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			For my wife, Dixie

		

	
		
			
			You only live once, but if you do it right, once is enough.

			—MAE WEST

			I am an American; free born and free bred, where I acknowledge no man as my superior, except for his own worth, or as my inferior, except for his own demerit.

			—THEODORE ROOSEVELT

		

	
		
			Foreword by Gary Sinise

			In 1967, Sammy L. Davis was at war. 

			Like his grandfathers, his father, and his two brothers before him, Sammy was now a US Army soldier. Back then, I was still in grade school and had no idea what Sammy and his fellow brothers in arms were doing so far away in Southeast Asia. I knew nothing of the challenges they faced and the difficulties they’d have when they returned home. It was a little later in life, when I was in my early twenties, that I received a real education from the Vietnam veterans in my wife’s family. They told me what it was like to fight there, to lose comrades and friends, and then to return home to a divided nation that had turned its back on them. 

			Sammy L. Davis was one of those soldiers fighting for his country in the jungles of Vietnam, and Vietnam changed Sammy’s life forever: Besides the memory of war that soldiers live with for the rest of their lives, he also received the nation’s highest military honor for valor in combat, the Congressional Medal of Honor.

			I have had the great pleasure and privilege to get to know Sammy over the years through the Medal of Honor Foundation and our mutual support of today’s active-duty service members and of the veterans who have come before them. I am also proud that he is an ambassador of the Gary Sinise Foundation.

			He is a kind, gentle man of great strength and faith. A tender warrior who continues to give in service of something greater than himself. Each day, with courage, dignity, and his lifelong devotion to Duty, Honor, Country, Sammy honors all his fallen brothers, those for whom he wears the medal.

			His is an extraordinary story. Yet he would be the first to tell you that he was simply an ordinary soldier doing his job. On November 18, 1967, fighting an enemy force of over fifteen hundred with only forty-two fellow soldiers in his artillery unit, he did his job—and more. 

			About the medal and going to war, in his own very humble words, he says:

			I didn’t do anything heroic. I did my job. That’s what soldiers do. And if there was one of these [medals] given that night, there should be at least forty-two of them. Because if any one of us had not done his job, there would be none of us alive. It sounds silly perhaps to say that I went to war and found out about love. What real love is. You know, I didn’t go to war to kill people. I went to war because I loved my daddy, I wanted him to be proud of me. I went to war because I loved my grandpas, and I loved my country. And when I got over there . . . the reason why we fought so hard was because we discovered we loved each other, that we were all we had. And they became brothers. We became brothers. And that’s lasted up . . . you know . . . it’s been thirty-six years, and those men that I fought with are still my brothers. So I learned about what real love is.

			I have learned a great deal from this brave, humble soldier and his giving heart. His story, told in the following pages, will grip you, and move you, and inspire you, and teach you about love, as Sammy has done for me. I love him dearly, and after reading this story, I have no doubt that you will too.

			I am grateful that our country has such men and women, who give so much of themselves, so that we can remain free.

			And to Sammy, let me simply say: Thank you, brother.

		

	
		
			Preface

			FIRE SUPPORT BASE CUDGEL, MEKONG DELTA, VIETNAM

			NOVEMBER 18, 1967

			“Hey, Davis! Wake up! Can’t keep my eyes open. Talk to me, man! I need to stay awake until my guard’s over.”

			It seems I have only been asleep for minutes.

			I sit up and look at my watch. 1:45 a.m. Only fifteen minutes and I will replace Marvin Hart anyway. So I slip on my boots and grab some instant-coffee packets out of my C rations. I find an empty C ration can, dip it in the rice paddy, and fill it with murky water. I light a cloth sandbag and stuff it inside an empty 105mm canister, hang my tin of water on top, and wait for it to boil. One cup of gourmet coffee coming up!

			The moon is bright, but the night air is thick. No breeze to cut the heat. It is quiet, except for the guys slapping armies of skeeters all over the encampment. Our unit was airlifted here this morning with four of the six 105mm howitzer artillery guns that make up our Battery C. We have left the other two at our home base in Tan Tru, Long An Province. Our guns glittered in the sun, suspended in the air before the choppers landed. We’re here to support the Fifth Battalion, Sixtieth Infantry Regiment. Hart and I work the same howitzer, together with Sergeant James Gant and Delbert Cole, a city boy from Vidor, Texas. This is not my regular gun. My regular howitzer has stayed at Tan Tru. But the unit was short of guys for this operation, so I have volunteered.

			We’re set up in a bog. There’s hardly any solid ground, and our howitzers are on a small patch barely above water. The wheels are in the mud and so are the trails that support the gun carriage. We’ve bolstered our position with sandbags, but as soon as we started digging, water seeped into our foxholes. We are by a large canal about thirty-three feet wide and ten feet deep that runs north–south, and my gun is closest to the water. In front of us, across the canal, an expanse of tall grass and palm trees runs into a thick jungle. Behind us are open rice paddies, where Battery D has set up three howitzers on aluminum platforms standing on hydraulic legs, but we can’t see them. Some infantry guys are also securing the perimeter, but I don’t know where they are. This is Fire Support Base Cudgel. We’re deep in the Mekong Delta, west of Cai Lay.

			“Thanks for sitting with me, Davis,” says Hart. He’s a country boy like me, but he hails from Oscoda, Michigan.

			“No problem,” I say, yawning. “I wasn’t sleeping that good anyway.”

			While waiting for my coffee, I try to hang on to the dream I was having a few minutes ago. I’ve just turned twenty-one, and my sleep was filled with cold beers and the prospect of ladies stateside. I’ll finally be able to order drinks with a valid ID. Now, that’s something to look forward to.

			My thoughts of cold beers are shattered by the sound of a mortar sliding down the tube. Then another. And another. I can hear them clearly, so I know they’re real close.

			“I didn’t know we had any mortars,” I tell Hart. “When did they move in?”

			Hart pauses. “We don’t have any mortars.”

			Just then, the first round lands and hits our makeshift ammo dump—the area where we have stacked and organized our ammunition. The mortar sets off the ammo like fireworks from hell; this ain’t no Fourth of July. Half deaf and blinded by the explosion, we crawl to our foxholes and scream to the other guys to take cover. For the next forty minutes, mortars rain all over us. When they slack off to just a few rounds a minute, we get ready for what we know is coming next: waves of Vietnamese soldiers.

			A mortar lands between my foxhole and Hart’s and knocks me silly. Hart and Cole probably think it hit me dead center, and they yell for me. But I can’t yell back. It takes a few minutes for my head to clear. Then I get up on one elbow and peek over the sandbag. I can’t see Hart or Cole, but I see the hole the mortar left no more than a foot away from me.

			“Poor Davis caught the sucker dead on!” I hear Cole say.

			“Yeah, he didn’t have a chance.”

			I feel my limbs, and everything’s still there. “If this nonsense doesn’t stop, I’ll call my congressman!” I holler to them.

			Their heads pop up, faces and helmets covered in mud. Boy, am I happy to see them. They cuss me for a minute. “Thanks guys. I’m okay.”

			Earlier in the day, our artillery unit fired nonstop from eight in the morning until five in the afternoon to support the Fifth/Sixtieth Infantry. By late afternoon, the enemy broke contact. A Huey chopper landed by our base, and a major got out.

			“Your probability of getting hit tonight is a hundred percent,” he announced.

			So, what’s new, I thought. We’ve been hit all day by mortar rounds and small-arms fire. Then the major turned around, stepped back into his chopper, and flew off. In the early evening, a few soldiers wearing South Vietnamese uniforms came walking down the canal and stopped to ask us for cigarettes. They had a good look around, and after they’d walked on, we reported their visit to our captain, who radioed the Vietnamese commander for the zone. When we heard that our South Vietnamese allies had no troops in our area, a chill ran down my spine. That wasn’t good. What we didn’t know yet was worse: A whole enemy battalion with heavy weapons was on its way in. Fifteen hundred men. They were only two miles away.

			So Hart, Cole, myself, and the rest of our unit are now having a taste of the hundred-percent probability. We hear orders being screamed in English from across the river.

			“Go kill the GI!”

			A bugle signals the charge. As we look across the water, waves of Vietnamese soldiers storm out of the jungle and head straight toward our position. A few wear the collarless black shirt and pants that look like pajamas, typical of the Vietcong insurgents. Many more are in the North Vietnamese Army’s khaki uniform and pith helmets. Others wear only T-shirts and shorts. Hundreds of them swarm in the open space only twenty-five meters away. Oh boy. There are only forty-two of us kids in Battery C.

			Then we hear our mean-ass Sergeant Gant, our crew chief.

			“Get up and turn the gun!” he yells.

			A twenty-seven-year-old professional soldier from Lansing, Michigan, Sergeant James Gant is old. And worse, Sergeant Gant is mean. When other gun crews are done for the day, he makes us sit back to back in hundred-degree heat and set the time fuses that go on artillery shells with blindfolds. He hands us a fuse, we set it, and if we get it right, he taps our backs so we pass it on. If we get it wrong, he whacks us on the back of the head, and we do it again. To us this is pointless and ridiculous. The Army issues flashlights and fuse setters—which look like big wrenches—so why do this by hand, and blindfolded? Mean old Sergeant Gant also makes us polish every single bullet out of every single clip every single day. He checks clips every evening, and if he finds bullets that do not blind you in the sun, he’s all over us. All of us in the battery hate working his gun because he’s so strict.

			So when mean old Sergeant Gant yells that night, we jump. We pull on our flak jackets and run to our howitzer. To fire at the incoming enemy, we have to move the gun so the spades that are supposed to anchor the gun to the ground are in the creek behind us, and the wheels almost in the canal. The mud is knee deep, the enemy is shooting straight at us, and Sergeant Gant is yelling like crazy. We have a hell of a time turning the two-ton gun into the proper position.

			“Beehive, muzzle action!” he shouts. We have to lower the barrel of the howitzer until it is horizontal, so it can fire beehive rounds straight at the enemy coming at us.

			Before shooting these rounds filled with thousands of razor-sharp, one-inch darts, soldiers are required to stand upright, be visible to the enemy, and shout, “Beehive, beehive, beehive!” We’ve quickly learned that it’s much more practical to shoot first and then jump up and yell our warning.

			I grab a round, set the fuse to muzzle action so the darts are released as soon as the round fires out, and ram the shell home in the breech. Cole fires it. The beehive round thins the North Vietnamese out, but more keep coming.

			I step over the gun trails to the assistant-gunner position, while Hart, Cole, and Sergeant Gant get more ammo ready. We load another round, and I fire. Then all hell breaks loose. A rocket-propelled grenade fired at our muzzle blast hits the shield of the howitzer that is eight inches from my head. I am blown into my foxhole facedown. Sergeant Gant is hit straight in the chest and disappears. Darkness falls.

			When I wake up, my head hurts, my ears are ringing, and I can’t hear a thing. My back and legs burn as if fire ants are crawling all over them. I try to brush them off with one hand, but there are no ants. Instead, my fingers find beehive darts and something warm and sticky. Blood. The back of my legs and my lower back are covered in blood. The guys manning the howitzer behind us thought we’d all been killed and fired at our position to push back the enemy trying to take over our artillery piece. I have about thirty beehive rounds buried in my flesh, from my mid thigh all the way to my lower back. Luckily, my flak jacket took the rest, and the darts appear to have missed major organs and blood vessels. I pull off as many fléchettes as I can from my legs and my butt, and I roll over to lie on my back. I look straight up. Pretty blue, white, red, and green lines crisscross the sky.

			Wow, I think. This is just like Christmas.

		

	
		
		
			1

			

			COUNTRY BOY

			The Christmas lights sparkled in the dim light of dawn. All of us kids were sitting on the stairs looking down through the bars of the banister on the big pine tree and all the gifts waiting to be opened. My older brothers, Buddy and Darrell, and my baby sisters, Delilah and Charlene, were there with me. Johnny wasn’t born yet, and Charlene was still in diapers, so I was probably no more than six years old. Back then we lived in a big old drafty house a few miles west of West Salem, a village in southeastern Illinois. All the bedrooms were upstairs, and we sat on the stairwell waiting for Mom and Dad to wake up, because we were not allowed to go downstairs before they did. I remember being so excited, trying to figure out what treasures were hidden inside those bright paper wrappings. When Mom and Dad finally woke up and told us we could go, we raced downstairs and tore into the presents. It smelled like Christmas, the scent of pine mixed with candle wax and cold roast.

			The evening before, we had sat around the big dining table for our usual Christmas meal with the family. A few of Dad’s six brothers and sisters had come over. Uncle Bruce and Aunt Mary—as well as their kids, Jimmy and Harriet—had driven down the 170 miles or so from Indianapolis, which was a very long drive in those days. Uncle Jess, my dad’s younger brother, was there as well with his wife, Arlene. He was still in the Marine Corps back then, and he came wearing his uniform. This is my earliest Christmas memory, and all these years later, my heart grows warm thinking about it.

			I come from small-town America. Like my dad before me and his dad before him, I lived most of my life in eastern Illinois and western Indiana. This is home. To me, those very rural parts of the country are where America’s heartland lies, and they played a big part in making me who I am today. Growing up there, life was about family, neighbors, and country. It was about hard work, and stretching every dollar. The Wabash River, which runs between Illinois and Indiana, seems to be our family’s North Star, the center of gravity that keeps pulling us back. We’ve moved up, down, and across its waters. Like most people in my family, I’ve traveled the country and even the world at one time or another, but home keeps calling me back, and I have always returned. When all is said and done, I am a farm boy from the Midwest. This is who I’ve always been, and who I’ll always be.

			Robert Houston Davis, my dad, was the fifth of seven children. His father was a carpenter from eastern Illinois who had gotten into the oil business in the early days of the twentieth century. Back then, oil derricks were made out of wood, and before Dad was born, Grandpa Davis was offered a job building rigs in Oklahoma. I believe Sun Oil Company was drilling oil over there. So the family moved to Enid, Oklahoma. Grandpa and Dad’s older brothers and sisters always talked about how they’d walked behind the wagon when they moved down there. Grandpa Davis took to drilling oil wells real well, I guess, and he was transferred back to southeastern Illinois when oilfields were first developed in the Hardinville area around 1911. Thanks to oil discoveries and new technology, Illinois had become the third largest oil-producing state in the country by then. When the oilfield where Grandpa was working started to falter a little bit, the family moved to Detroit. The factories were getting real big over there and offered a lot of employment. The family didn’t last very long in Detroit, however. Grandpa evidently became disenchanted with big city life, and soon after Dad was born—in 1917, I believe—the family moved back to rural Illinois. That’s where Dad grew up, and where he lived most of his life.

			Times were real hard during the Great Depression, and in 1938, Dad joined the Civilian Conservation Corps. The CCC was set up by the Roosevelt administration to create jobs for unemployed single young men. My dad and other youngsters from the Hardinville area were sent to Burley, Idaho, to plant pine trees and dig ditches. He used to talk fondly of the mountains and how beautiful it was over there. Although the CCC wasn’t part of the military, officers ran the camps and everything was organized in regiments, so Dad always said it was good training for what was coming. When World War II broke out, he went straight into the military.

			He met Mom when he was stationed at the Sheppard Air Force Base in Texas. In 1945, Bonnie Chloe Helle was driving from Dayton, Ohio, to San Francisco, California, with her aunt Margaret. They overnighted in Wichita Falls, Texas. Mom always loved to dance, and she and Margaret must have gone to a dance hall where Dad happened to be with a bunch of other soldiers. They danced and they talked. Mom convinced her aunt to stay for a few more days so she could get to know Bob better, and that was that. Margaret drove on to San Francisco, but Mom stayed in Texas and married Dad. Their favorite song later became Ernest Tubb’s “Waltz Across Texas.” I guess it brought back good memories.

			Mom was also from small-town Illinois. Unlike Dad, she didn’t have any brothers and sisters. Her father, John Henry Helle, was long on wives—he married seven times—but short on children. Grandpa Helle was born in the United States soon after his parents left Germany to seek a better life in America. He felt American through and through but still spoke German and passed some of it on to Mom. He and Grandma Ora Lea married when they were very young, and Mom was born in 1923 in Illinois. The marriage did not work. Grandma Ora Lea remarried, and I was named after her second husband, Samuel Wolmer. They stayed in Illinois, but I didn’t get to know them much growing up, because for some reason, it was Grandpa Helle’s sister Margaret who raised Mom. As far as Mom was concerned, Margaret Helle was her mother. Grandpa Helle moved to Dayton, Ohio, where he lived all of my life. But unlike Ora Lea, I got to know him real well, because he often came and visited us wherever we lived, bringing whatever wife was current at the time. None of them left a big impression on me, except for Louise. I believe she lasted the longest of his seven wives. Louise was a portly lady and was real nice to us kids. She was like a real grandma. Unfortunately, she didn’t last either. She died before Grandpa had a chance to divorce her.

			After Dad and Mom got married, Dad was transferred to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base near Dayton, Ohio. That’s where I was born in 1946. Then Dad left the military, and we moved to Indianapolis. Dad worked as a Polar ice deliveryman for a bit, until he and Mom started running a restaurant in Poseyville, a very small town in southwestern Indiana. The restaurant was a two-story brick building next to a railroad track. My very earliest memory, and I don’t really know how old I was, is of Mom sitting on the outside steps of the restaurant, watching me play in the cinders from the railroad. Trains were running on coal back then, and I can still smell it. We lived above the restaurant, and there was a big grate on the floor right above the grill to heat the upstairs apartment. At naptime, I remember lying on that grate, looking down and watching Mom fix hamburgers or whatever it was she was cooking on the grill. She would talk to me through the grate, trying to convince me to go to sleep. I can’t have been more than two years old.

			When Dad got a job working on the Illinois oilfields, like his dad had done before him, the drive from Poseyville was too long, so we moved across the state line. We first lived just east of Parkersburg, Illinois, right by Lincoln and Sylvia Judge’s farm. Every family in the area did some farming, and part of the fun of growing up was how much we helped one another. We all did what we could for one another. When the threshing machine came to town, all the neighbors got together and everybody threshed every one else’s wheat. The machine looked like a locomotive, with a firebox and a big old steam engine that ran on coal. It had to be filled with water from the local ponds, with two men operating the big hand pump. When it blew its whistle, all the farmers along the road got their wheat onto wagons and brought it out for threshing.

			When I was four years old, Dad put me up in the cab of the threshing machine, and looking down, I was just about tall enough to see all the moving parts of the steam engine. It was real neat, and I felt like a grown-up. The threshing machine traveled at the neck-breaking speed of about a mile an hour, so I got to stand up there for a long time. It smelled like coal, and I could hear the stones on the road going up to the Judges’ farm being crunched under the weight of the big steel wheels. When I wasn’t on the threshing machine, Lincoln Judge would always let me ride Salt and Pepper, the black and white horses that pulled his wagon. Holding the reins, their big knobs rubbing against the palms of my hands, I felt like a king on top of those horses.

			I was reminded of those days when I later joined the Boy Scouts. Besides the usual camping and fishing, being part of the Scouts meant helping out local dairy farmers, tending cows and cleaning stalls with pitchforks. It was real hard work, but the camaraderie was awesome. It also reinforced the idea of service to others that Mom and Dad drilled into us at home.

			By the time I started school, we had moved near West Salem, just a few miles down from Parkersburg. We still did some farming, and we always had hogs and rabbits and chickens. Sometimes cows for milk. With Dad working in the oilfield and Mom cooking, cleaning, and looking after the babies and the vegetable garden, it was my older brothers’ and my job to look after the animals. I learned a few good life lessons looking after those pigs and cows. I first learned that Dad meant what he said and said what he meant. I must have been about five years old, and our sow had just had piglets. I wanted to play with those baby pigs so bad. “Son, don’t go into the hog lot,” Dad warned me. But I was too curious. I crawled under the lumber board fence and went over to where the pigs were. As I came closer, the mama pig started squealing real loud. The next thing I knew, I was in the air flapping my legs, lifted by the collar of my shirt, and the sow was charging against Dad’s legs. He had to jump over the fence real quick, and he was not happy. “I told you not to go in there,” he said. “That hog would have eaten you up!” He took off his belt and gave me a memorable spanking. That’s the only spanking I remember ever getting from Dad, but it convinced me that, from then on, I should probably do as he said.

			I also learned about never giving up. When I was nine or ten years old, one of our calves kept on getting out of the pen. That calf was probably four or five hundred pounds, and I was still little for my age. I was in charge of the animals, so I had to bring the calf back inside the fence. I’d put the rope on its neck like I was supposed to and try to lead it back, but that cow would just take off and drag me through the mud. Mom was standing on the side of the hill, watching. “You don’t lose ’til you quit trying, Sammy!” she kept telling me. I’d get up and try again, and I’d still be dragged right, left, and center through cow dung. I finally had an idea. I placed the rope around the calf’s neck, pulled up one of its legs, and wrapped the rope around the foot and back up around its neck. Once the cow had only three working legs, I easily walked it back inside the pen, and there were no more mud baths for me. From then on, whenever the cow got out, that was the first thing I did, and it worked every time. You don’t lose ’til you quit trying.

			I used that same trick on a hog. One day the mama pig got out of the pen with all of her new babies. It was summertime and she liked the water, so she ran down to the creek by our house. I got her back up by tying one of her legs up like I did with the calf. But then I had to get the little babies. Oh boy. These piglets were running everywhere, and it was a big litter. As I tried to wrangle them, it seemed like there were fifty of them, even though I know there couldn’t have been that many. And there was my mom, standing on the side of the hill. “You don’t lose ’til you quit trying, Sammy!”

			I lost count of how many times Mom and Dad said that to us growing up. It was one of the things that motivated us kids to keep on rolling. It had become a family refrain. I think it actually came from Grandpa Helle. He certainly took his own advice to heart when it came to marriage, but I also remember him saying it to Mom whenever life was being unkind. With six kids and money always short, times were often hard. Dad had to work lots of different jobs. He was a very good machinist and only had to take one look at anything mechanical to know how to fix it. So he could always get a job, but one department or another always ended up closing down, and he had to look for something new.

			In the early spring of 1956, Dad no longer had a job. He had been a driller on the oilfields of southeastern Illinois, but more and more rigs were being shut down. He might have been able to work as a regular roughneck on some of the remaining rigs, but he preferred the drilling job. Dad’s nephew Bud Hammond had moved to Texas, and he was working for his father-in-law. His wife’s daddy was a superintendent with a construction company that installed cracking units in oil refineries. Cracking units break down crude oil and convert it into gasoline. There was demand for the newer catalytic cracking units that could extract gasoline quicker and cheaper than the old thermal ones. So Dad got a job in the construction industry, and we moved to Houston, Texas.

			The trouble was it took only six months to install a cracking unit, and then Dad had to move on to another refinery. So every six months we packed up and moved. Dad’s job took us all across the oil belt down south, where the big refineries were. From Houston, we moved to Comer, Georgia. Then it was Shreveport, Louisiana, before we headed back to Texas. We spent six months in Odessa, and then we were in La Porte, right next to Houston again. All this moving around shattered me. Every six months I had to get used to a new place, and by the time I’d made really good friends, we’d move away and I had to say good-bye. Every six months I was in a new school. When I left Illinois, I had graduated from the sixth grade, but when we first got to Houston, I was told that I wasn’t old enough for the seventh grade in Texas. My birthday wasn’t until November, after the start of the school year. So I was held back a year. I felt defeated. I had just left my home and my friends in Illinois, and I was forced to repeat a grade. I gave up on school and went fishing instead. I ended up flunking that year and had to repeat it one more time. Leaving Illinois put me back two years in school. I’d quit trying, and I lost big time.

			At the time, all this moving around was really tough for a shy kid like me, but looking back on it now, I know it helped form my character. I learned to make new friends easily—some of whom I never saw again, and others to whom I’m still real close. I learned to feel at home wherever I was, and I got to see a lot of the country. I learned to adapt. All that was to help me greatly when I later joined the military.

			Those years are a bit of a blur now. We moved so often that all the places where we lived blend together in my mind. But one of the highlights of those years took place when I was in Zavala Elementary School in Odessa, Texas. Andy Devine, a comic with a funny voice, came to perform for all the kids at school. Andy Devine was very big back then. He had appeared in many radio shows and movies, especially Westerns, but had become real famous playing Jingles in The Adventures of Wild Bill Hickok on television and radio. He also hosted Andy’s Gang, a kids’ TV show with a frog. When Andy Devine came to our school, several hundred of us were in the auditorium. Mr. Devine was on stage sitting on some kind of barrel or keg, all dressed up in his chaps and cowboy hat. After he’d talked to us for half an hour or so, he said, “I’m gonna need someone to come up and help me with my stage props,” and pointed at me. There were many of us, and I was one of the smallest kids in school, so I couldn’t quite believe he had picked me. “Yes, you son,” he said. “Come on up here!” So I came up on stage and helped him with his number. I remember handing him a cane and something that looked like a grass skirt, but I no longer recall what they were for. Then I got to go backstage and visit with him for a while. I thought Andy Devine was a very nice guy.

			Then we moved to the Houston area again. I actually have some real good memories of La Porte, Texas. It was very pretty. We lived right on the Gulf, a block and a half from the water, and I got to go fishing almost every day. I got a job selling Grit, which in those days was a big, thick newspaper popular all across rural America. Grit—claiming to be “America’s Greatest Family Newspaper”—had something for everyone. It carried some news pages, fashion features, and recipes. There were also some funnies, crossword puzzles, and serialized stories. Newsboys like me sold the weekly newspaper door to door for a dime, carrying a white canvas bag with Grit written on it in big red letters. I made four cents on every copy I sold, which was pretty good money.

			I also got my driver’s license in La Porte when I was only thirteen and a half. By then I had a bicycle, but I convinced Dad that if I had a motorcycle, I could expand my newspaper sales. In Texas, the rule was that you could get a learner’s permit at age thirteen if you had a job. I already knew how to drive. I’d learned to maneuver our old John Deere tractor back in Illinois when I was about five years old. It had a long hand clutch sticking out from the floor, and Dad had showed me how to snap it into gear. By the time I was seven, he was letting me drive our 1946 Chevy on country roads. Learning to drive these bumpy and muddy roads from an early age served me well in Vietnam, and my enduring taste for motorcycles and cars was born on those roads. Once I got my Texas learner’s permit, I bought myself a Sears Allstate 175cc with the money I had already made and a loan from Dad. Man, did that work well. With all the extra newspapers I was selling, I paid for that twenty-five-dollar motorcycle real quick, and I was happy as a clam driving it.

			In 1959, Dad finished installing the cracking unit in La Porte, Texas. Mom had had enough. “Bob,” she said, “I followed you all over the United States. My mama’s getting older, and I want to go spend some time with her in California.” She meant her aunt Margaret, who after raising her had gotten married and lived in San Francisco. So we loaded everything we could get in trailers and hauled out west. The first three months, we lived with Grandma Margaret and her husband, Forrest Rainey, in San Francisco. They lived in a big apartment building at 150 Laguna Street, right off Market, the big diagonal thoroughfare that cuts through the city. We and other kids in that neighborhood made the most of the city’s unbelievable hills. Grandma kept some old roller skates from her youth, and the ball bearing was really good. I unscrewed the wheels from the bottom of the shoes and put them on a flat board. The board was long and wide enough that I could sit down and lean. It was like a sled on wheels basically, and it worked great. Pretty soon, eight or ten of us had those sit-on skateboards, and we zipped down the hills at full speed. It was awesome.

			Apart from speeding down the hills, those weeks in San Francisco were tough. For us, who had lived out in the countryside all our lives, being cooped up in an apartment on the eleventh floor was terrible. There was no grass nearby, no place to play besides the street. After a couple months, Dad decided it wasn’t working out for our family. He got a job as a machinist for Diamond Walnut Growers in Stockton, about eighty miles east of San Francisco in the San Joaquin Valley. We settled in French Camp, a small town just outside of Stockton, where we finally stayed put for six years. After working for Diamond Walnuts for a couple of years, Dad got a better job at a company mining asbestos in the same area. It paid really good money, but he didn’t realize that job would cost him his lungs—and eventually his life.

			Only a few hundred people lived in French Camp proper back then. Agriculture was very big, with all kinds of vegetables, fruits, and nuts being grown in the area, but the town itself didn’t offer much besides a gas station, a little grocery store, and several bars. French Camp was a rough little town. All the farm workers came in to party or drown their sorrows in the local bars. The place turned severely wild on weekends or during the off-season, when there wasn’t much fruit or vegetables to pick. I would probably have turned into a hoodlum if I had lived there longer than I did.

			Yet there are three of us Medal of Honor recipients from French Camp, California, population four hundred souls or so. How about that? We all lived there at the same time, but the three of us didn’t know one another back then. I guess as kids, a few years made a big difference in who we ran with. It wasn’t until years later, sitting in a bar in Washington, DC, after some Medal of Honor event, that we became aware of that unusual coincidence. We couldn’t believe it, and we talked about the people we knew. Delbert Jennings was about the same age as my big brothers, Buddy and Darrell, and he remembered them. Rick Pittman is just a year or two younger than me, but he knew my baby brother, John.

			I finished the seventh and eighth grades in French Camp and went to high school in Manteca, a town just south of us. I started off riding the bus, but soon drove myself to school—before anyone else even had a driver’s license. When we moved to California, Dad went down to the DMV office to turn in his Texas driver’s license and get a California one. I went along with him. I reckoned that, since I was going to get a job, I would be allowed to drive, just like I had in Texas. I didn’t know that I was supposed to be sixteen to do that in California. When we got to the desk, Dad laid his driver’s license on the counter, and I laid mine right beside his. They wrote Dad’s out, and then without blinking, they wrote mine out too. I guess they didn’t pay attention to my age, and that’s how I got a California driver’s license at fourteen.

			I first bought myself a motorcycle, which I drove when I was still in the eighth grade. Later I got an old 1947 Chevy Fleetwood for ten dollars. It was my very first car, and to me it was the most beautiful thing in the world. The only problem was it had a cracked head. It leaked water like an open faucet and ran on one cylinder. I think that’s why Dad let me have it: he knew I couldn’t go very far or very fast with it. I always had to carry a five-gallon water can in the trunk. That car sure was thirsty, and I had to pour twenty gallons of water in it to drive the ten miles or so from home to Manteca High School. Before I left, I would fill up the can with water, put it in the trunk, fill the radiator up, and start driving. I knew where I could stop between home and school to fill the radiator again. Water was free, and even though I was not about to break any speed records, that old Chevy ran fine just on that one cylinder. It was pretty cool being able to drive my own car to school. There weren’t many freshmen able to do that.

			I wasn’t a good student. Mom and Dad’s rule was that I had to pass. So I passed. Barely. I didn’t apply myself much, and got Cs and Ds doing absolutely no homework. I used to write out my papers standing in front of the teachers just before handing them in, which infuriated them terribly. But who has time for homework when there is so much fun to be had? I certainly hadn’t. I had too many other irons in the fire. I played football. I really enjoyed it, but I wasn’t anything outstanding. I was also on the school swim team. More important, I wanted to be popular with girls. Looking back now, I was painfully shy. I had lots of friends who were girls, but I didn’t always have the gumption to turn them into girlfriends. Regardless, I figured that to have any chance with the ladies, I needed money in my pocket. I had to have a decent car, and the insurance and gas that went with it. To support my habit, I worked jobs after school. All that left no time for homework.

			One of my first jobs in California was to mow our neighbor’s yard. There was this sweet old lady named Gertrude living by us. When I finished cutting her lawn, she would invite me in for cookies and milk. One day I was sitting at her dining room table and the closet right in front of me was open. In it was an old guitar. When I asked her about it, Gertrude told me the guitar was her late husband’s. Gertrude played the fiddle, and they used to travel up and down California together, singing and playing in clubs. “Would you like to hold it?” she asked.

			I was a teenager, and like most boys my age, music was a big part of my life. I listened to country-western mostly. I was particularly fond of Hank Williams, Jimmie Rodgers, and of course, Johnny Cash. I also went to a nearby Pentecostal church most Sundays just for the music. I had gone to Sunday school growing up, but I had never heard anything like this. Those churchgoers sure knew how to praise the Lord with good rhythm and lots of clapping, and I found it really uplifting. Music was also a family tradition. Mom always had the radio on and tuned to some country oldies station. When I was maybe three years old, she used to go listen to Dixie Belle, a bluegrass singer from Kentucky. She dressed me up in cowboy boots, little blue jeans, chaps, and a cowboy hat, and stood me up on the stage by Dixie Belle. Music was also big on the Davis side. Whenever we had family reunions, my dad and his brothers all played the harmonica together and the little kids danced. They all had learned from Grandpa Davis and used to reminisce over old tunes from the 1930s. They’ve all been gone a long time now, but I still have my uncle Boo’s French harp. When I was growing up, harmonicas were too expensive to allow kids to mess around with, so when I lived in California, I still had not learned how to play. I didn’t know yet that I would learn to play the harmonica in Vietnam, and that music would see me through very hard times over there.

			So when our neighbor Gertrude offered to let me play her husband’s guitar, she didn’t have to ask twice. There were only four or five strings left on it, but she showed me a couple chords. Every week when I went to mow her yard, I played the guitar a bit. After a while, she put six brand-new strings on it, and I kept strumming. At the end of the summer, she asked me if I wanted to take the guitar home with me. Boy, was I happy. That was my first guitar, and I named it Old Gertie after that sweet lady. I asked Randall Wayne Basie, a boy who lived around the corner from us, to teach me how to play properly. Wayne was a couple years younger than me, but we were good friends. He was a real good player, and that kid could sing too. He used to come over to our house with his guitar, and we all loved listening to him. I still remember one of his songs, something he wrote about his collie dog Queenie. It was such a beautiful song. I wish I could remember the exact words. Then his mother got divorced and remarried a guy in Idaho. Wayne moved away and I never saw him again. But every time I see or hear Randy Travis, the famous country music singer, I think of Randall Wayne Basie, who sounded and looked a bit like him. As for Old Gertie, I still have it, and it still plays real well.

			Besides mowing Gertrude’s yard, I always worked jobs after school or in the summer. One winter I worked for a guy down the road from us who had his own septic-sucker company. In those days, almost everyone had septic tanks. I drove the big vacuum truck and crawled in the tanks to clean them up. I can’t say that was pleasant, but it put money in my pocket. During a couple summers, my older brother Buddy got me a job working with him at the St. Francis Yacht Club on Tinsley Island, out in the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta. I also worked as a lumberjack when school got out after my junior year. I was working for a construction company building a road around Big Bear Lake, up in the San Bernardino Mountains of Southern California. Billy Pete Lawson, a friend of my brother Darrell, was the superintendent, and he got me the job. We first had to clear the trees to make way for bulldozers. I used to climb up the big ponderosa and jeffrey pines with a chainsaw strapped to my back to cut them down into forty-foot sections. These were majestic trees, close to two hundred feet tall, with thick trunks. I built strong arms and legs working those trees. We used to sleep in big tents up in the mountains. I often thought of Dad and his days in the CCC planting pines in Idaho.

			One day, the superintendent came to me and said, “Sam, how would you like to be a powder monkey?” Powder monkeys were the guys blasting the tree stumps, and they were shorthanded. I’d always liked blowing things up. As a kid, I used to play with firecrackers a lot. We had cherry bombs, these exploding fireworks that were so popular back then. They’ve been banned for a long time now, but they were awesome. They were made out of round paper globes filled with powder, with sawdust or string glued onto them. They
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