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We had stopped for only a couple of minutes when I looked up to see an NVA soldier standing at the bend in the trail. I didn’t even know where he came from. He was just there, like a pop-up target. He was a lot taller than any Vietnamese I had yet seen. I couldn’t see a rucksack but the AK-47 slung over his right shoulder was in full view. I watched helplessly as his left hand reached for the sling on his weapon. I knew that he was going to shoot me. I was going to die in seconds. My body got the message and began to respond. I thumbed the selector switch to full automatic as I began to raise my M-16. It was going to be close—too close!…
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PREFACE

This book is a nonfiction work based on my experiences in Vietnam. The majority of the material came from 238 letters I wrote to my fiancée (later to become my wife), all of which she kept. Subsequent information and verification of people, places, and events described in my letters were collected over a twelve-month period from 1989 to 1990 through lengthy interviews and discussions with most of the characters depicted in this book.

The book is historically accurate, but consideration should be given for the passage of time, the perspective of the author, and the recollections of those interviewed.

Except for those occasions where discretion was necessary, the names, places, dates, and descriptions of events and the participants in those events are authentic.

In no way should the experiences of the author be construed as representative of the types of missions or the means of performing missions by other companies in the regiment. LRPs and Rangers were well known for their originality and adaptability.

Gary A. Linderer





PROLOGUE

It was early in the afternoon on the fifth of June, 1986. Just eighteen years ago to the day, I had departed Travis Air Force Base outside San Francisco to begin a one-year tour of duty in the Republic of Vietnam. I had been fortunate enough to be able to serve my year with one of the finest outfits in the U.S. Army, F Company, 58th Infantry (LRP), attached to the famous 101st Airborne Division. Halfway through my tour, the company was disbanded and reformed under the designation, L Company, 75th Infantry (Ranger). But it was the same people, performing the same missions, in the same manner. Nothing had changed but the unit designation. I was extremely proud to have served with both companies.

Now I found myself southbound on Interstate 24, just a few miles north of Hopkinsville, Kentucky. In less than an hour I would be rejoining a group of men with whom I had shared that incredible year.

The first reunion of the LRPs who had served with F Company and its predecessor, the 1st Brigade LRRPs (Provisional) and the Rangers who had later filled the ranks of Company L, was going to take place at the Holiday Inn #1 across the state line in Clarksville, Tennessee. The LRPs and Rangers of the 101st Airborne Division were gathering again. It had been too long.

Eighteen months before, I had received an unexpected phone call from John Looney. The two of us had gone through Airborne Advanced Infantry Training and Jump School together back in the spring of ’68. It hadn’t come as a surprise when we met again at the 90th Replacement Center in Long Binh, Republic of Vietnam. We received orders for the 101st and went through the division’s combat orientation program together. As fate would have it, we both volunteered for the LRPs at the same formation. Two weeks after our return from combat, John showed up at my wedding along with two other LRPs.

We had communicated a couple of times over the years, you know, the friendly phone call once every few years just to stay in touch.

Now it was John who had phoned me with what he said was some wonderful news. Don Lynch, one of the headquarters’ personnel from F Company back in ’68, was attempting to locate all of the guys for a reunion. Billy Nix, who had served with L Company in ’70 and was now working for the VA in Atlanta, was helping. The LRPs and Rangers were gathering.

I was fascinated. My tour with the LRPs and later with the Rangers had left me proud but with a lot of mixed feelings and emotions. I had spent seventeen rough years trying to sort them out. The missing element seemed to be the loss of my comrades-in-arms. How could one spend a year living and fighting alongside men who would die for each other, and then suddenly return to a complacent, mundane life-style that offered only underachievement and shallow friendships? It had been tough. I missed my buddies much more than I had ever realized. Yet, for the same silly-assed reasons that none of them had tried to reaffirm those friendships, I, too, had avoided reestablishing any type of contact, other than an occasional phone call or a belated Christmas card. I guess none of us wanted to reopen the wounds left by our service in Vietnam. We were just too stupid back then to realize that the healing process could never begin until those old friendships were rekindled.

John gave me Don Lynch’s number in Minneapolis and told me to give him a call. It took me two whole days of picking up the phone and putting it down again before I could summon the courage to dial the number. All those years. I had made up my mind that Vietnam would not haunt me. I had talked about the war to those who would listen, and hid it from those who seemed disinterested. I had heard too many stories of the Nam vets who wouldn’t talk about it with anyone. Everyone thought that they must have been hiding something that they were ashamed of. By God, they weren’t going to say that about me! I wasn’t ashamed of my tour or what I had done. For seventeen years, I fooled myself into believing that I had beaten the system.

The occasional nightmare that jarred me awake, shaking and in a cold sweat, I wrote off as short-term stress reaction. I convinced my wife that it was nothing, just bad dreams.

Fourteen years later, I knew that it wasn’t so short-term after all. I finally had to share it with her, and she helped me overcome it. But I knew that the healing wasn’t yet complete.

When I finally called Don, he treated me like a long-lost brother. He gave me the telephone numbers and addresses of several of my teammates and good friends from the company. I spent the rest of the day calling them. The healing had begun.

I was sitting at my desk in the basement of my home, going over copies of old orders that I somehow had kept over the years. I was looking for names and serial numbers to give to Don so he could track down the missing LRPs and Rangers. Suddenly, my phone rang. A voice on the other end said, “Gary, do you know who this is?” The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. I made a couple of wild guesses before giving up. The voice said, “It’s Frank, Gary. Frank Souza.” I didn’t believe it. Frank was dead. I had seen him die. I saw him lying there, hit in the chest and neck. I had looked into the huge hole in his back, past the shattered ribs at his shredded lung. I had been soaked in his blood trying to stop the bleeding that I knew couldn’t be stopped. No, whoever was on the other end of that line was not Frank Souza!

I got a little pissed, and said, “Who in the hell is this? Frank Souza’s dead. I saw him die.”

The voice answered back, “Gary, it’s me, really! I spent two years in and out of VA and army hospitals, but I’m still alive.”

I sat there searching my mind for some way to verify that it was Frank. Then the voice said, “Do you remember that time outside the ammo bunker when Raider shot me with that target arrow?” It was Frank! He was alive! Tears of disbelief ran down my face as I listened to him rattle on about what had happened to him since that day back in November, 1968. I had believed that I had lost two of my best friends that day. Now one of them had returned from the dead.

We talked for over an hour. He was living up in Juneau, Alaska, but was coming to Purdue University in August for a seminar. He asked me if there was any way that I could meet him there or somewhere in Illinois. I told him that I wouldn’t miss it. He said that he would call me in a couple of weeks to make arrangements. Then we said good-bye to each other and promised to stay in touch in the future. The healing continued.

I called Lynch back to thank him for finding Frank for me. I could almost see the pleased smile on his face as he listened to me talking my head off. I promised him that I would do anything in my power to help him locate the guys and put the outfit back together.

I became a madman, running up monthly phone bills in excess of three or four hundred dollars in my search for missing LRPs and Rangers. After six months, I had found another twenty-six and put them in touch with Don.

In July of 1985, Don informed me that it was time to plan the reunion. Fort Campbell, Kentucky, home of the 101st Airborne Division would be the place. June fifth through the eighth would be the time.

In August, 1985, I drove to Champaign, Illinois, and spent the weekend with Frank Souza. Except for the horrible scars, he hadn’t changed a bit, still in good shape and looking like a twenty-year-old. Years in VA and military hospitals, recovering from his wounds, had caused the rift that had cost him his wife and kids. But the resourceful ex-Pathfinder, ex-LRP had put that all behind him. He found a new wife and began a new life.

We spent the entire weekend talking about the bygone days, reliving missions and resurrecting memories. We laughed about the good times and shed tears over lost comrades. When Sunday evening approached, we said good-bye at least five times before finally embracing and promising to see each other again at the reunion in 1986. I cried tears of sorrow and joy halfway through the four-hour drive back to my hometown.

A week later, I received a note from Don Lynch telling me to call a LRP by the name of Robert Rawlings in Redwood Estates, California. He had written and told Don that he desperately wanted to get in touch with me, John Looney, Jim Bacon, and John Mezaros. I called Don and asked him who Robert Rawlings was. I couldn’t recall any LRP by that name. Don laughed and asked me if I remembered McBride, the LRP who had recruited me into the company. When I said, “Sure!” he told me that Rawlings and McBride were one and the same. He had changed his name after Nam. He had been trying for years to find out what had happened to the four men who he had recruited for the LRPs. He felt responsible for us and wondered if we had survived the war.

I called him and put his mind to rest. We had all survived. He was elated. We talked for a while and then promised to see each other at the reunion next year.

Over the next ten months, I spoke with over sixty of the men with whom I had shared the most memorable year of my life. The pieces were falling back into place.

I was all nerves the month before the reunion. My wife told me to get out all of the letters that I had written her from Nam. She had saved every one of them. She told me that if I would read back over them, it might help me to recall some of the people, places, and events from my tour. In addition, it might help take the edge off my nervousness. I took her advice and discovered that the 238 letters read like a diary of my tour. The seeds for writing this book had been planted.

My heart pounded as I pulled into the parking lot of the Holiday Inn. This really couldn’t be happening. I had felt those same butterflies in April of ’67 when I climbed aboard a C-119 to make my first parachute jump. Would I recognize anybody? Would they recognize me?

I entered the main lobby to confirm my reservations, leaving my bags in the car. The girl behind the counter told me that most of the LRPs and Rangers who had already checked in were over in the lounge or out by the pool. She seemed somewhat intimidated. Good! We still managed to impress people.

I went into the lounge and headed for the bar, noticing two large tables in the back, which were occupied by a group of men about my age. I wasn’t sure I was ready. I ordered a Scotch and water and took a long swig before turning to face the assembled LRPs and Rangers.

I immediately recognized Tony Tercero, Tim Coleman, Bob (McBride) Rawlings, Don Lynch, “Mother” Rucker, and a couple of the others. Dave Biedron yelled, “Hey, man, it’s Linderer!” I joined the group, and after a lot of hugging, hand-shaking, and backslapping, we settled in to await the rest of our long-lost comrades to arrive.

Two hours later we were over one hundred strong and still growing. It was amazing. The entire assemblage began breaking up into small groups, organized around dates of service in the company: 1st Brigade LRRPs off to one side, F Company LRPs out by the pool, F Company/L Company men in the lobby, and later L Company Rangers in the back of the lounge.

New men kept coming in. It was like we had just parted company a couple of weeks before. Seventeen years had been reduced to nothing. The company had been reformed, and we were ready to pull missions again.

Few of us had had the opportunity to say good-bye to each other when we DEROS’d or ETS’d. Guys were out in the field, on R & R, or on extension leaves. Some were in a hospital or convalescent center when many of us left. So the good-byes were never said. Now that we were reunited, no one felt there had ever been a real parting. So we were back together again, business as usual.

Most of the LRPs and Rangers had arrived by 8:00 P.M. A few wives had come along, but most of the guys had decided to come stag. This first one was for us, not the wives.

We spent that evening reestablishing old friendships. The war stories started, slowly at first, then becoming more colorful and descriptive as acceptance was established. It had been a long time since we had been among those who understood and believed.

Some of the Old Foul Dudes from 1st Brigade LRRPs and a few of the early F Company LRPs fell back to a couple of the private rooms to rekindle old comradeship and more than one old pipe. Old habits proved hard to break amid kindred spirits. Those of us who hadn’t gotten into pot understood though. It helped them return to their past and freed their souls. The healing process was picking up steam.

The next morning we were all invited to attend a ceremony on post. The 101st Airborne Division Association was having its annual reunion the same weekend, and the division was putting on the dog for the past Screaming Eagles. The division commander, General Patrick, had invited the LRP/Rangers from the Vietnam era to be the guests of honor and to lead the division as it passed in review.

We were a little potbellied and out of step, but it was a proud bunch of recon men who led the parade to a standing ovation from the spectators in the bleachers. We retired to the drop zone where the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) put on a demonstration, which included a helicopter-borne combat assault, a parachute drop, and a rappel insertion. We booed them as they took seven seconds to unass their insertion helicopter. We used to do it in three. All in all though, we were impressed with the young Screaming Eagles. They looked as good, if not better, than we had looked eighteen years before.

General Patrick came out and gave a wonderful speech, extolling the work done by the LRPs and Rangers during the Vietnam War. He cited examples from his personal experiences of how our missions had helped the war effort. He ended up by giving a moving litany of sacrifices, valor, and accomplishments that brought tears to the eyes of all those in attendance. He told us the post was ours, then saluted us and left to return to the U.S. Army chief of staff. General Patrick had left the top brass to come over and welcome us to Fort Campbell.

Colonel Ohle, commanding officer of the LRSU (long range surveillance unit) detachment which had put on the show for us, emceed the ceremony. He had been a platoon leader and company commander of L Company (Ranger) in ’69 and ’70. He introduced Command Sergeant Major Bob Gilbert, who had been L Company first sergeant when I DEROS’d in June of ’69. “Top” presented plaques and awards to Don Lynch and Billy Nix for their efforts in reuniting the outfit and organizing the reunion.

Later we adjourned to the Post Rod & Gun Club for an evening of food and drink and another round of war stories. When we got back to the hotel later that evening, Bob Gilbert organized a meeting to set up an official LRP/Ranger association. We voted to go a step further and invite all Vietnam veterans who had served with LRRP/LRP units, or later with the Ranger companies, to join our organization.

The next day was more of the same. We were just content to be with each other, trying to make up for all those years apart. We were discovering the balm that soothed the wounds that time hadn’t healed. Those who had been lost were found. Those who had become withdrawn opened up. The healing was all around us, and it was wonderful.

Tony Tercero brought a professional film crew from Phoenix with him to record the reunion. On the evening of the third night, the film crew began taping segments of interviews with survivors of some of the hairy missions pulled by the outfit during its seven-year Vietnam odyssey. I had the dubious honor of participating in one of the interviews. Even the film crew had tears in their eyes as they listened to the survivors tell their versions of what had happened those long years before.

The last day was the toughest. The compelling and emotional scenes of long-lost buddies being reunited after nearly two decades—only to be split up anew—were repeated again and again as the middle-aged recon men departed for home. Each vowed to keep in touch and to attend future reunions. Each of us would return to our families changed by the past few days. We would never be the same.

Vietnam had taken something from us, robbed us of our youth. As a group, we had been lied to, led astray, and then abandoned by the country for which we had sacrificed so much. As a result, we felt cheated and unappreciated. We had gone to war believing we were patriots, and had returned a year or more later as second-class citizens. We were considered mentally unstable, unemployable, and socially unacceptable. No one had the time or the inclination to listen to us or help us adjust to a normal life-style. We had become instant outcasts. It was no wonder that so many of us had difficulties returning to the ebb and flow of the society we had left. We suffered alone. The lucky survived. They shoved the nightmares and bad memories to the deepest recesses of their minds, vowing never to resurrect them. Others fought battles they could never win, succumbing to alcohol, drugs, crime, and suicide.

Many sought outside help. Wives, clergy, counselors, psychologists, psychoanalysts, and psychiatrists all tried. Some even achieved varying degrees of success. But in the end, the Vietnam vet was left to shoulder his own burden. The wounds had been patched, bandaged, sutured, and cauterized, but they had not healed. Some had lain dormant. Others had slowly festered. A few had erupted, spewing poison on everyone around. No one had found a real cure, a real healing.

The LRP/Ranger reunion in early June 1986 was a miracle cure for many of the vets in attendance, this writer included. I uncovered wounds I didn’t even know I had. I applied the first healing doses of compassion, brotherhood, and understanding that would soon begin the process of curing the pain and anguish that had possessed me and kept me from being the kind of husband and father I should have been. I had exposed my loved ones to years of bitterness and rejection without even knowing why.

Now I knew that it was over. I understood the healing process. None of us who fought in that Asian war so many years ago would ever be whole again until we reunited with our brothers and brought the pain and grief out in the open where it could be dealt with. We could help each other, just like we did before. We had a creed in the LRPs: “LRPs don’t leave LRPs behind. Everyone that goes in comes out, or no one does.” That creed kept us alive back then; it would work its magic again.




June 6, 1968

I thought that I had experienced heat and humidity, having spent the first twenty years of my life suffering through the hot, muggy summers back in Missouri. But as I stepped off the Pan Am 727 at Bien Hoa Air Base, Republic of Vietnam, it didn’t take me long to discover that heat—Asian style—was an entirely different animal. It was only 11:15 in the morning, but I was drenched with perspiration before I crossed the tarmac apron. Each breath sucked in more of the heavy, moisture-laden air, until I felt like I was a hundred pounds heavier. When I looked back across the runway at the rows of parked military aircraft, they seemed to be suspended in a layer of quivering, transparent gelatin. The heat in Nam was visible!

An NCO herded us across the flight line to a large, corrugated-steel terminal building that offered some protection from the sun’s rays but little relief from the heat. A large, round thermometer hanging on the interior wall of the building read 112.

Inside, we were checked off the flight manifest and then instructed to pick up our duffel bags and board one of the four brown, stub-nosed Isuzu buses parked in a row out along the front of the building.

I climbed aboard the second bus, grabbing a seat behind the civilian driver. He was the first Vietnamese that I had seen, and I was somewhat surprised at his short stature and wiry frame. He couldn’t have been much over five feet tall and one hundred pounds. He looked up at his rearview mirror and spotted me studying him. When he flashed me a big, toothy grin, I quickly looked away, embarrassed at having been caught. But my curiosity soon got the best of me. I slipped on a pair of sunglasses and resumed the quick study of my subject, this time scoping him out of the corner of my eye. He had thick, shiny, black hair, combed back over his head. The high cheekbones and close-set eyes gave him a kind of sinister look. The everpresent grin seemed almost artificial, a cover-up masking his true feelings about the loud, oversize American soldiers he would be transporting. So this is what the enemy looked like! My God, we were going to be fighting dwarfs!

A short, squatty staff sergeant climbed aboard the bus and announced that we would be taken to the 90th Replacement Center at Long Binh to be processed in country. His canned speech and indifferent attitude characterized a man who had been in Vietnam too long and had found his job boring and unfulfilling. It sure in the hell didn’t do much to enhance our enthusiasm.

The bus lurched away from the air base and into the heavy flow of traffic moving down a well-maintained, two-lane, asphalt highway. Traffic lights, center lines, and road signs were everywhere. I found it hard to believe I was in a foreign country. The scene around me could have been duplicated anywhere back in the States. I really had to concentrate to discover the differences.

Most of the traffic was civilian, a mixture of Lambrettas, cyclopeds, motor scooters, bicycles, old Citroën and Puegot automobiles, and an occasional late ’40s-vintage Dodge truck. Military vehicles, sometimes alone, sometimes in convoy, passed by every few minutes.

The South Vietnam countryside was flat to rolling. An occasional rice paddy and narrow rows of palm trees broke up the stark landscape. Here and there groves of rubber trees, standing in formation like soldiers at attention, stretched back away from the highway.

We passed through a series of small villages lining both sides of the highway. The differences began to manifest themselves. Crude shacks jammed each other in an urban planner’s nightmare. Little storefront shops and freestanding stalls were everywhere. Most were constructed of weathered planks, cardboard, plastic sheeting, corrugated tin, and flattened American beer cans.

The local population hustled about their business, generally ignoring us as we passed by. Young children and teenage girls dressed in ao dais seemed to dominate.

ARVN soldiers were everywhere. Most of them seemed to be engaged in lounging about the shacks, flirting with the passing girls, or bartering with the shop owners. They seemed totally unaware that a war was going on. Many of them were unarmed, but a few carried M-1 carbines over their shoulders. I understood why returning U.S. combat vets referred to them as cowboys. Most of them wore bright red or blue scarves around their necks, sported oversized American sunglasses, and wore wristwatches that were too big for their skinny arms. Their tailored fatigues looked like they had been painted on. They reminded me of a bunch of Boy Scouts trying to look cool.

I wondered why the bus’s open windows were covered with wire mesh. I thought they might also be used to transport prisoners. When I leaned forward and asked our driver the reason for the wire, he stammered for a moment, then answered in broken English, “VC numba ten. Trow grenades in bus. Cock-adau (kill) beaucoup GI.” I gulped and sat back in my seat, content to spend the remainder of the trip scanning the roadside for Vietcong saboteurs.

We arrived at the sprawling compound of the 90th Replacement Center around 1230 hours. We piled off the buses and formed-up in the center of a huge dirt parade ground. A pudgy but happy-looking butter-bar lieutenant strode across the dirt field and ascended the elevated wooden platform to our front. He introduced himself as Lieutenant Saylor and spent the next ten minutes officially welcoming us to Vietnam. His speech didn’t sound memorized, and he seemed to be sincere. He must have been almost as green as the rest of us.

He told us that our stay at the replacement center would last five to seven days. It would take that long to process us into the system and assign us to a unit. While we were there, we would have to observe a few rules. Attendance at the four formations each day was mandatory. Unit assignments and flight manifests were handed out at them. If we weren’t there when our names were called, the wrath of God, as administered by the U.S. Army, would be brought down upon us. He went on to tell us that duty rosters would be posted daily on a bulletin board at the edge of the parade ground. We would be assigned KP and other work details during our stay at the 90th. Ignoring these assignments would result in punishments much too terrible to mention. Permanent party personnel would, on occasion, wander through our ranks, selecting individuals at random to perform extracurricular duties of interesting and varying nature. Refusal to comply with their requests would result in discipline akin to capital punishment.

The large, aboveground swimming pool, visible in the distance, was to be off-limits to all transient personnel. We would be allowed to go to the PX; sit in on the outdoor movies each evening; visit the mobile snack trucks; attend religious services; and shit, shower, and shave. Everything else was officially off-limits. He informed us that this program had been designed to insure our safe and rapid acclimatization to life in the Republic of Vietnam, and had not been intended to be a form of harassment. All in all, it would behoove us to live by the rules and keep our young, vulnerable asses out of trouble until we reached our final duty stations. Amen!

The barracks around us were large, plywood affairs covered with sheet-metal roofs. Each housed forty-eight men in two rows of twelve bunk beds. The officer conducting the formation had cautioned us that, in case of a rocket or mortar attack, the individual occupying the lower bunk was to exit the bed on the right side while the soldier in the upper berth dismounted to the left. This would prevent the occupant of the upper bunk from imbedding his cleated jungle boots into the back of his bunkmate, causing him immeasurable pain and discomfort. It made a lot of sense at the time but, as we would discover later, no one remembered prior instructions after he had been blasted out of a sound sleep by 122mm rockets impacting one hundred meters away. The sound of one’s asshole slamming shut acted like a circuit breaker on the process of deductive reasoning and intelligent thought, forcing the body to operate on pure instinct and gravitational inertia. In other words, when the shit hit the fan, your ass moved for the nearest bunker over the shortest possible route, and screw anybody dumb enough to get in your way.

The lieutenant told us that once we cleared our bunks, we were to proceed in a swift but orderly manner to the underground, sandbagged bunkers located conveniently between the barracks. This, too, only worked in theory. Swift became indelibly stamped in our minds. Orderly just somehow or another failed to register at all.

We dropped our gear and headed to the mess hall for our first meal in Vietnam. The long line and the meager serving of warm baloney sandwiches, cold, greasy french fries, and stale crumb cake made the mobile snack truck a sure bet for my future meals. My stomach had not yet made the adjustment from home-cooked meals to the foil-packed, dehydrated, condensed, evaporated, canned, compressed, pressurized collection of raw materials for a turd-making machine, that the U.S. Army labeled as food.

After chow, all the new arrivals headed for the supply building to draw our basic issue of clothing, boots, and other regulation gear. Then it was back to the barracks we had been assigned to secure our areas prior to the evening formation.

Later, after gorging myself on a couple of cellophane-tasting hoagies from “meal-on-wheels” (at least they were hot!), I lay back on my bunk and tried to put my life back in perspective. My thoughts and actions for the past eight months had been regulated and dictated by the military machine that had taken on the responsibility of converting me from a civilian to a soldier. I had voluntarily surrendered the control of my destiny to others, whose methods and motives left a lot to be desired.

The circumstances that had led up to my being in Vietnam weren’t unique. Less than thirty-two hours before, I had departed Travis Air Force Base near San Francisco, bound for Southeast Asia. The temperature had been in the low fifties when we boarded the Pan Am flight. Barely an hour later, our pilot had interrupted us to announce that Robert Kennedy had just been gunned down by an assassin in Los Angeles. The news shocked the entire cabin into a moment of silence, finally broken by one of the black soldiers quipping, “Hey man, that’s a lick. But that shit happens. Where we be going, we best be worrying about our own young asses.” His timing could have been better, but his message contained prophetic words of wisdom. We would do well to heed his warning.

We had stopped briefly in Honolulu to stretch and refuel, then took off again for Guam. Several hours later, in the early hours of the morning, I had noticed a stewardess stop to adjust a pillow for one of the guys sitting across the aisle from me. She had to lean over a tall black PFC to reach him. As she began to fluff the pillow, the PFC had raised up and bitten her lightly on the breast, causing her to jump back like she had been snakebit. She had stood there for a second, a look of shock and disbelief on her pretty face, then turned and stomped up the aisle toward the front of the plane. The black soldier leaned out and shouted after her, “Lady, if your heart’s as soft as your bosom, you’ll forgive me for doing that.” All of us who had seen what happened broke up laughing. No real harm had been done, and the little episode had relieved some of the anxiety and tension that had been building up since we departed Travis. Besides, what could they do to us? Send us to Vietnam!

Later that morning, we had crossed the international date line and landed on Guam. The pilot’s voice broke over the intercom and asked us to remain in our seats after the plane came to a stop. He added that we were to refrain from taking photographs of the B-52s and other military aircraft parked along the flight line, at the risk of having our cameras confiscated. Yeah, like the enemy didn’t know that we had B-52s on Guam!

Several minutes later, three MPs boarded the plane and marched down the aisle to where the black PFC sat. We watched in disbelief as they asked him to follow them out of the plane. I looked through the port window and saw them escort him to a waiting military sedan and drive off. Only then were we permitted to leave the plane for a forty-five minute break while it took on fuel.

When we departed, the PFC was not back on board. None of the NCOs seemed to know—or care—what had happened to him. Some of the guys had commented about how chicken shit the army had been to deprive a soldier of his chance of getting killed in combat over such a trivial little thing. Then somebody in the back of the plane shouted, “Hell, it ain’t too late. Let’s all go bite the pilot.”

It didn’t take us long to forget about the incident. We were only a few short hours from Vietnam, and the excitement and anticipation over our coming adventure was much more important than a missing comrade.

I had looked around at the faces of those near me, searching for some sign, some omen, that would mark the ones who would not survive the next year. There was nothing. The only apparent common characteristic was the innocence of their youth. My God, they were only boys, getting ready to play a man’s game, and I was one of them! The fear hit me in the pit of my stomach. This was the game I had played at in the woods behind my childhood home. Imaginary weapons replaced later by toy guns. It had almost gotten out of hand later with the BB guns, but the risk had added to the realism. And now we were about to play for real. A sense of apprehension had swept over me. I had looked forward to this. I had trained for it, even volunteered for it. Yet now, at the very doorstep of the ultimate test, I had found myself having second thoughts and doubting my resolve.

I had been brought up, the oldest of eight children, by working-class parents in a small, conservative Missouri community just south of St. Louis. My parents had weaned me on a diet of strong moral values, church, apple pie, and the American way. My father, a World War II bomber pilot, taught me that it was my patriotic duty to answer the bell when my country called. Right or wrong, she was still my country.

I had enjoyed my youth, growing up amid the foothills of the Ozark Mountains along the Mississippi River. I had spent every spare moment hunting and fishing among the hills and along the creeks and sloughs around my home town. I loved the outdoors and considered myself more proficient than most at the skills of a woodsman.

I had been popular in high school, serving as a class officer and on the student council. I had played trumpet in the school orchestra and had served on the yearbook staff. I had excelled at football and baseball, lettering several times in each sport.

My sophomore year, I began dating a tall, attractive freshman girl from my hometown, Barb Siracusa. She had stuck by me during a stormy, on-again, off-again relationship that had spanned seven years and had resulted in our becoming engaged on Christmas day while I was home on leave from basic training.

I had made good grades with minimal effort, and had expected an appointment to the U.S. Air Force Academy’s class of ’65. I had been selected as a first alternate by my congressman. The principal candidate ahead of me had decided to take an appointment to the U.S. Naval Academy, so, by attrition, my appointment to the Air Force Academy at Colorado Springs looked like a sure thing.

A concussion received in a football game during my senior year had resulted in my appointment being delayed for a twelve-month waiting period to assure that the injury had healed and I had not suffered any complications. This killed any chance I had of going into the class of ’65. I was heartbroken but not yet ready to give up on my ambition to be a fighter pilot. I knew that I couldn’t afford to lay out a year because of the military draft, so, at the last minute, I enrolled in the University of Missouri. It seemed pointless to attend college for a year and then start over again at the Air Force Academy the following year, so I made the decision to give up my dreams of an academy appointment and signed up for the four-year air force ROTC program. I could still achieve my goal, but through another route.

But fate had a different plan for me. I ran out of money after my sophomore year, the same year that my draft lottery number came up in double digits. Knowing that I wouldn’t be able to lay out a year and work, I decided to enlist for OCS and flight school. I tried the air force, navy, and marine corps, but got the same answer, “Not without a college degree.”

The army seemed to be my last hope. Several sessions with an army recruiter left me assured that, although jet aviation was out, I could at least get into the OCS program and receive my commission.

Never believe a goddamned recruiter! I signed up for the army in early September of 1967 in the delayed-enlistment program. I was anxious, so I entered the service a month later. My first day in the service, an officer at the reception center at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, laughed when I told him I was going to OCS. He informed me that the program was closed and had been closed to any applicants without a college degree. I had been royally fucked! He did give me a ray of hope by adding that, with the Vietnam War heating up, there was a good chance that the army would open up the program again. He suggested that I prepare myself by volunteering for Advanced Infantry Training, Airborne School, and even ranger training. Yeah, I know! Don’t volunteer for nothin’. Oh, the sweet, sweet innocence of youth!

I signed up for a two-week leadership school that kicked me back to the next training cycle—anything to stall for OCS. I was then assigned as a squad leader with Delta Company, 5th Battalion, 2nd Basic Combat Training Brigade. My platoon sergeant, a Nam vet with the 25th Infantry Division, took a liking to me and made me the platoon guide for 2nd Platoon with the acting rank of sergeant. He then informed me that our battalion was going to be completing training in an abbreviated six-week cycle instead of the usual eight weeks. The buildup in Vietnam had begun.

Two weeks into the training cycle, my twenty-six-year-old platoon sergeant suffered a mild heart attack and was hospitalized, leaving us without a permanent-party cadre for the balance of the cycle. At the time, NCOs E-5 and above were as rare as honest recruiters. We completed the cycle without a platoon sergeant. With the help of my platoon leader, Second Lieutenant Jeff Kurtz, I acted as platoon sergeant for the remainder of the cycle. I had to work my ass off, but I missed all the hazing and harassment from the permanent-party cadre that the rest of the recruits had to go through. I was kept off the fireguard and KP duty rosters. In addition I had a room to myself in the new dormitory-style, brick barracks that had recently been erected for the BCT program. I still don’t know how we did it, but my squad leaders and I took the platoon through the cycle and managed to finish as honor platoon of the honor company for that training cycle.

My platoon leader and the company commander both encouraged me to apply for OCS even though it had not yet opened up for noncollege graduates. They wrote letters of recommendation, asking for a waiver in my situation. The waiver was denied, and I found myself assigned to airborne AIT at Fort Gordon, Georgia, following a thirty-day Christmas leave.

Fort Gordon proved to be a rewarding experience—militarily speaking. It had to be one of the worst army posts in existence. I shouldn’t complain about the accommodations, as we spent very little time indoors. It was at Fort Gordon that I learned to soldier. The physical training was very demanding, building up to a daily five-mile run, followed by an hour of PT. The weather was shitty the entire ten weeks. After the cold and rain, they should have shipped all of us to Korea.

Instead, after graduation they hurriedly bused us down to Fort Benning, Georgia, for another three weeks of airborne training. I hadn’t gotten an appointment to OCS, but at least I was at the right military post.

Man, I thought AIT was tough! I learned the true meaning of running in Jump School. We ran everywhere. They even made us run in place in the chow line. The frequent push-ups the instructors dropped us for were a relief. It gave us a break from the running. But the training was exciting, and I thrived on it. After completion of our five training jumps, we graduated, bursting at the seams with the spirit of the Airborne. I was in the best physical condition of my life.

My five closest buddies in AIT and Jump School volunteered for the NCO Academy and the ranger course and begged me to do the same. I gave it a lot of thought, but decided once again to apply for OCS. I wanted a career in the army but not as an NCO. Instead of orders for Officer Candidate School, I received orders to report for duty in the Republic of Vietnam, just as quickly as I could finish up another thirty-day leave. I had been royally fucked for the second time. I was becoming very proficient at it.

I called my fiancée and parents to break the “good news” to them. Needless to say they were shattered. My fiancée and I had planned to have a big military wedding after my graduation from OCS, then spend a year together before I had to go overseas. Now, with the situation being what it was, she wanted to take a leave of absence from her nursing program and get married during my leave. She tried to convince me that a big wedding wasn’t important, but we had planned on it for so long that anything less was just second-rate. Besides, the idea of leaving behind a young widow, in case my proficiency at getting fucked continued, left a real shitty taste in my mouth.

Thirty days later, I found my young ass halfway around the world, wondering what in the hell I had gotten myself into.

* * *

I don’t know if it was the siren blaring outside the barracks or the commotion from the soldiers yelling inside, but I was jolted out of a deep sleep to find the barracks in an uproar.

Incoming! Incoming! Oh, shitttt! What in the hell was I supposed to do? What had the lieutenant said? “Bottom bunk, roll to the right …” Yeah, that’s me! Off I came, belly flopping onto the cool concrete floor. Thank God I had fallen asleep with my clothes on! “…  proceed in a swift but orderly manner to the underground, sandbagged bunkers located …” Gotcha! I started to push up off the floor when a tremendous weight impacted in the center of my back, crushing me back onto the concrete. I gasped for breath that refused to come. My body would not respond when I told it to get back up and get the hell out of there. Jesus fuckin’ Christ! My first night in Vietnam, and I get clobbered by a goddamn rocket. Being dead was not supposed to hurt, but I was in a lot of pain. Suddenly it occurred to me that I hadn’t heard an explosion. Rockets make a big noise when they go off. At least they were supposed to. If it hadn’t been a rocket that got me, what in the hell was it? My scrambled brain finally decided to kick back into the “on” position. It couldn’t have been a rocket—I’d be dead! My mind panned back and forth for an answer. Son of a bitch, it had been my goddamned bunkmate, Mr. Paratrooper!

I struggled back to my feet, still trying to draw my first full breath since the impact. I saw that the last of the barrack’s occupants were just clearing the door—including my good old bunkmate. I staggered after them, reaching the bunker just in time to see four guys trying to go through an opening designed for one. They made it.

Everything was total confusion. All across the compound, guys were screaming and yelling, trying to pull their clothes on as they hopped toward the safety of the bunkers.

I made it inside just as rockets began impacting about a quarter of a mile away. The sounds of the exploding 122s were tremendous. I could only imagine the damage they were causing. Seconds later, it was over. Four rockets—seconds apart—just enough to shake us out of our sleep. An NCO told us that the inaccurate 122mm’s seldom hit anything or did any damage, but when they did, they were devastating.

We groped our way back to our bunks in the dark, wondering if the enemy would strike again. My back felt like I had a tree growing out of it. I grabbed my bunkmate as he climbed back into bed and told him that if he jumped off on the right side again, he’d be wishing a rocket had hit him. He was all apologies. In the excitement of the moment, he hadn’t even been aware of what he had done.


June 7–10, 1968

The next days were a series of police calls, visits to the PX and snack bars, dodging details, and standing formations. We learned to avoid hanging around in groups of four. The permanent party personnel seemed drawn to clusters of replacements standing around with idle time on their hands. It was just as dangerous getting caught lying on your bunk during the day or hiding out in the bunkers. Both were taboo! We found that the best way to avoid the shit details was to spend as much time as possible at the PX or the mobile snack trucks. For some reason, the lifers respected them as neutral ground. Of course, that got rather expensive after a day or two, but it appeared that the army had developed a pretty good system for getting our pay from us and keeping us busy. It’s hard to beat a system that makes all the rules.

The army’s method of random sampling selected my name for KP two days in a row. With that kind of luck going for me, I calculated that I’d be killed sometime during my second week in country. They woke us at 0330 hours and gave us a half hour to shit, shower, and shave and report to the mess hall. If we were lucky, we made it back to our bunks around 2200 hours, sweaty and greasy and too tired to clean up. It was my first real experience at KP. After dealing with the mess sergeant and his cooks all day, I figured out what the army did with personnel who were too stupid to be trained as truck drivers.

On the evening of June ninth (the first night it looked like I might get some sleep), the sirens went off again about an hour after midnight. I waited until my bunkmate committed himself before I unassed my bed and headed for the bunker. Six rockets impacted seconds after we got to shelter. A couple were too close for comfort. After the all clear sounded, we made our way back to our barracks for a few more hours of sleep before reveille.

During the second formation on the tenth, I received my orders assigning me to the 1st Battalion, 502d Infantry located at Camp Eagle, near Hue/Phu Bai up in I Corps. I was thrilled. I was going to the elite 101st Airborne Division, my first choice of assignments. The Screaming Eagles was one of the best army units in Vietnam. Maybe my luck had finally begun to change for the better!

I caught a bus ride out of Long Binh late that afternoon. We were taken back to the 101st Division rear at the Bien Hoa and turned over to SERTS (Screaming Eagle Replacement Training School) to begin a seven-day orientation program called P training. I didn’t know what to expect, but anything was better than the Mickey Mouse shit we had been going through.


June 11, 1968

We began P training the morning after our arrival. It proved to be a combat-indoctrination course designed to teach young paratroopers a little more about combat—Vietnam-style. It was designed to improve our chances of survival by a degree or two. Screaming Eagle cadre taught us basic patrolling techniques, booby-trap detection, instinct shooting (quick-kill), ambush/counterambush, weapons familiarization, and the use of the claymore mine. It was very realistic. However, the end result was to let us know how woefully inadequate all of our training had been. We were raw recruits going up against some of the best trained and motivated soldiers in the world. If we were lucky and listened to the veterans, we might stay alive long enough to pass on our knowledge to the next batch of cherries that came along.


June 12, 1968

I drew perimeter guard duty the second night at Camp Alpha. I was excited by the prospect of getting a chance to see a little combat. They took eight of us out along the inside of the earthen berm that surrounded the camp. They dropped me and three other guys off at a spot called Bunker-13. The relevancy of the number wasn’t lost on any of us.

We stood there in a cloud of red dust as the truck sped on down the berm to the next bunker. “That was it?” I thought to myself as the dust settled around us. No instructions, no advice—nothing! They just left us there wondering what in the hell we were supposed to do next.

We climbed into the bunker from the rear. It was a large sandbagged affair about eight by eight feet square. The walls consisted of a double layer of green nylon sandbags with shooting ports in the front. The roof was covered with six layers of sandbags, spread over a framework of steel sheeting and heavy wooden beams. A raggedy, army-issue cot stood across the back wall next to the entrance. A couple of wooden ammo boxes served as seats. A field phone sat on a stack of sandbags in the front left corner. Along the front wall were grenade sumps, deep holes into which an incoming grenade could be pushed to explode without harming the bunker’s occupants.

They had issued us an M-60 machine gun with two cans of disintegrating-link belt ammo, an M-79 grenade launcher with two bandoliers of high explosive (HE) rounds, in addition to the M-16 we each carried. Each of us had two bandoliers of 5.56 caliber ammo, totaling fourteen magazines apiece for our ’16s. I guess they didn’t trust us with frag grenades, because we didn’t get any.

We located detonating devices for the two claymores out in the concertina wire to our front. I discovered that I was the only one in the group who had ever seen a claymore or knew how to flip the safety off one and arm it. I confidently demonstrated the claymore’s proper use to my comrades—secretly wishing I had paid more attention to my instructor back in AIT.

The field phone posed a new problem. None of us knew whom we were supposed to call or what we were supposed to say if we did. We decided that we would worry about it when the time came. My confidence level was slowly sinking to the bottom of the deepest grenade sump.

I inquired as to the type of training my fellow bunker guards had received. Outside of overhauling a diesel engine, fieldstripping a Remington typewriter, and preparing “shit-on-a-shingle” for four hundred, none of them knew the first thing about operating the M-60 or the M-79. I agreed to handle the M-60 and demonstrated how to break open, load, and fire the M-79 to the clerk/typist. I didn’t tell him that I had only fired two rounds through one myself.

We spent the hour before dark getting to know one another and swapping war stories. We worked to convince ourselves that we were some bad dudes, protected by all those sandbags and armed with all those modern weapons. Yeah, old Victor Charles had better watch his ass if he came lookin’ for trouble at Bunker-13, ’cause we were ready to give him all he could handle.

When the night descended on us, our self-confidence mysteriously disappeared with the sunlight. The stacked rolls of concertina wire and tanglefoot to our front became the focus of our attention as we crowded shoulder to shoulder at the firing ports to watch for the sappers we expected at any moment.

The field phone’s ring scared the hell out of us. The mechanic cautiously picked it up and answered with a timid, “Hello?” When the sergeant of the guard finished chewing his ass about improper communication procedure, he asked for a situation report and informed us that we were to call in every hour, on the hour, to let the NCOIC (noncommissioned officer in charge) of perimeter defense know what was going on at our position. My companion brought a second ass chewing on himself when he asked what we should do if something happened on the half hour. The flustered NCO on the other end of the line finally decided that it was time for some instructions, telling him to report anything unusual at anytime, to call for illumination if we suspected movement to our front, and to identify ourselves by name when calling—Bunker-13.

We all stayed awake until midnight, then decided to pull three-hour shifts—two men awake at a time. I couldn’t sleep, so I stayed awake the entire night. I sat, watching the wire to our front. If the VC attacked, they wouldn’t catch us by surprise, that was for sure. No, by God! We’d be ready for them when they came. Secretly, I wondered which of us would be the first to break and run. I hoped like hell it wouldn’t be me.

Several times during the night, we spotted “something moving” out in the wire. Everybody would be awakened, and we’d sit, weapons off safe, for ten to fifteen minutes until we decided by committee that it was a false alarm. The redheaded cook from Los Angeles kept wanting to call for illumination. We finally shut him up by promising him that if any other bunker around us called for it, we would, too.


June 13, 1968

The sun rose on four, haggard, red-eyed soldiers, peering out the firing ports at Bunker-13. We had performed magnificently. The VC had not penetrated the perimeter at our position (or anywhere else for that matter). Oh, we suspected that they had crawled up to the wire to check us out, but our level of alertness had undoubtedly caused them to give up any foolish notion they might have had that they could penetrate the wire at Bunker-13.

The truck picked us up at 0630 and took us back to our hootches. We turned in our weapons and grabbed a quick breakfast, before heading back to our bunks to catch a little sleep. Three hours later, some shit-brained buck sergeant was shaking me awake for police call.

At the evening formation I discovered that my luck was still holding—I was down for perimeter guard again. I guess the Army liked the way we defended our position the previous night. Then again, maybe they were just going to make us keep doing it until we got it right.
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