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				Me, I’m the one,
I’m the one of all the rest won’t die.
I’ll live through it.
I’ll go home.
The band will play.
And I’ll be there to hear it.

				—RAY BRADBURY,The Drummer Boy of Shiloh
					

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			My military service in Vietnam is a source of great pride for me. I am very thankful for the diary I kept while in Indochina. It has turned out to be one of my most cherished possessions.

			The diary helps me keep my memories of Vietnam based in reality. At every Black Lion reunion I’ve attended, there seems to be a significant display of faulty-memory syndrome. The decades have corroded all our memories, including mine, to the point that we disagree on so much that if you listened to our conversations you would wonder if we were talking about the same war. Without the written contemporaneous account of my activities in the diary, I am sure that I would no longer remember many of the events of 1967 and would have erroneous memories of others.

			Unfortunately, the diary is jammed with numerous derogatory terms for various racial groups as well as some negative comments about gays. Mea culpa. They are the product of my incomplete social development at the time. That’s the way eighteen- to twenty-one-year-old infantrymen spoke back then. Fortunately, I have grown and now live beyond those thoughts and comments. I would be mortified if my children ever heard me speak that way. They never have.

			The negative comments have not been expurgated from this text because it would not be historically accurate to do so. To anyone who is offended, which is not my intent, please accept my apologies.

			Some of the names in this book have been changed.
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		JANUARY

		For me, Vietnam was better than a poke in the face with a sharp stick. I got a lot out of it. I grew there. However, not knowing this ahead of time dampened my enthusiasm so that when it came time to go, I didn’t, at least not right away. Earlier there had been more eagerness in my effort. I didn’t like the giant global monolith that was communism and, like the hawks in our government, I believed in former president Eisenhower’s domino theory. If one small country in Southeast Asia fell to the Red Menace, the others would soon follow suit, falling like a row of dominos and then everyone involved would be miserable.

		Wanting to do my share, I volunteered for the army. In what can only be described as a monumental attack of nearly terminal stupidity, I enlisted only after being guaranteed an assignment to an infantry unit. My misguided fear was that the few Cs and Ds that I had managed to earn in classes at Long Beach City College might get me a clerical job or some other behind-the-scenes position. That wouldn’t do. I wanted to see some action.

		In Gone With the Wind, a bunch of ignorant and na’ive southern boys rode off from Ashley Wilkes’s plantation, Twelve Oaks, to join the Confederate States Army when war is declared between the states. As they ride off they are all hollering rebel yells in excitement and anticipation of the glories of combat that will surely soon follow. Like them, I didn’t want to miss the war, to let it pass me by. I had joined the infantry so that I would see combat. Such was the state of my adolescent mind. It was not a well thought-out plan.

		After four months of basic training and advanced infantry training, the army was beginning to seem more real. My departure date for assignment to a combat unit interfered with my earlier sophomoric brain patterns and made me slightly less enthusiastic about leaving exactly on time. As it turned out, the impending proceedings were temporarily interrupted by my sister. She had acquired student tickets to the Rose Bowl, which was on my departure date, New Year’s Day 1967. There we saw Purdue defeat Southern California.

		Southern Cal in the Rose Bowl was worth going AWOL for; that couldn’t be missed. My thinking was that the army was so desperate for fresh troops that they wouldn’t dare lock me up. The worst they could do was send me to Vietnam and that was already happening. When my bus arrived at the Oakland Alameda Naval Air Station no one even mentioned the fact that I was three days late.

		There were thousands of GIs stationed there awaiting transportation. For a few days we were housed in giant warehouses with nothing but rows of metal bunks and chairs. It was frightfully boring. Most of the stay was an exercise in the time-honored military tradition of “hurry up and wait.”

		We did, however, get our immunizations updated while walking a medical gauntlet between two rows of army medics carrying air-powered vaccination guns. They simultaneously blasted us numerous times in both arms as we passed by. When it was over my shot card showed that I was then up to date for typhus, influenza, bubonic plague, smallpox, cholera, typhoid, tetanus, and yellow fever. How could people live in a country with this much sickness? Who would want to?

		The vaccination guns made a loud hissing noise when fired and left a visible welt that felt like a jellyfish sting. The experience was slightly unnerving. One guy flinched so wildly that he got one injection in the armpit. We all howled with laughter.

		After processing we were sent to Travis Air Force Base outside Oakland, California. So many planes swooped in and out of there in those days that soon, like the dingy gray seagulls that were everywhere, you just didn’t notice them anymore. Like most servicemen headed for Vietnam we traveled by commercial airliner. My flight was a Continental Airlines seven something seven, complete with stewardesses and a meal. There were no civilian passengers and there was no movie. The flight was so boring and so long, more than twenty hours, that a single movie would not have saved us. That would have taken at least the entire Cannes Film Festival.

		After a number of hours of flying we landed to refuel in Honolulu, where we were allowed off the plane for forty minutes to stretch out legs and walk around in a restricted section of the airport. It was sad to be in paradise without being allowed to experience it. I didn’t see any of the tourist spots, sample their seafood, or even have a drink. It was pathetic. The highlight of my trip to Hawaii was shooting down a fly in the urinal of an airport restroom. However, from then on I could answer in the affirmative if anyone asked me had I ever been to Hawaii. Just don’t ask to see my snapshots of the trip.

		Halfway between Hawaii and Vietnam, the pilot came on the intercom to give us the cheery news that the local Viet Cong, in celebration of our arrival, had blown up the runway at Pleiku, our destination, with mortar fire. Accordingly, our flight was being temporarily diverted to the Philippine Islands. We were going to Clark Air Force Base near Manila to wait until the runway was repaired.

		As soon as we landed, two sourpuss MPs came on board to tell us that we could sit on the plane or get off and stand in a hangar. “There’s no smoking,” the taller of the two barked loudly, “and no goddamn wandering off because we don’t want to have to come and look for you.” Descending the metal stairs, it was impossible not to see the sleek, majestic A-12 Blackbird spy plane parked next to us. About this time, the taller MP added, almost as an afterthought, “And no picture taking, because that plane doesn’t exist, so we don’t want any goddamned photographs of it.” This was immediately followed by a chorus of clicking cameras so numerous that it sounded as if the crickets had come out.

		Four hours later, we took off for Tan Son Nhut Airbase. They had not been able to make the Pleiku airstrip serviceable for commercial jets in such a short time. We were headed for III Corps in the Saigon area instead of II Corps in the central highlands. This was disappointing. I had hoped to be in the 1st Cavalry and II Corps was their area. The 1st Cavalry got all the glory. They were always on the news and in the newspaper. It was not to be. Just like that, a few VC (Viet Cong) with a mortar tube and nothing better to do on a Friday night had changed our fates and futures forever, in ways we could not even begin to fathom. It was possible that those among us who had been destined to be killed or wounded or see very little combat had all been changed because of this night that we would all soon forget. It was fitting to start off with such a whimsical event, a harbinger of the capricious nature of the year to come.

		It was almost dawn when we landed in Vietnam. Air that was too wet and too hot met us at the exit, forcing me to hold my breath for a second and wonder if I could actually breathe this atmosphere. This place was going to be about as comfortable as a steel mill. The people on the ground acted as if it was normal and they were quite used to it. Thoughts of no air-conditioning for a long time, unless General Westmoreland invited me over for dinner, crossed my mind.

		At the bottom of the ramp, the stewardess with her shoulder-length blond hair encouraged us on, “Flurry up, boys, hurry off to war.” Her comment seemed slightly flippant. She was old for a stewardess, maybe thirty, but she was also friendly, cute, and really stacked. She should have been given combat pay for all the antics and comments she put up with during the flight without smacking anyone’s face. I already had a crush on her and secretly wished that she was coming with me.

		Tan Son Nhut was the busiest airport in the world in 1967, with more flights per day than anywhere else. Activity was visible everywhere, with commercial airlines and military transports hauling in fresh loads of cannon fodder and taking home the old. Sleek air force jets zipped in and out, which was exciting to watch. It was also surprising to see an F-100 Super Saber take off right next to us with a ten-foot cone of fire coming out of its rear that was so close you could have roasted marshmallows as it passed. I thought we had stopped using the F-100 after the Korean War. I had read in a magazine that the war was costing a million dollars an hour. The sight of all those jets and jet fuel flames made me think that maybe that amount was correct. The rest of the airport that wasn’t claimed outright by fixed-wing craft was peppered with helicopters. They seemed to behave like butterflies and land wherever they pleased.

		From the tarmac we were herded onto faded yellow buses that were dustier than a frontier stagecoach. Our driver sat so motionless, giving his steering wheel such a blank stare, that it appeared as if he had died before our arrival or was bored literally out of his mind. He would not have noticed if the Radio City Rockettes had danced onto his bus. He said nothing. Such was his year in the combat zone. I didn’t realize it yet, but over half of the military men involved in the war had behind-the-scenes jobs that would put an insomniac to sleep.

		The air inside the bus was ancient. Thick chicken wire fencing over the windows didn’t help. In theory, this was to keep locals from throwing anything into the vehicle that might hurt us before we could get signed in as official participants in the hostilities.

		Suddenly, a figure wearing black pajamas emerged out of the darkness and raced up the dirt embankment toward me and the bus. The person’s head was covered by one of those white cone-shaped hats that I knew all too well from the news on television. The situation alarmed me. Near panic set in. The hair on the back of my neck stood at full attention and my heart raced. Before I could cry out a warning, the attacker reached the tarmac just outside my window. There, I could see that she was carrying a double load of laundry balanced on a pole over her shoulder.

		Furtively, I glanced around to see if anyone had noticed my reaction. They hadn’t. I tried my best to look tough. It’s hard to look tough while sitting on a bus. My first brush with death, an old laundry lady on her way to work nearly had me crapping in my pants. Even if she had tried to bean me with her bundle of laundry the wire mesh over the windows would have saved me. Now it seems silly, but it was unnerving at the time.

		A bumpy bus ride delivered us to Long Binh, a massive military complex about fifteen miles northeast of Saigon that was our largest base in Vietnam. We were told that every inch of the road we traveled was secure, that there was no enemy threat in the area. It made me wonder why we were escorted front and rear by jeeps with mounted machine guns.

		The first order of business once we became temporary members of the 90th Replacement Battalion at Camp Alpha was, of course, paperwork. There were clothing forms, meal forms, vaccination forms, and change-of-address forms. We were all given a color postcard depicting a burly GI standing with a bayoneted rifle next to a globe of the world and preparing to stamp out a fire that covered Southeast Asia. We were ordered to write our mothers with the encouraging news that we had arrived safely and all was well, as if the plane flight had been the most hazardous part of our tour, and it was all downhill from there.

		As soon as the cheerful postcards were collected, we turned our attention to the casualty-reporting forms. Those were the who-do-we-notify-when-you-get-your-balls-blown-off forms.

		To my surprise, I was the only one in the group who checked the box indicating that no one was to be informed if I were wounded. In my mind’s eye, there were visions of my poor mom receiving a notice saying that her baby had been injured but not indicating the nature or severity of the injury or even where I was recuperating. She, of course, would then call the Pentagon and deal to the point of exasperation with no-name clerks who would say they had never heard of me, or if they had that they weren’t authorized to release any information without a release of information form that I had to sign if they could find me. I couldn’t put her through such an ordeal.

		The sergeant in charge tried to dish me up a plate of grief over my decision not to panic and notify the entire world the minute I got shot in the butt with a peashooter. “Come on now, you need to put somebody down there,” he remonstrated. He couldn’t grasp my point of view, which I tried to carefully explain, and scolded me with a warning, “Well if you end up in a coma or dead or something we’re going to tell your next of kin whether you like it or not.” The sergeant had not made me change my mind but had given me a headache. It was a relief to be finished with this guy and his paperwork palace.

		They also took away our American money, and replaced it with paper currency that we called Monopoly money. They were two-by-four-inch multicolor bills that felt like real dollars but were labeled as military payment certificates, or MPC.

		All denominations featured the same anonymous female face with short blond hair and pearl earrings striking a pose like Queen Elizabeth on a Canadian dollar. No one recognized her. She was probably just a local Washington, D.C. chick who happened to be screwing someone at the Bureau of Engraving. The twenty-five-cent MPC was an unusually gaudy red, white, and blue piece of work that looked like a ticket to a circus or a rodeo. They didn’t seem right but we got used to it. They also took away our American coins. Now we couldn’t even lag for pennies or quarters when we were bored.

		Besides greenbacks, I had a bunch of American Express traveler’s checks. They made me cash those in also. In retrospect, it seemed kind of stupid to take traveler’s checks to a war, just the type of goofy thing that an American would do. We had also been given the option of trading in some of our cash for local currency. Their monetary unit was the dong. That’s what was printed on their bills, but everyone called them piasters. I never figured that one out. At the time, there were 118 piasters to the dollar.

		Most of us took half and half. Our military stores accepted only MPC. Vietnamese merchants wanted piasters. However, most would accept MPC after feeling it carefully, holding it up to the light, and wondering what it would be worth if the U.S. military ever skipped town.

		After the paperwork came three positively brutal days, brutal, as in boring with a capital B. We lined up in formation four times a day so that the names of those assigned to various units could be announced. Those people would then depart for their new duty assignments.

		Other than that, we just sat and waited. Sitting in a tent for three days of waiting is no picnic. I wouldn’t wait that long for the second coming of Christ.

		There were a few work details and some guard duty but I couldn’t seem to get an assignment to save my life. Three in the morning of my second day in limbo found me outside pacing back and forth in the gravel next to the tent. One of the sergeants was a perceptive fellow who noticed that I didn’t appear to be sleeping well and offered me sentry duty, which I gladly accepted. Another guy, named Vincent, and I were each given an M-14 with sixty rounds of ammo apiece and sent to occupy a sandbag bunker at the main gate from 0400 to 0800 hours.

		Highway 1, also known as the Street Without Joy, ran right in front of our position only a few feet away. There was an intermittent flow of pedicabs, motorcycles, and small trucks, which zipped by at any speed desired. Between vehicles, all was quiet.

		It was really quiet just before 0600 when Vincent went to the mess hall for breakfast and left me alone. That was dangerous. I had no instructions or idea of how to cope with any of the innumerable situations that might arise. I was by myself and the place got creepy in a hurry. The shadows began to move and there were more noises out there than I had noticed before. The selector switch on my rifle went on full automatic before Vincent had buttered his toast.

		A little before 0700 hours, a rapidly approaching school bus blew a rear tire and skidded sideways toward my bunker. It kicked up a storm of little stones and pebbles. The driver slowed down only briefly. He then redirected the bus toward the road, stepped on the gas, and disappeared, never knowing how agitated I was or how close I’d come to shooting up his dirty bus.

		At 0800 I was relieved of guard duty and returned to the unemployment line. A little finagling got me onto a construction crew that checked out enough shovels and wheelbarrows to build another Boulder Dam. We then marched to the construction site, where we were promptly given the day off because the load of cement that we were going to pour into a foundation had not arrived.

		That afternoon I discovered some on-base juke joints the army operated for fun and profit. There was music, beer, and slot machines. I never liked the slots but enjoyed anesthetizing myself with Hamm’s beer while watching others lose their money to the one-armed bandits.

		A few hours after dark, I was quite pickled. When the mortar shells started falling, I went outside to watch. What a show! It was an awesome display of firepower, with round after round crashing into the base about half a mile away. There were bright flashes and delayed dull roars. It didn’t seem like any of them were going to land near me. At this stage of the game, I was still taking my cues from strangers. No one around me made a mad dash to the nearest bomb shelter, with women and children first and all that sort of thing. So neither did I. When it was over I went to bed.

		The next day, inside one of the many nondescript Quonset huts, an unseen clerk struggled to cope with the relentless mound of paperwork that slowly grew, like a fungus, on top of his old wooden desk. Between sips of instant coffee and drags on a Marlboro, he divided the big pile into several smaller piles and placed these into several metal trays. Voila! I was now in the 1st Infantry Division.

		It was time to get on any of the trucks that were loading up for a convoy down Route 1 to division headquarters at Di An (pronounced zee-on). The trip was brisk, about 50 mph, with lots of erratic jerking to dodge slower-moving oxcarts and bicycles on both sides of the road. No such courtesy was extended to the three-wheeled pedicabs that seemed to be driven exclusively by morons with a death wish. They darted in and out of the caravans, between the trucks, passing on the right and left, oblivious as to what their fate would be if they miscalculated in the slightest. Our driver didn’t even tap his brakes lightly when they came up on one side, crossed in front of us, then passed the truck ahead of us on the other side. It was crazy.

		The trip also gave us a protracted view of povertyville. That’s what you get when thousands of farm families are relocated to neo-urban enclaves without farmland or employment. There were rows of beat-up cinder-block houses without doors. Pigeons perched in windows without glass. Unattended children played perilously close to the traffic zooming by. Laundry flapped in the breeze over too much domestic animal shit, which was everywhere. The yards were small, barren, and unattended without any flowers to be seen. You can’t eat a flower. Pigs and chickens were everywhere. There were more dogs in some yards than there were children and often the dogs were cleaner. It appeared as if what we were fighting for was a giant Oriental Tijuana.

		We entered Di An driving past a sign that proudly proclaimed the division’s motto. No Mission Too Difficult. No Sacrifice Too Great. Duty First. Soon, we were once again subjected to heavy doses of waiting, only there we often did it in line as if something was about to happen. By sundown I was in what we all hoped would be the last line of the day when something did occur.

		A thin wisp of a man with a corporal’s stripes and a clipboard of official-looking papers walked up and spoke with the noncom in charge. The noncom slowly shook his head and gave the corporal a grim look, as if to say that this wasn’t right. The corporal then stepped to the front of the line, tried to stand taller than he actually was, and shouted, “Are there any 91-Bravos here?” Collectively we froze. No one moved or spoke. You could have heard a bullet drop. “Are any of you guys medics?” he shouted. Again, no one answered. “One, two, three, four,” he said as he walked down the line, pointing his finger in the faces of the first nine guys. “Good, you guys are now medics,” he announced. Then he explained that some unit had gotten the shit kicked out of it and lost a lot of their medics. They had to have replacements, now. The nine guys—who were now cursing, swearing, and protesting to the heavens—were ordered onto a nearby truck.

		“Bullshit,” stammered one of the nine, “I ain’t no goddamned medic,” but he got on the truck anyway. I had been number twelve in line and was decidedly glad about that.

		This was the most wild and reckless action the army had taken in my presence, ever. I was incredulous. It would have been less of a shock if the corporal had pinned stars on my epaulets and announced that I was a general. It was hard to imagine getting shot in the throat and then receiving your care from a medic who was really trained as a jeep mechanic. This had to be some kind of prank. It wasn’t. It was the army way. It makes truck drivers into cooks and cooks into truck drivers and then looks perplexed when the food is always late and tastes bad when it gets there.

		Another GI, without a clipboard, approached and spoke with the noncom in charge. He then turned and asked, “Is there a Private Ronnau here?” Fortunately, this guy turned out to be Bob Reeves, one of my best friends from high school. He was a coder-decoder with the 121st Signal Battalion and had been in country for several months. It was a relief to find out it was Bob. When he had called my name, I was afraid they were going to tell me that I was now a helicopter pilot or a tank commander. Bob laughed when I told him the story of the medics but didn’t seem too surprised.

		Bob had the best setup that I had seen so far. He lived in a forty-man tent with five other GIs. They had lights, electricity, plenty of mosquito netting, and a small refrigerator. They even had a pet dog, named Travis.

		Bob was a ladies’ man in high school, tall and handsome with brown hair and eyes. He always had a girl. In Vietnam it was no different. With a borrowed jeep, he regularly visited a nearby village where he was dating the third daughter of a local peasant woman. Apparently he couldn’t pronounce her name and she grew weary of trying to teach him. Anyway, they compromised and he just called her Tres. Bob was banging number three.

		He had recently received a care package of cookies and things from my mom, for which he seemed very grateful. Like most GIs, he was lonely there and missed being back in the world.

		“I’d rather get mail than eat,” he told me.

		We toured Bob’s part of the camp on foot just so I could see it. On the way back to his tent, we passed a GI walking in the opposite direction. After a few steps Bob started whispering. He told me that the guy that had just passed us was the one who had the incurable clap. He had been quarantined and wasn’t being allowed to go home because of it, to keep it from being spread around the United States. It was called black gonorrhea.

		I was awestruck and looked back over my shoulder to sneak a glimpse. This guy was a legend. Every VD lecture in the States made reference to his incurable clap and the perils of not using rubbers. Seeing him was like seeing Casper the ghost and discovering that he was real.

		We had also been told that the secretions leaking out of this guy’s pecker weren’t the standard purulent yellow normally associated with gonorrhea. Rather, they were thick and dark black like used motor oil. Also, for this guy taking a leak felt like trying to piss out ground-up razor blades. The hoped-for lesson had been, let the screwer beware, use a condom or else. If you wanted to ride bareback you did so at your own risk.

		That night we drank beer and laughed until it was very late. It was more fun than anything else I had done so far in Vietnam.

		The next day, eight of us were assigned to ride shotgun on a convoy of trucks from Di An to Ben Hoa and back. First, we were sent to an armory for weapons. The clerk gave us each an M-14. They were heavy blunderbusses and not very sophisticated compared to the M-16s we were expecting now that we were actually members of the division.

		The clerk was a jocular southern fellow who insisted on guessing where each of us came from before handing over the rifles. It was his hobby. He pegged me as being a New Englander because I didn’t have a hint of a tan. It was narrowed down to Vermont because I was tall. Go figure. All of his other guesses were also wrong. He said he was from Jawja, as he pronounced it, and gave me a blank stare when I asked if that was anywhere near Atlanta.

		We each got one empty clip but no bullets. The clip would make it look like the weapons were fully loaded, but we weren’t to be issued any live ammo. Those were his instructions.

		Behind the counter, in the center of the floor was a disheveled mound of explosives about four feet high. It contained mines, grenades, mortars, and even an antitank rocket sticking out of the top of the pile like a giant candle on a birthday cake. The whole mess seemed out of place amid the orderly rows of rifles and neatly stacked boxes of cartridges. The clerk told us that this was contraband that had been taken away from GIs who were processing out at Di An to go back to the world. God only knows what they were going to do with this stuff back on the streets of America. I doubted that they knew or had even given it much rational thought.

		Half an hour after we picked up the rifles, our convoy headed out toward Bien Hoa. Riding through the countryside was a welcome change of pace. Our deuce-and-a-half trucks were empty except for two of us in the back of each one. We really didn’t need ammo to not guard the cargo that we didn’t really have. The situation was starting to make sense.

		Most of the trip was on dirt roads through flat countryside. There weren’t many structures until we reached the outskirts of Saigon. There we passed a sugarcane refinery that made the road smell like a dead horse for about a mile. The sight of a Chase Manhattan Bank made me nostalgic for a moment. The sight of two ARVN (Army of Republic of Vietnam) soldiers holding hands as they walked down the street killed the nostalgia and made me stare like a shocked child. The other shotgun rider unleashed a torrent of queer this and faggot that remarks that made us laugh out loud. I can’t remember his exact remarks—they were the usual stuff and seemed quite funny. The driver laughed and said that guys sometimes held hands over here or sometimes walked along with their arms around each other even if they weren’t queers. It made me wonder if VC or North Vietnamese soldiers held hands. Maybe they did, but somehow I couldn’t picture it.

		At Bien Hoa, the lead driver stopped his truck in front of an army Quonset hut and went inside carrying a clipboard. Soon he reemerged on the front steps with a lieutenant. They spoke for a few moments and leafed through the clipboard papers. The driver then half skipped back to his truck while holding his right index finger aloft and swirling it in a circular motion as a signal to us to turn our vehicle around. We were leaving. He gunned his engine and we followed him back to Di An. Our mission, whatever it was, was over.

		That evening, as usual, I went over to see Bob and have a cold beer. Unlike the other evenings, there was an organized activity available. The Red Cross was going to show a movie on a big outdoor screen. We hauled our beer to the viewing area and drank our way through Nevada Smith, starring Steve McQueen.

		The only other thing I did at Di An was to periodically stand in the dirt courtyard in front of our tents where several times a day a sergeant with a booming voice would read off a list of who was going to which company and battalion within the division. If your name was read, you were sent to join your new unit.

		The center of the courtyard was marked by a two-foot-square cement pillar firmly embedded in the dirt. At each list reading, one lucky GI used it as a stool and was able to sit down during the proceedings. Invariably, the GI would eventually find the metal plaque that was attached to one side of the pillar. It was in memory of Private James Ray Griffey from Harvey, Illinois, who was shot dead in January 1966 on that very spot by a sniper. Griffey was just nineteen at the time, had only been in Vietnam a few days, and had not even been assigned to a permanent unit. Without fail, when the plaque was discovered, the squatter would stand up and move away slowly, staring at the pillar. I’d done it myself the first day. It didn’t seem right to plant your cheeks on someone else’s memorial. Further, it gave me the willies to sit where I knew a guy had been nailed.

		Private Griffey must have been one of America’s earliest fatalities, killed at a time when it was practical to put up memorials honoring the fallen. Later on, if you erected a metal plaque for every guy put in a body bag and sent home to a marble orchard, the southern half of Vietnam would look like it was wrapped in tinfoil.

		Eventually I was told that my unit was to be C Company in the 2/28 Battalion, also known as the Black Lions. Their permanent base camp was at Lai Khe on Highway 13, just north of Saigon in the III Corps area.

		The trip from Di An to Lai Khe was fun. About two dozen of us piled inside the back of a twin-engine, propeller-driven, Caribou cargo plane. There were no seats. We sat on the floor and hung on for dear life so that we didn’t get vibrated right out the back. The crew hadn’t closed the rear cargo doors. They were wide open. I was sure that this violated some FAA regulation and jokingly mentioned it to an older guy who appeared to be the crew chief.

		“Kid, this is Vietnam, there aren’t any rules,” was his response. Then he chuckled a bit. Soon we got used to the doors being open and enjoyed the view, which was spectacular. The visibility was so good that we could see for what seemed like a hundred miles. Verdant jungle spread out below us as far as the eye could see. Occasionally the land below was dissected by curling rivers. I assumed that the largest one was the Saigon. Not infrequently we saw vast tracks of farmland and rice paddies that had been carved into numerous squares and rectangles like farms in the United States. In the distance a fire sent a column of coal-black smoke several hundred feet in the air. As it turned out, almost every time that I would ride in a helicopter or an airplane with a view smoke was on the horizon. My guess was that this was normal. In a war zone something was probably always on fire somewhere.

		The first order of business at Lai Khe was five days of combat indoctrination school, which everyone called jungle school. It was mandatory for those of us with an MOS (military occupational specialty) that might involve combat. My MOS was 11-Bravo, which meant infantry. Most of us at the school were infantry. There were other MOS designations, each consisting of a number and a letter. The armored cavalry were 11-Echo, the military police were 66-Alpha, and some of the medics were 92-Bravo. A bunch of others I didn’t recognize. That’s how you knew what a guy did in Vietnam, by asking what his MOS was.

		A sign over the gate to the jungle school proclaimed

		This training will provide the enemy soldier with a maximum opportunity to give his life for his country

		On the dirt path up to the school I found Herbert Beck, a friend from infantry training at Fort Gordon, Georgia. He was going to Alpha Company. Herb didn’t have much of a military appearance. He was a little overweight, with pronounced baby-fat jowls, and could never manage to stand up straight and tall no matter how much starch was ironed into his fatigues.

		We greeted each other happily, as familiar faces did in this place. For a few moments we traded disparaging remarks about the heat, the mosquitoes, and the country in general. Soon we got down to the nitty-gritty and began reassuring each other that we would both almost certainly make it home without even minor injuries. Both of us were sure that this was almost an obvious fact.

		Once we were seated on the rows of wooden benches, instruction got under way almost immediately. Several dozen of us neophytes watched various captured Russian and Chinese weapons being assembled and disassembled. We saw mines and booby traps. There were lots of commonsense do’s and don’ts. There was much hyperbole from the instructors about existing in the III Corps area along with personal accounts of harrowing experiences, many of which seemed apocryphal at the time.

		Sergeant Fuentes was an affable fellow but sometimes hard to understand. My high school Spanish was marginal at best. He was, however, eminently more believable then Sergeant LaGuardia, whom we called Sergeant Lasagna. Lasagna was a swarthy man, gave all of his talks shirtless and had sweet and sour tattooed over his nipples. Somehow I couldn’t picture him ever lecturing at Harvard or even Long Beach State.

		That same day, we were all issued a ton of gear including a backpack, canteens, poncho, ammo pouches, and a helmet, but no live ammo or explosives. After signing on the dotted line, I was given my very own M-16 and told to memorize the serial number, 179619. It rhymed a little, which was good, but lacked other special significance. I would have liked one that was similar to my phone number or street address back home. That would have been a really nice psychological boost because, despite having already bumped into a couple of stateside friends, I was more than a smidgen homesick.

		At night, we slept on cots in a large forty-man tent. It wasn’t fancy but was comfortable enough. Although the formal instruction for the day was over, we got a couple of practical lessons on life in the Nam that first night. About midnight, a battery of 155-mm howitzers, not far from the tent, suddenly opened up. With all six of the cannons firing at once, the roar was incredibly loud. The collective muzzle flash was so bright that it came right through the canvas tent and lit up the area well enough for us to read a book. The forty of us sat up in unison, jerking our heads in all directions to see if the big attack had started. By the second or third night, few of us even woke up for the barrages anymore. Lesson number one, if you wanted your Z’s in the combat zone you had to adapt. This place wouldn’t be nap time with mommy.

		At dawn our education continued when we discovered that two pistols and a knife were missing from our tent. Lesson number two, some low-life GIs would steal a cold turd if it wasn’t nailed down. I needed to watch my stuff and guard my belongings.

		Lai Khe had at one time been a viable, French-operated rubber tree plantation and still contained many acres of neatly rowed trees. They were thin, without branches on the trunk, but with a rich plumage of wide dark-green leaves at the top that fanned out like a giant umbrella. The leaf edges of one reached out and touched the next, forming a giant canopy about forty to fifty feet off the ground. This blocked out much of the sunlight and left huge cool spaces below without much ground-level vegetation. Often breezes trapped by the canopy created a refreshing wind-tunnel effect down at ground level.

		Dozens of old French colonial homes stood adjacent to the abandoned rubber trees. They were inhabited mostly by Vietnamese and were part of the Lai Khe village. The other part of the village consisted of numerous shanty-type dwellings made out of sheet metal, plywood, rubber tree leaves, corrugated iron, and other odds and ends. All around the village were varying amounts of Cyclone fencing and barbed wire. A nighttime curfew was in effect for the villagers. By the time the sun went down, they had to be back inside their village and stay there until dawn.

		The village was encircled on all sides by a thick layer of 1 st Division units. There was an airport with helicopter squadrons as well as an ammo dump. The base medical aid station, PX (Post Exchange), and administration HQ were closer to the center of the camp with armored units, motor pool, and artillery batteries a little farther out. Infantry companies formed the most external layer, the perimeter. A thin ring of foxholes and bunkers rimmed the periphery for 360 degrees, separating the base on the inside from no-man’s-land on the outside. The no-man’s-land on the eastern and southern parts of the perimeter consisted of dense jungle that grew to within a few meters of the bunkers on the picket line. The area just outside the bunkers was heavily laced in some areas with barbed wire, trip flares, and mines. The commotion of monkeys cavorting there made the sentries nervous and trigger-happy. Trip flares sent the monkeys off screaming and scurrying. Mines sent them to the big zoo in the sky.

		No-man’s-land on the northern and western parts of the perimeter was less anxiety inducing. It sloped gently down and away from the bunkers about a hundred meters to the Muy Thinh River, which skirted the camp on that side. The river was as narrow as five meters in some places and as wide as twenty-five meters in only a few spots. As such it wouldn’t have been much of a military obstacle in preventing a ground assault. However, there was not much vegetation between it down below and our bunker line higher up. We didn’t need flares or mines. The area was one vast, open shooting gallery. The jungle on the other side of the river was as thick as a pile of cinder blocks.

		A patch of no-man’s-land at the western edge of the base, known as the shooting range, was used for gunnery practice by the jungle school. We spent most of one day there pum-meling this beaten-up wooden area with antitank rockets and grenades. We splintered trees and snapped vines with long bursts of .50-caliber fire. Tracer bullets started small fires here and there. A good time was had by all. Just when I thought my ears were going to fall off, Lasagna signaled for us to cease fire and take a break. Of course, none of us had been smart enough to bring earplugs. We didn’t think much about going deaf.

		POP, POP, POP! AK-47 shots were coming back at us from the shooting range and raising little clouds of dust as they thudded into the ground around our feet. Everyone scattered. This was one hell of a welcome wagon to the neighborhood. Being shot at was a first for me.

		“Sniper, sniper, sniper,” Fuentes yelled as he dove behind a bunker. He then shouted orders to everyone, speaking as fast as was humanly possible. Unfortunately, he was speaking Spanish and sounded like Ricky Ricardo having a temper tantrum on I Love Lucy. By now we were all prone in the dirt, waiting to see how our instructors would handle this impromptu lesson. We still had a vision of ourselves as third-party observers rather than participants in the conflict and so we just lay there as if we were watching a war movie on television.

		Shooting Range Charlie was well known in the area. He frequently popped up from his hiding place just after one of the firing groups had finished practicing and tried to pick off somebody. A few months earlier he had fired from a position a little farther east and killed a guy from C Company during mail call near the company street. From the way the event was described to me, the distance from the sniper to the victim was about three hundred meters. My hat was off to the sniper, he was either a very good shot or a very lucky shot. I couldn’t hit anything smaller than a dump truck from that distance. It would have been nice if somebody could have gone out and nailed him, but there was so much unexploded ordnance out there that only a lunatic would send out a foot patrol after him. We did, however, make an attempt to return the fire.

		Today’s efforts were led by Lasagna, who, after calming down Fuentes, fired off an M-60. Another teacher from the jungle school used an M-16. Soon a jeep arrived with an M-60 on a mount and the longest belt of machine-gun bullets that I had ever seen. It lay on the floor of the jeep in a pile the size of a five-gallon bucket. He used it all. My contribution to our national defense that day consisted of firing a few shots with my Kodak Instamatic camera. Before leaving California, I had used some of the green and brown colors from my model airplane paint kit to camouflage the camera. I got some good pictures of the episode.

		The next day we practiced setting up and exploding claymore mines. At one point, Sergeant Wilson, two other GIs, and myself were behind a small mound connecting a detonator to a wire that went out forty feet or so to a claymore. Wilson sort of nodded when I asked if he wanted me to blow it yet, so I blew it.

		“You fucking idiot! I didn’t tell you to do that!” he screamed in my face. He bellowed that the other guys were still out there setting it up and that I had probably killed them. Then he raced off.

		That moment seemed to last forever. Despair engulfed me. My heart sank, my body sank. Blackness surrounded me. I couldn’t move to look over the mound. Light-years passed as I sat there until Wilson and the others returned. They had left the mine before the detonation and no one was injured. I wanted to throw up. From the start I had been concerned about the possibility of accidentally killing or injuring some of our own troops. With so many kids carrying so many weapons, it was bound to happen to someone. I didn’t want it to be me and was more worried about hurting someone with friendly fire than I was about getting nailed myself by enemy fire. Why, I don’t know.

		Later in the day, once again, we got shot at by Shooting Range Charlie. It was nearly time to go, so basically we just left. For the sake of appearances we made a cursory attempt to fire a few rounds in his direction before leaving. It was pure show.

		Back in the States, college professors agonized over failing grades. It might mean the loss of a student draft deferment and land that student in some far-off jungle, perhaps to die. At this school the opposite was true. Everyone was passed so that they could go into the jungle, perhaps to die. Nobody failed, not even me with my stupid, premature claymore detonation incident. The graduation ceremony was quite brief, in fact, only a handshake. We didn’t even get a certificate of any type. One noncom who happened to be hanging around shook our hands and wished us success as we left. I’m not completely sure which one it was, probably Fuentes, but I’m certain that it wasn’t Wilson. Most of the other instructors were already back in their tents drinking beer when we walked off.

		Charlie Company was toward the northwestern part of the perimeter, close to the shooting gallery, about the distance of a city block from the school. During the walk over to my new company’s area, a Huey helicopter gunship appeared on my left, out over the jungle. When first spotted, it was at an altitude of about two hundred feet. Rushing toward the Lai Khe airstrip, it was down to about one hundred feet as it passed over me. Heavy smoke trailed out behind it and little flames at the base of the main rotor shaft licked upward. The starboard side windows had been shot out. The copilot stared right at me as they went by but didn’t move a muscle in his face or change his expression in any way. The chopper disappeared from sight behind the tall trees of the Michelin plantation. There was no loud crash or great fireball, which probably indicated a safe landing and happy ending to the flight.

		At the company headquarters there was surprisingly little paperwork. A clerk put a check by my name, then told me to pick up my gear in the building next door. He pointed it out for me. After that I was supposed to report to Staff Sergeant Sharp. My next stop was the armory, a cinder-block structure with an iron door, a concrete floor, and no windows. Inside was a long counter. Moving down it, the clerk passed me a bayonet, a claymore mine, dozens of boxes of M-16 bullets, and an equal number of magazines. We were told that each rifleman had to carry at least three hundred rounds of ammunition. Moving down the counter was like the mess hall except that instead of food to keep you alive you were given things you could use to kill people.

		My last stop was the grenade section. The clerk told me to pick what I wanted. I had to carry at least four, one of which had to be a smoke grenade. It could be any color available except red. The other three could be anything I wanted. He pointed with pride to a tastefully arranged rack that displayed numerous types of grenades, among which were white phosphorous, tear gas, smoke, thermite, World War II-era pineapples, and the newer avant-garde Mark 26 fragmentation grenades. The new frag grenade was smooth on the outside and looked like what it was called, an egg. Instead of the big square chunky pieces of shrapnel the pineapple had, it contained a coiled serrated wire that broke into shards when it went off. In theory it was more deadly. The armory experience was like a shopping trip at Bloomingdale’s, only cheaper. I chose a smoke because I had to, a pair of pineapples so that I would look like John Wayne in Sands qflwo .lima, and a tear gas because I thought it was cool. Only the police had those. Shortly after leaving the armory I was given two more pineapples as a gift from one of the guys in the platoon. He told me that you were considered to be traveling light if you didn’t carry, besides the smoke grenade, at least four frag-type grenades, either pineapples or eggs.

		Now, to my way of thinking, when the people around you are passing out hand grenades either you have a really shitty job or you’re in a really bad neighborhood. For me it was both. The reality of this place and the not-so-fun times ahead were at some point going to have to sink in, but they hadn’t yet. For me it was all still just a big camping trip.

		Sergeant Al Sharp, who would be my immediate superior in the Nam, met me in the company area. He ran 3rd Squad of the 1st Platoon, C Company, 2nd Battalion, 28th Regiment, 3rd Brigade, 1 st Infantry Division, my permanent group. Sharp was from one of the Appalachian Mountain states or somewhere else in the South. He came across as laid-back and laconic, rarely initiated nonessential conversations, but was friendly and polite when you spoke to him. His only distinguishing features were a small face, a frequent trace of a smile, and a distinct southern drawl. He was a career military man, and I’m not sure that he made it out of high school, but he had a PhD in common sense. The squad liked him because he didn’t play favorites. He dispensed unsavory tasks like sentry duty and shit burning in equal doses to all. Sentry duty was self-explanatory. Shit burning wasn’t, but I was afraid to ask. Later on I’d get a firsthand lesson on the subject.

		Sergeant First Class Fairman was the platoon leader. Sharp pointed him out to me as he stood over by the company HQ about fifty feet away. He was slightly short with a mildly ruddy complexion, didn’t smile much, and seemed kind of gruff to me. My guess was that he was twice my age and maybe the oldest soldier in the company.

		There was no lieutenant assigned to the 1st Platoon because there weren’t enough of them to go around at the moment, and there sure didn’t seem to be any hurry to find one to fill the position. Fairman was viewed by the CO and everyone else as being able to run his own platoon without needing an officer. This view never changed much and most of my tour of duty in 1 st Platoon was spent with no assigned officer. Fairman had been in the Korean War and had fought on Pork Chop Hill. His first name was Mancil, and you can believe me that I didn’t make any comments about it. I’d rather carry the heaviest guy in the company piggyback through a minefield than make fun of Fairman’s name and wait around to see what happened. I would have ended up with my ass in a sling.

		Overhearing our conversation, Fairman looked up and stared at me hard for a few seconds without speaking or even nodding his head. It appeared to me that he didn’t really care much about knowing who I was, but did want to memorize my face so that he would be able to identify my body in case he was ever asked to do so. That was probably because he knew that if he couldn’t identify the body there was going to be a hell of a lot of paperwork, and he didn’t want that.

		A row of rectangular barracks lined the company street. Each structure housed two squads, about twenty men, and was made of old ammo boxes on a flat cement slab. The floor was wood, as were the walls up to a height of about four feet. From there to the sheet-metal roof, which was held up by a series of two-by-fours, there were only screens. The screens fended off the barbarian hordes of insects that visited us every night. As such, the screens were treated by the men like fine Rembrandt paintings. They were not to be bumped into, leaned upon, or disturbed in any way. The sheet-metal roof above would help keep us dry many times and as such had to be appreciated immensely, even if being under it during a good rainstorm sounded like sleeping next to a snare drum being played with enthusiasm by an intoxicated teenager.

		Each man had a cot with metal springs and a footlocker. There was no other furniture, no electricity, no running water, and no common space except the center aisle. A couple of the guys had a dirty mattress about three inches thick on their cots. I never found out where they got them. The rest of us just slept on bare springs, which was slightly better than the floor. The accommodations, then, could be described as spartan at best. As luck would have it, I got a bunk at the very end of the hootch. This was a wonderful break, which instilled an ever-so-slightly increased level of privacy to my existence there. It meant having a snoring, farting GI on only one side of my bunk instead of a performance in stereo. I decided against asking what happened to the guy that owned the bunk before me.

		My new domicile was at the end of the row farthest from company headquarters and the base perimeter. It was built to look just like all the other barracks. The army thrives on uniformity. However, it was distinguished by a large wooden propeller bolted over the front door. This souvenir came from a trip into Injun country that the squad made to rescue the crew of a Cessna spotter plane, the type that was sometimes referred to as a Birddog. It had been either shot down or brought down by mechanical failure not far from the base with the crew escaping unscathed. The plane was irreparable and had to be torched after the prop was removed as a trophy of sorts.

		My reception by members of the squad was more polite than enthusiastic. Introductions produced quiet nods and an occasional tepid handshake as if I was being welcomed to some unsavory place like hell or a prison. Lopez the RTO (radio telephone operator) summed it up best by saying, “We’re glad to have you with us but sorry to see you here.”

		I was introduced to Jerry Height and Stanley Gilbert, the machine gunner and assistant gunner, respectively. Height, always openly respectful of everyone, stood up as we approached his bunk. After wiping a drop of saliva from his lower lip, he dried his hand on his hip pocket and then held it out for me to shake. A broad grin creased his face. He was, though, something of a nonentity, doing his job from day to day without drawing much notice. No one seemed to really like or dislike him, he was simply there. He smiled and grinned a lot and always managed to have a little patch of stubble somewhere on his chin that he had missed while shaving.

		Having already served nine or ten months in the country, he was closer to going home in one piece than any man in the platoon. The previous gunner, Jim Jolly, had gone home a few weeks earlier resembling a dartboard after the VC blew a claymore on the gun crew during Operation Attleboro. Height then inherited the job of machine gunner.

		Gilbert was new. A well-fed, almost muscular kid from Dexter, Minnesota, with light-brown, wheat-colored hair, he grew up on a farm that had been owned by his family for generations. At twenty-one, he was a year older than I but had only been in Vietnam for a week longer than I had. On arrival he became the assistant gunner. He was polite but taciturn and didn’t like to talk about himself a lot. It was like pulling teeth to get him to tell me about his family farm. In fact, he was so quiet and reserved that not many of our conversations blossomed beyond the necessary. Accordingly, we never became close. Certainly not anywhere near as close as two guys on the same machine-gun crew sharing the same foxhole in an actual shooting war should have become. It was unfortunate.

		His family sold a lot of ingredients for powdered eggs and powdered milk to the government. I liked to needle him about selling that shit we had to eat in the mess hall. He didn’t like it and tried to ignore me. Poor Gilbert, his assignment overseas meant that he had been doomed to a year of squinting. The military had given him a new pair of army glasses and frames just before he came to Vietnam. Unfortunately, the prescription was slightly off-kilter but he couldn’t get it corrected before going overseas. It seems that it was Christmastime in the States just before he left and the base opticians were on holiday leave. The glasses were, however, free of charge. Gilbert’s squinting was exaggerated and could be unnerving to those who didn’t know him. The first time he looked at me, his face contorted so that it appeared as if he was either going to have a seizure or attack me.

		After the introductions, I set up house in my footlocker, then found a couple of loose nails that I pounded into the wall to serve as a rifle rack. It was curious to me that no one else had done this. Rifles were either leaned against something or put on the floor. It was odd.

		The place was stark. There were no pictures or photos from home anywhere. A few guys had DEROS calendars pinned up. Everyone knew his DEROS date. The word stood for something like date eligible to return from overseas. It was exactly one year from the day you arrived in the Nam. The calendars were mimeograph drawings of nude, well-built females with their bodies divided into 365 numbered spaces. Each day you filled in a space with a pen or a colored pencil. Most of the calendars had the nipples as days three and two left to go. I don’t need to say where number one was.

		Later I went outside to smoke. The last of my Winstons from home were long gone and I was reduced to smoking whatever was left for sale at the PX. Filtered cigarettes sold out fast so I was blowing Lucky Strikes. Yesterday’s Camels had been like smoking a piece of tree bark, but smoke them I did.

		Wandering around outside, I came upon a large tent about fifty meters south of our hootch. Inside all the bunks were empty except one. It was occupied by a conversation-starved guy from New York with a thick Brooklyn accent. His arms and hands were bandaged. He stood to greet me, groaning as he rose, and explained that his platoon, the mortar platoon, was off doing something but he was being allowed to stay behind because his wounds were still painful. He had recently received multiple superficial shrapnel injuries in a mortar attack. He showed me Polaroids from the emergency room and pointed out the red blood on the bandages. Now the blood looked like dry brown dirt. There were stray mortar rounds lying on the floor by his bunk. Sensing from my expression that I was a FNG (Fucking New Guy) and not used to such a sight, he kicked one with his boot sending it skidding across the floor where it crashed into a footlocker with a thud.

		“See, they won’t go off,” he laughed.

		Next he showed me his Purple Heart certificate. Two more of these and he was exempt from going out in the field. “It’s a rule,” he explained, “three Purple Hearts and you don’t have to go out in the jungle anymore, you get permanent rear echelon duty. If you’re lucky, you’ll get some wounds like mine.”

		He seemed so cheery about the whole process that

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OEBPS/images/Ronn_9780307494191_epub_tp_r1.jpg
BLOOD
TRAILS

a Foot Soldier
in Vietnam

Christopher Ronnau

BALLANTINE BOOKS « NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Ronn_9780307494191_epub_M01_r1.jpg
Orange Soda Pop

Katum
4
wan | 200
is
“Soui 0a WRZONED
oD o
Tay Ninh Gty Bau Bang
. Laikhe
\ Ben SuG . Ben Cat
f\
\

4 w Lo Bien Hoa

Ghaun

a0 Love
Vo

CAMBODIA

Tan Son Nhut
Aibase

Saigon

1 inch = about 7 miles = about 11 kilometers










OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


OEBPS/images/Ronn_9780307494191_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BLOOD TRAILS
THE COMBAT DIARY OF A
FOOT SOLDIER IN VIETNAM

JOHN SAUL





