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Disclaimer: This book is a work of
historical fiction. The events described all took place in some
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incidents, or locales is how the author remembers it 50+ years
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To the many Veterans of the
Vietnam Conflict. I am humbled and honored to be one of you.
Welcome home, my brothers and sisters. Thank you for your
service.






And to you, Pam, without
your help, this book never would have happened.

(RIP 4/2017)
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This book would not have happened
without the patient encouragement of Pamela Gusland, Ph.D. (PsyD).
Near the end of this acknowledgment says it all ... Sadly, I had to
add the last piece as I was reworking the original.






In therapy, not all that long ago, my
Psychologist asked me why I'd smoked dope for 40 years, and by that
time, I'd stopped; and it had been a couple of years. I told her I
enjoyed it but had some issues and needed to get my brain back, so
I'd stopped. After two years of no dope, I still had the problems,
so I figured I'd better seek help ... again.

Pam would ask what I was running from,
and I'd say, "Nothing. I just enjoyed being high."

It took her a couple of months to pull
it out of me but shrinks don't give up on a pertinent topic. She'd
ask every other session, keeping the seed watered and growing until
I finally had to face myself and reality.

One session, she asked me again, "Why
did you smoke dope all those years? What were you running
from?

I looked at her and said quietly,
"Life."

Then the tears started.

That truth was extremely difficult for
me to admit. But it is the truth, and I'm sure Pam knew what was
coming. She was just patient enough to wait me out.

I was running from life.

I was running from childhood
abuse.

I was running from Vietnam.

I was running from not being able to
cope.

I was running from ... me.

Instead of just facing up to it and
moving on, I was always on the run.

They say hindsight is
20/20.

Man, they're so right. Whoever "they"
are.

Pam is the one who started me with
this book. That was ... wow, a long time ago.

She would ask me if I was ever going
to finish.

With ADD, it was a real problem for me
... finishing something I'd started. I usually get bored and move
on to the next adventure or challenge. SOP for ADD.

I'd tell her that if I was going to
get it published, I'd have to finish.

I wrote, and I wrote, and then I wrote
some more.

Soon, I had about 250 pages of
unadulterated crap. I mean, it was horrible. I also learned how
much I hadn't paid attention in English classes.

In the meantime, having written a few
other books, I hope I've learned to write a little better. When I
finally went back to look at what I'd written previously, I pulled
out about thirty-five, maybe forty pages of what I had written
previously, to use here. I don't delete anything I've written, so
the rest of it is filed away.






So, here it is, Pam. It's finished and
published. It's certainly not the way I had first envisioned it,
but it tells a lot of the story, and that's all I ever really
wanted to do. I'm sorry, I just couldn't write some
parts.

Thank you. You did more for me in the
years I saw you than all the therapy I'd had up to then and
since.

Thank you so very much.
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2019/2023
update: Pam passed away in April 2017. I
will forever be indebted to her for her work with me. My life made
so much more sense after working with her. Do I have all the
answers I was looking for or need? Hell no, but I'm much better off
having worked with Dr. Pam Gusland.

Rest in Peace, Pam. You will always be
in my thoughts.

pj 5-2019/7-2023
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Preface






Before saying anything else, you must
understand that I classified this story as historical fiction.
Please read it as such, but know that these experiences are all
real at some level. I have to be honest and say some fictional
material is included - more for continuity than anything else. It
will be up to you, the reader, to figure out which part is which,
but if I've done my job, it won't be all that easy for you, and in
the end, there isn't much because I wanted it to tell the story as
it happened.

Being historical fiction, I am able to
take a little editorial or artistic license to make sure things
make sense and flow. In war, many things do not make any sense at
all. Though this is my story, some details have been lost to an
aging memory or are too painful to resurrect. Because they are
dead, I cannot validate some of the things friends and other vets
have said over the years to improve peripheral vision.

Some of this was written five or six
years ago during therapy and was initially published in 2013. I had
written over two hundred pages, and most were crap. I've since
honed my writing skills and decided that most of what I'd written
previously was utterly irrelevant to the story I was trying to
tell. I used what was good and trashed what wasn't. Much of this
was not easy for me to chronicle, and some far more intense
scenarios were not written. I just can't bring myself to do
it.

Some may sound a little outrageous.
Well, Vietnam was a lot outrageous, especially for those of us who
spent time in country. The bitterness I express towards the end is
still genuine. Most have been tempered by the passage of time and
seemingly unending therapy.

"You," finally said, "Thank you," ...
well, sort of...

It took well over fifteen years, and
it had to be dragged out of you kicking and scratching, and even
then, it came very reluctantly. It sounded as if you were choking
on it at first. My generation wants it to disappear, so many try to
pretend it didn't happen.

Like veterans of other wars, we are
not unique in many of our traumas.

We are unique in those traumas created
by how we were welcomed home.

"Baby Killer," ... "Animal," ...
"War-Monger," ... even "traitor" are just a few of the phrases I
heard. Those were some of the wonderful terms of endearment and
respect you had for your men and women in uniform.

I was spit on, had groups try to pick
fights, and just about any other disrespectful indignity that one
human being can show to another human being. It was always in
groups because they didn't have the balls to do it alone. They knew
that one on one, they'd get their pussy asses kicked, so there was
safety in numbers. For us too.

It wasn't supposed to be like this.
I'm a boomer, a child of the WWII generation. We all saw films of
them being welcomed home with ticker-tape parades, pats on the
back, and a GI bill that was a true reward for the extraordinary
task they had accomplished. They saved us from the worst tyranny
had to offer, but they were also allowed to do their jobs without
gutless politicians getting in the way.

Today, whenever I see anyone in
uniform, I go out of my way to thank them for their service. It
doesn't matter how inconvenient it may be to me. I always try to
positively acknowledge their service to our country, an
acknowledgment that I/we never got.

Vietnam veterans have a phrase we
always say to each other when we meet.

"Welcome Home."

Most of us add, "Thank you for your
service."

Thank you for your service goes to any
veteran of any era, but "Welcome Home" is reserved for those of us
who didn't get one.

We have to say it to each other
because few others will say it with the same sincerity. For the
most part, people of that era still seem to want it to go away ...
to forget that it ever happened.

Well, it happened, and it ain't going
away ... at least not until every last of us are dead.

Most of the understanding and respect
we get today is from the younger generation, our grandchildren.
They can't understand why we were treated so badly and still so
severely ostracized by much of our generation, even today. To them,
the Vietnam War is ancient history, like WWII was to us. They don't
have that ingrained, deep-seated hatred of anything
Vietnam.

It continues today. Every Soldier,
Sailor, Coastie, Marine, or Airman that was boots on the ground
in-country was exposed to Dioxin. It has caused horrendous
suffering and much death among those who served there. I always
say, "I was killed in Vietnam. I just haven't died yet." We lose
many Vietnam veterans every day to cancers and other debilitating
conditions that are a known result of exposure to Dioxin. I won't
even delve into what it has done to the Vietnamese people over the
50 years, except to say that birth defects are off the chart.
Exposure to Agent Orange is why I chose not to have children of my
own.

On average, twenty-two Vietnam
veterans commit suicide every day, and the rest of us feel that the
country doesn't seem to give a damn — lots of lip service but
little action.

As a group, we are STILL trying to get
the VA to recognize and acknowledge some of the known conditions
that Agent Orange has caused. Some of us with KNOWN AO conditions
still have to fight with the VA to get the benefits we earned over
40 years ago (for me, it will be 50 years in November 2019). They
consistently delay and deny, hoping we die before they have to
provide those benefits. Some have even died while waiting for
treatment in the hallways of VA hospitals, and as I said, many are
committing suicide because they can't deal with it
anymore.

There is no fucking excuse ... none!
Yet at the Congressional level, it is pretty apparent to anyone
paying attention that there is little support for veterans other
than the lip service we've been getting for decades. There has been
some positive movement over the past few years, but it's 2023 ...
the war was over 50 years ago.

I have reconciled and forgiven nearly
everything I carried back from Vietnam, but like most of us, I left
Vietnam, but Vietnam still hasn't left me. Nor will it ever.
Occasionally, I'm asked when I was last in Vietnam. Much of the
time, the easy answer is ... last night.

I still treat every day as the gift
that it truly is. I could have died within minutes of my arrival
in-country the night I landed in Danang, so each day is truly a
gift.

If you've not done it, contemplate
having to write your last will at age 19, all the while knowing
that tomorrow you might go home in a box.

I will apologize here and now for the
"adult language" used throughout this narrative ... it's the way it
was. The "F" bombs were as prevalent as any other bombs used in the
war zone.

It was not easy writing this story. I
dredged up deeply buried memories for some of this, things I'd have
preferred to leave covered by time. I shed many tears while
writing, but I felt that this story needed to be told, if for no
other reason than therapy. There are not many tales of the part we
played in the war, so it is also in the hope of adding some facts
to the record. Though I did other things, YFU sailors seem to be a
forgotten breed. We made sure anything needed, anywhere, got to
where it needed to go.

During my VA PTSD interview, the young
pup who was asking the questions asked about what we did. After
spending about ten minutes talking about carrying tons of high
explosives and the like up and down rivers through enemy territory,
he asked, "Did you ever have any close calls?"

I looked at him incredulously and
said, "You didn't hear a fucking word I said, did you? Any time you
carry 150 tons of HE howitzer 105 rounds up a river where any stray
round can vaporize you is a close call."

I guess that wasn't good enough
because my PTSD claim was denied, and I am still fighting with them
today.

As I said above, writing this book is
probably one of the most difficult things I have ever
done.

I tend to cry every time I hear or see
anything patriotic. I love my country. I went to war believing it
was the honorable thing to do and have been shunned by my country
and "we the people" ever since.

No!

I'm sorry, but I will NEVER forgive
this country for how it has treated us.

It was not supposed to be like
this.






pj 2013/2017/2021/2023




Chapter 1 - A Time of Innocence Lost


When the big jet took off from
Okinawa, we all knew the next stop was Danang, in the northernmost
section of South Vietnam. We'd land around four in the morning; it
had been a long damned flight. The furthest from home I'd ever been
before was Chicago. Coming from the Bay Area, it's four and a half
or five hours ... shit ... I don't remember exactly. I was
fourteen. I just knew it wasn't the two-week trek across the
country in the car. Those trips got old quickly, and my dad wasn't
the best driver. Those trips are the only times I can recall that
my mother was sober -- well, most of the time.

It had been nearly twenty-three hours
since we left Norton AFB in southern California. We'd stopped for
an hour or two in Honolulu to top off the tanks, then on to the
long stretch into Okinawa. We flew across the expanse of the
Pacific Ocean, crossing over the international dateline where we
all lost Thanksgiving Day.

We'd taken off at about six
in the evening on Wednesday, November 26th, and were scheduled to land
in Danang at about four on Friday morning, November
28th.
Thursday the 27th
was Thanksgiving Day that year.

The flight was uneventful for the most
part. We'd spent a couple of hours in Hono and a couple of hours at
Oki before we winged our way south toward the war.

The airplane was a Flying Tigers
Boeing 707, and it was pretty apparent that it had seen its better
days ... let's just say that things were well-worn. It was
definitely a military flight with no frills. They may have
installed the old shitty seats because they knew it would carry
military personnel. You got the feeling that if they could have,
they'd have flown us over on a C-130 and tossed us a random box of
C-rations every so often. Actually, C-rats might have been
preferable to the stale box lunches they gave us. At least the
C-rats were packed in the early fifties. There was no way of
telling in what era the box lunches were packed.

There wasn't much chatter on this
final leg. I guess everyone was deep within his thoughts. We'd left
the world behind, and, at least for most of us, we were heading for
a complete unknown.

When the pilot called our approach,
everyone looked out windows to see the bright lights that had the
airbase at Danang lit up as if it were daytime. The gentle turns to
the final approach were what you would consider normal, and looking
out the window, the lights flashed by before the "thunk" of the
wheels touching the tarmac.

I could swear I heard sirens through
the bulkhead on our rollout and tried to concentrate on the sounds.
That was a strange way to welcome us. Why would sirens be going off
when we landed?

I was about to find out.

When we reached the far end of the
base, still on the main runway, the pilot came on the intercom to
inform us that the airbase had gone to a red alert as soon as we
had touched down. VC were shooting rockets in the direction of the
airbase, and we needed to get off the aircraft in an orderly
fashion. Once off the jet, we were to run in random directions
until we were approx. 100' from the aircraft and lay on the ground.
Then wait for the all-clear signal.

Shooting rockets?

Wonderful!

Welcome to Vietnam.

Orderly egress? What was this guy
smoking? We were veritable virgins being tossed to the proverbial
wolves. Maybe six or seven guys on the plane were returning for a
second or third tour, so I guess they were the instant leaders who
herded us off and barked instructions on what to do
next.

The military is like that. If there's
no designated leader, generally, someone will step up and take
charge. We all just followed along, made our way to the grass
between the runway and the taxiway, and lay down, hoping that a
rocket didn't hit close enough to end the tour before it even
began.

No more cherries in this
group.

We were fortunate that Charlie's aim
had its usual accuracy, and most of the rockets they'd fired ended
up in the bay, while one blew away a skivvy house near Camp Tien
Sha. We never heard whether anyone was being serviced at the time.
Those kinds of details made the rounds with regularity. Some were
true. Some made up to put the "fear of god" into anyone wanting to
go get laid. The skivvie houses were off-limits anyway, but many
didn't pay attention to that minor detail.

Great! Camp Tien Sha was where the
Navy contingent would be going once all the processing was complete
at the airbase. Well, most of us squids anyway.

Charlie usually launched his rockets
from a jury-rigged bamboo ramp held up by another piece or two of
bamboo lashed into legs to support the rocket. They would aim the
rocket, more or less, by changing the angle of the bamboo ramp.
Usually, when it was launched, the rocket would knock the ramp over
due to its inertia, and as the ramp fell over, the rocket's
trajectory was changed, causing it to fall way off its intended aim
point.

Don't get me wrong, Charlie did some
serious damage with rockets, but for every one that actually hit
something, there were probably ten that went awry. One is all it
takes.

So we lay on the ground waiting for
the expected ka-booms that never came. After about thirty or forty
minutes of lying on the grass, the all-clear was finally sounded.
We could continue on our trek to in-processing.

Would they put us back on that plane
and take us to the terminal? Hell no, they'd moved the jet to a far
corner of the base, so if it had been hit, it wouldn't burn
anything else.

We were probably two miles from where
we needed to be, and of course, being good military folks, we
formed up in a group and marched the two miles to the baggage claim
area. The damned runways were more than 10,000 feet, and of course,
we were at the far end of the most distant runway. Fortunately, the
only thing moving down the runways besides us were some F4 Phantom
jets heading out for their morning escapades.

When we finally got to the terminal,
there were 120 green sea bags/duffel bags, each identical to the
one sitting next to it. All were waiting to be claimed by the
person whose name should be stenciled on the strap. It was funny
because everyone seemed to wade into the piles looking for theirs.
Chances of finding it in any reasonable time were slim.

It was chaos for the first few minutes
until one of the more organized in the group yelled for everyone to
stand back. He and another fellow started at one end and started
calling out the names on each bag. Instead of a hundred guys
scrambling to find their bag amongst 120 others, all looking
identical, when your name was called, you could get your bag and
move on to the rest of the in-processing. It had to have been a
Sergeant or a Chief because many officers wouldn't have thought of
something that simple or organized.

I guess that kind of pins "enlisted
puke" on me.

One by one, we all got our bags,
processed in, and made our way to an assigned cattle car. I got
lucky and was one of the last in, so I was at the tail end of the
huge trailer, up against the fencing that made up the back wall and
door. At least I could breathe and see the outside. I might
actually get to view some of the things we were driving
by.

I couldn't tell you how long we were
in that cattle car or how long it took us to arrive at Camp Tien
Sha from the airbase, but it seemed like half a
lifetime.

Besides all the Vietnamese riding
around on Honda 50s, the one thing I remember most vividly about
that ride was seeing a silhouette of an old papa san on top of a
small hill. Behind him, the sun was beginning to rise, so he was
very visible in the bright light, squatting down on the side of the
road and doing his morning business.

Welcome to Vietnam.

Land in a red alert and spend who
knows how much time on your face in stinky assed grass, then march
about 2 miles to the terminal to get your bag so you can begin to
process in. Then you get on a cattle car where on your trip, you
see an older man silhouetted on the top of a hill, taking a shit
with a bright sun rising behind him. What was next?

What was next, indeed!


-----


During that time, laying on the ground
waiting to be blown to pieces, life takes on a different
perspective. One begins coming to grips with his own mortality.
Fast.

It was the first of many like
excursions. I had a year to go, and this was the first
hour.

Remember, we were primarily
nineteen-year-old males, somewhat trained for aggression ... you
know the kind. The invincible. The all-powerful. The immortal. Yes,
the ignorant.

Ignorance can be educated, but it can
take time, and in a war zone, time isn't always
abundant.

Well, let me tell you, all of those
terms lose any meaning in the overall scope of reality when you are
waiting to be shredded by a 122mm rocket. You tend to go over your
life's events to that point, such as it is, and wonder if you will
have a future. I mean, how much life does a nineteen-year-old have
to review? Not a hell of a lot. I had to call for a
rerun.

You know you will be right where you
are for 365 days, give or take a few, and some people in the
vicinity want to kill you. At this point, you don't even have a
weapon to defend yourself.

A boy tends to grow up quickly in
those kinds of circumstances.

Instant man? No, but the boy is gone.
Little Johnny has changed ... forever.

That immortality suddenly becomes moot
while one goes over his now-threatened mortality. Think about what
it is like to have to write your own last will at age nineteen.
It's a pretty daunting thought, but we all ended up doing it in
some way.

There were no guarantees in Vietnam.
There were no front lines, no safe zones, and no place to hide.
Your friend looked exactly like your enemy, so who do you trust?
You trust no one except yourself and your brothers and sisters in
arms, and sometimes you questioned trusting them. The loudest
badass in the crowd could be the one cowering in the corner when
the shit hit the fan.

Every local is suspect, and there is
no way to get beyond that. That kid over there. The one laughing
and smiling, asking for gum, chocolate, or a cigarette this
morning, was carrying an AK-47 a few hours ago, shooting at you and
your buddies from behind a bush. Then he disappeared down a tunnel
into the night, and you soon learned that it wasn't always a
he.

The ones that bow the deepest and
smile the widest are the ones you trust the least. Your goal is to
survive for 365 days so you can get the hell out, hopefully in one
piece, and you've only been there for a few hours. At that point,
you didn't realize that nobody ever left Vietnam in one piece or
how fucked up you were going to be for the rest of your
life.

Yes, it is an adventure for a
nineteen-year-old kid, but it is fraught with dangers, unlike many
adventures where you might fall off a rock, crash a car, or any
number of reasonably benign activities. Here, some people have
guns, and some are shooting at YOU.

These are the things you think about
when you've just arrived in a war zone and seen papa san take a
shit atop a hill, silhouetted by the rising sun. You wake up and
notice other things going on around you. It heightens your
awareness, and if it doesn't, it should. Locals on their Honda 50s,
riding every which way in some kind of organized chaos or mama
san's with long poles with two loaded baskets balanced over her
shoulder. She's heading off to the market, hoping to get enough
money to buy some real food for the family that day.

There may be guns or bullets under
those vegetables. It wouldn't be the first time they'd been
found.

However, many of us can't empathize
with those kinds of struggles in day-to-day life. For the
Vietnamese, it was an everyday occurrence, made even more
challenging by two factions fighting one another ... factions
fighting over the hearts and minds of all those moving from place
to place, trying desperately to get on with their lives.

Quite frankly, the people didn't give
a damn about the factions. They only wanted to be left alone to
catch their fish and grow their rice. They wanted their old simple
life. The one desired by all who
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