Cav informing him that F Company’s representative had been selected as the Cav’s Soldier of the Month. Top told him to congratulate me and then to break the news that I had five days to prepare to go before the selection board for division Soldier of the Month. What a royal pain in the ass!


December 25, 1968

Christmas day arrived with all the joy and happiness of the day before and probably the day after. The expected snowfall missed us by about 1600 miles. Armed Forces Radio good-naturedly announced that Santa Claus reportedly had been hit by a SAM battery crossing the DMZ, and had last been seen going down in flames north of Dong Ho. SAR (search and air rescue) had failed to find the wreckage.

It really didn’t seem any different from any other day. A last minute flurry of letters and packages resulted in a bumper-crop mail call, and a few of the hootches sported toy Christmas trees sent from home. Judging by their condition, they had been brought via Tibet by camel caravan. AF Radio played carols and holiday music all day, but it just didn’t seem like Christmas.

Word was out that a major holiday cease-fire was in effect, but no one really expected the NVA or the VC to honor it. Tet of ’68 was still too fresh in everyone’s memory. At our morning formation, the first shirt told us that the cooks over at the mess hall had prepared a special meal in the holiday spirit. He encouraged us all to go over and partake of the feast. It was a well-known fact that LRPs never passed up a chance for good chow.

The mess hall was packed when we arrived. The fantastic aromas wafting through the building made the half-hour wait in the long line worth the effort. When we finally reached the serving line, we were shocked to find that the cooks and their assistants where actually smiling and making a concerted effort to be friendly. We shuffled along the line as they heaped mounds of mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, cranberry sauce, green beans, and dressing on our trays. Just when we thought that we couldn’t carry any more food, the final three servers forked thick slabs of turkey breast over the top of the pile and then tried to cover it all up with steaming slices of pink ham. A couple of large, freshly baked biscuits were added for balance.

We staggered away from the serving line to the nearest tables with empty seats, and passed by the beaming Puerto Rican mess sergeant. I swear, not one insult or obscenity blasted us as we moved by him. In fact, he shocked us all by saying, “Ju men enjoy jour food now. Cum back and take all ju can eat. We don want dos dinks down by da dump to hab a feast now, do we?”

Well, buenos fuckin’ noches, Sarge! We didn’t know you even gave a shit! The chow was unbelievable. We ate until we couldn’t walk. If the NVA had decided to pick that very moment to launch 122s at us, we wouldn’t have had time to waddle to the bunkers.

On the way back to the LRP compound, Chambers theorized, “You know, if those bastards can put out a feed like that at Christmas, what in the hell do they do back in the kitchen the other 364 days of the year?”

About 1400 hours, one of our slicks landed down on the chopper pad. A couple of LRPs who had been out on an overflight jumped out and motioned for us to come on down. We were standing around the Ranger lounge downing a few beers in an attempt to stimulate our digestive process, so we stumbled down to see what they wanted.

When we arrived, the two LRPs reached inside and slid the carcass of a large tiger out on the asphalt pad. They told us that they had been on their way back in when the pilot had spotted the cat out in the open south of Firebase Birmingham. A tight 180-degree turn had put them alongside the running tiger, who dodged and twisted but couldn’t evade the marksmanship of the two LRPs and one of the door gunners. They had landed and retrieved their prize. It was a beautiful specimen, but seemed to be only half grown.

We skinned it out for the pilot, who said that he would try to find a taxidermist in Saigon to tan it so he could send it home.

Early that evening, and after quite a few beers, John Looney, Larry Chambers, John Mezaros, and I decided to put on a little entertainment for the company—sort of a mini Bob Hope Special. In the spirit of the season, we decided to dress up like Christmas characters and go through the company area caroling. Looney returned from his hootch dressed as a Roman centurion. He wore leather sandals, a tunic fashioned from a sleeveless black T-shirt and a black towel, a survival blanket draped from one shoulder, and a jungle machete tied to his waist. To top it off, he had made a Roman helmet from a steel pot with a scrub brush attached to its crown for a crest. It wouldn’t win any prizes for authenticity, but it had to rank high for originality.

Chambers was breathtaking as the Blessed Virgin. His realistic approximation of the Judean veil and gown worn by the Hebrew women of Our Lord’s era was indeed something to behold. Although jungle camouflage was probably not in vogue two thousand years ago, the final impression was definitely one of Mary—as a commando.

Mezaros showed up in his hand-fashioned burnoose and robe of a Nazarean shepherd, again in camouflage. But the costume and the staff he carried did lend a good deal of credibility to our Christmas troupe.

Obviously not as inventive as my cohorts, I reported back without costume. A twenty-minute scavenger hunt through every footlocker in my hootch yielded nada. There was a limit to what you could do with a survival blanket. After a short discussion, we all decided that, to complete the program, what we really needed was a Christ child. In unison, we all shouted “Miller!” Our delegation of four soon cornered him in his hootch and proposed our offer. He really got pissed! Short guys must be light on holiday spirit. You would have thought he’d be honored! Penchansky was mentioned as a possible alternative, but he was Jewish and wouldn’t go for it. Besides, Penchansky looked more like Howdy Doody with bifocals than he did baby Jesus.

We found ourselves running out of time, so Mezaros came right out and nominated me for the role. Now I’ve been a lot of things in my life, but at six feet, one inch, and 195 pounds, I sure in hell wasn’t going to be baby Jesus. Inspired, I decided to go dressed as Easter Jesus. Hopefully none of the other LRPs would notice the difference. I quickly limped back to my hootch and stripped down to a pair of shower shoes. After putting on a swimming suit, I wrapped a black towel around my waist. A dose of Kiwi shoe polish provided a pretty realistic beard, and a piece of black gauzy fabric torn from a “good” VC’s black pajamas and draped over my head provided the hairdo. I confiscated someone’s Christmas wreath for a crown of thorns. Somebody fashioned a cross for me out of a couple of 1 × 4s, and we were in business.

Soon the F Company Touring Troupe was moving from hootch to hootch belting out one Christmas carol after another. A problem developed immediately when we discovered that none of us knew all the words to any of the carols. We’d begin booming out the first verse or two, then one or two of us would either fade out or ad lib words that rhymed but didn’t make sense. A sharp ear could definitely distinguish the alien words in our rendition of “Come All Ye Wasteful” and “Jungle Balls.”

The participation from each hootch varied, but most of the guys showed enough compassion to join in and help us cover up our mistakes. By the time we reached the last hootch, we had gathered quite a following (Jesus would have been proud!).

We drifted down toward the club. Singing does parch the throat, so our shepherd, Mezaros, suggested that we all adjourn to the “inn” to refresh ourselves before continuing on. The entire entourage, numbering somewhere in the neighborhood of forty disciples, took heart from these words and began to mill about in search of libation. The festivities lasted late into the night, with much singing and merriment. Many onlookers arrived and were baptized into the faith. Later, when the supply of beer began to run low, someone suggested that I repeat the miracle of the wedding feast at Cana and turn some water into wine. I refused on the grounds that that particular miracle had come much later in the life of Christ and I just really wasn’t up to it.

The party broke up around 2300 hours when Kenn Miller, obviously unimpressed with the deeply religious spirit of the day, tried to molest our blessed virgin and got punched out for his troubles. (Actually, I think Chambers rather appreciated the pass!)


December 26, 1968

Don’t ever put Kiwi shoe polish on your face. I looked like Aunt Jemimah for a week.

The first sergeant announced at morning formation that, beginning on the twenty-seventh, we would begin conducting classes for all the replacements. The platoon sergeants and the more experienced LRPs would provide the instructions. The goal was to be able to field twelve operational teams by the middle of January. It was obvious that to achieve that goal, no team would have more than two experienced members. The very thought of that possibility unnerved me. Most of the guys that I came incountry with did not yet see themselves as experienced as the Old Foul Dudes were. They were long gone. Now we were being called upon to provide leadership and backbone for these new teams. It would be tough!

Top told me after formation that he wanted me to give classes on map reading and to assist Zoschak in teaching immediate-action drills and patrolling techniques. Besides the two of us, ten of the other senior team members would be conducting classes on other components of long-range patrolling. We would probably not be pulling very many missions until the cherries were broken in.

As in the past, part of the training would consist of numerous ambush missions outside the perimeter wire. They were seldom very successful, but they did provide a suitable laboratory for refining skills learned inside the classroom.

I received word that I was to be awarded the Bronze Star for valor for the Nui Ke mission back on November 4. This came as a complete surprise to me. Zoschak was awarded the Silver Star and the chopper pilots received Distinguished Flying Crosses. Everybody, including the company commander, should have been decorated for that mission. I was told that the award would be given out at the next awards ceremony. I was really feeling high. The Bronze Star would look good between my Silver Star and my Purple Hearts. I knew that my fiancée and my family would be proud when I got off the plane with my ribbons on my chest.


December 27, 1968

It was Barb’s birthday. God, I wished that I could share it with her! She had turned twenty-one and was already quite a lady. I really admired the way she had held up under the pressure of my being in Vietnam. I knew that it was tougher on her than it was on me. I was aware of my situation at all times, while she was forced to rely on in formation that was always a week old by the time she got it.

She wrote and told me that she was fully aware that it was possible for her to receive a letter from me saying that I was safe and sound, while at that very moment I could be lying in the jungle dead or wounded. I prayed that her job as a nurse and the planning of our wedding in June would keep her mind occupied. I wrote her every chance I got, telling her about what was happening in my life. I knew just how important letters were. I was definitely a lucky guy to have such a wonderful lady.

That knowledge gave my presence in Nam a purpose and meaning far greater than anything else. It was my primary motivation for enduring the anxiety and suffering that all of us went through during our tours. My family ties and patriotism fed my sense of survival, but it was Barb that kept me going when I didn’t think I had anything left. I really felt sorry for the guys who didn’t have anyone waiting back home. I felt even worse for the poor bastards who got the Dear Johns. I saw how it destroyed their attitudes and affected their performance in the field.

In Vietnam, distractions were deadly, and there doesn’t come any bigger distraction than a Dear John. If the young ladies back home could only have seen the effects of such letters, I doubt that very many would have been written. It was a gut-wrenching, mind-numbing experience to watch a buddy’s heart torn out and dropped in his lap. There wasn’t much you could do for a friend in that situation. Dear John letters killed their share of American fighting men, of that there can be little doubt.

I was still trying to keep up with all the mail from the States. I wrote about eight to ten letters a day but didn’t seem to be gaining much ground. I was lucky that my medical profile afforded me the time to respond at all.


December 29, 1968

Chambers and I walked outside the wire around 0930 hours to detain a Vietnamese who had been spotted digging behind one of the graves about seventy-five meters from our perimeter. When we got to him, we discovered that he had a U.S.-issue smoke grenade and a trip-flare in his possession. He seemed quite nervous and became visibly terrified when the Cav chopper landed a few feet away. His eyes rolled back in his head as the helicopter took off with him on board. They would take him to division and drop him off for interrogation. If the ARVNs (Army of the Republic of Vietnam) got him, he would be in big trouble. I was only glad I wasn’t in his sandals.

The medic at the dispensary was really pleased with my recovery. The drain had been taken out and the wound had closed over. He told me to try some jogging and stretching exercises to get my muscles back in condition.

That afternoon, I got involved in a pass-and-tag football game down on the chopper pad. I knew that I was probably overdoing it a little, but it looked like so much fun that I had to join in. Big John Burford promptly knocked me on my ass a couple of times for my trouble. The exercise felt good, but I paid dearly that night when my right hamstring went into spasm on me.

Later in the day, I went before the review board for division Soldier of the Month. The competition was a lot tougher than when I went before the Cav’s board. I hadn’t studied as much as I had the last time. I felt that I did pretty well but didn’t really expect to win. After all, these guys were professional lifer-type REMFs.

General Zais, the commanding general of the 101st, was there. He remembered me from the surgical hospital at Phu Bai back in November. I must admit that this man really impressed me.


January 1, 1968

Well, a new year had arrived. It was the year that I would return home. The year that I would marry Barbara. It was undoubtedly the most important year of my life. All that I had to worry about was that I would still be around when it came to an end. I found myself thinking about that a lot, maybe more than I should have. I fully realized how lucky I had been back on November fourth and again on the twentieth. I had survived two missions over a sixteen-day period that should have, by all rights, resulted in the untimely deaths of eighteen LRPs. We had escaped annihilation on both occasions by the narrowest of margins. I had always been pragmatic and believed that you made your own luck. But those two missions had convinced me that something—call it fate, or the divine hand of God—had interceded to save our lives. No rivers had parted, no bushes had spontaneously ignited, no enemy soldiers had been struck down by lightning. But dammit, when everyone around you is dead or wounded, you’re almost out of ammo, and outnumbered twenty to one, something more powerful than “luck” has to be around to save your ass.

There were many variables that influenced our survival on those two missions. Weather, terrain, artillery and helicopter gunship support, TAC Air, reaction forces, extraction choppers, the enemy’s ability and perception of the situation, our own ability and perception of the situation. All contributed to the odds of survival.

Yet, after weighing those odds, it was very difficult to understand how we had survived. Sure, we had an influence on the odds, but we sure in hell didn’t control them. The only conclusion that I could draw from either experience was that a little luck is fine, but it sure didn’t hurt none to know how to pray. I only hoped that God wasn’t Buddhist.

I sensed a danger in philosophical and rational thought. Soldiers were taught to follow orders and to leave the thinking to their superiors. That eliminated a lot of self-doubt and apprehension. During the first part of my tour, I had been able to follow that pattern. But a few brushes with death had thrown me off on a tangent.

I began to see that combat was actually a game of chance. Everything relied on the odds—the percentages. My destiny was not really in my hands. I had sensed that this line of thought was dangerous and made up my mind to work it out before I got back on a team. I couldn’t afford a case of the jitters.

Tim Long stopped by my hootch and told me that I had come in runner-up in the competition for division Soldier of the Month. I had surprised myself by coming that close. But close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades. (Whoever had coined that phrase had never witnessed an Arc Light.) I was glad it was over!

For participating in the competition, I received a “nifty” Storm King cigarette lighter with the Screaming Eagle patch on one side and an outline of Vietnam on the other (they couldn’t even give us a Zippo!), a full case of good old Coca-Cola, a Parker pen and pencil set, and a letter of commendation for my file. The Cav awarded me an engraved statue of a paratrooper. Believe me, I would have traded it all for a chance to get back out with a team.

We had put on a big party at the Ranger lounge New Year’s Eve. All of the cherries had really gone out of their way to make us few surviving vets feel important. Damn, it was hard to believe that the two dozen of us who were left were the old guys. Does seven months in-country do that for you? The Old Foul Dudes were the old guys. In our eyes, they always would be. But they were gone, and the rest of us wondered if we would be able to fill their boots. They had been so good in the bush. They had been unshakable. They had brought out the best in us. Now that they were no longer with us, would we still be able to function the same way?

Maybe it was just an attitude adjustment that we each had to go through, but something told me that we had a long way to go before we could achieve their abilities. There were a lot of new men in the company who would be relying on our skill, our experience, and our leadership. I just prayed that we would not be found wanting when the real test came.

I looked at my short-timers calendar and discovered that I was down to 155 days and a wake-up. Although I was still not a true short-timer, or even a double-digit midget, I was shocked to realize that I had already been in Nam for 209 days. The time had really gone by quickly, and yet it seemed as if I had been born there. I wasn’t really “short,” but I was a lot shorter than 75 percent of the LRPs in the company. I couldn’t even imagine having 364 and a wake-up. Yes, my time had passed very quickly, but then, one year was really not very long.

It had become glaringly obvious that the one-year-tour policy of our government was a tragic mistake. I knew that it had been created to keep the American public from rejecting our participation in the Vietnam conflict. A year was an acceptable period of time to keep an eighteen- to nineteen-year-old from his family and his future. Committing him to battle for a longer period or for the duration would have caused immediate public outcry back in America. Vietnam was not World War II. We hadn’t been attacked, and the security of our nation was not at risk. The one-year combat tour fit in nicely with the two-year draft.

The problem that it caused was that it took six months for the typical American recruit just to attain the level of confidence and proficiency necessary to make him an effective combat soldier. Just when he had reached this highly tuned degree of efficiency, he went “over the hump.” He found himself on the back side of his tour. He could see daylight for the first time and actually began to believe that he could survive his tour—if he didn’t take any unnecessary risks. No longer was he concentrating on defeating the enemy. No longer was he anxious to engage him in mortal combat. He was only trying to stay alive, to survive the end of his tour and go home. When he had finally attained the skills and had acquired the experience to get the job done, the motivation was gone.

I am not saying that he didn’t continue to perform or to do his job. It was just that the fine edge was no longer there. His mission had changed to pure survival. In my opinion, the combat tour should have been extended to two years. Many Vietnam vets extended their tours for six to twelve months anyway. Some because they liked it, some because their Nam time would give them an early out and would cancel any Stateside duty still due on their enlistments. The one-year tour resulted in a loss of experience and talent that was not passed down to new arrivals. We paid for this mistake with mounting casualties and, often, substandard performance from our soldiers. We were in a war we couldn’t win, fighting under silly rules made by career-building officers to satisfy a misinformed government that was hiding the truth from an irrational media that was trying to incite an uncaring American public. We were dying for nothing.


January 3, 1969

It began raining again on the third. The monsoons had more or less called a halt to the fighting since I had returned from the hospital. They had come with a vengeance in ’68-’69. The training had to be postponed until the weather cleared.

Jim Schwartz returned from MACV Recondo School in Nha Trang. It was good to see him again. We were supposed to have attended the school together, but our departure, scheduled for November 27, was interrupted by the Roung-Roung mission on the twentieth.


January 5, 1969

The continuing rain forced us to move the classes inside the hootches. The forecast called for several more days of rain before we could expect a break. The classes were kept small for lack of space and so that the instructors could give some personal attention to their students. Immediate-action drills and patrolling techniques were taught but could not be demonstrated.

Mother Rucker and John Looney explained radio-communication procedures. They did an excellent job on a very difficult subject. I, too, learned a lot from them. I had been a wee bit weak in technique on adjusting artillery fire missions and calling in gunships. One had to be proficient at all the skills of long-range patrolling to lead a team.

My specialty was the map and compass. I was good. I had a sixth sense in the field that enabled me to orient myself with a map to the terrain I was in. Zoschak told me that I had the “feel” for it. I could study a topo map before a mission and then feel my way through the area of operations as if I had been there before. The contour lines on a topo map provided a three-dimensional image in my mind. Usually, when we got on the ground, the terrain looked familiar to me. It wasn’t anything I had learned in the army. I had been able to do it back in my Boy Scouting days and, later, when I roamed the Ozarks in pursuit of whitetail
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