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Introduction

When I returned from Vietnam in 1969, at the ripe old age of twenty, public opinion and to some extent, my own emotions kept me from talking about my Vietnam experiences, but I promised myself to someday tell my story. Although many of the events were permanently seared into my memory, I wanted to be sure that when the time came to make good on my promise, I could recall the events truthfully and accurately. So, soon after returning from Vietnam, I started writing extensive notes on my experiences. Five years later, I started writing my memoirs, but my life was full of commitments and distractions in those days, so the project was frequently sidelined for long periods of time. But in 1990, after deciding to end my career with a national sporting goods retailer, I took a year off to finish my Vietnam book. By the end of the year, the 631 page manuscript was finished and I started the painful process of trying to find a publisher. After sending out countless query letters and receiving countless rejection letters, I finally received a handful of requests for the entire manuscript. Ultimately, two publishers expressed an interest in the book, but only on the condition that I cut the book in half, which is much more difficult than it sounds. Unfortunately, I couldn’t just throw out half the chapters and call it good. So, the project was again sidelined and then forgotten as I embarked on a new career.

Another twenty four years slipped by and when I turned 65, I came to the realization that I was running out of time to fulfill my promise, which over the years, I had come to consider an obligation to the 58,000 who never had the opportunity to tell their story. So, in 2014, I started to wade through the manuscript that I completed back in 1991 and quickly realized that the project was a much bigger undertaking than I anticipated. So, as I finished editing and rewriting a chapter or two and reached a logical breaking point, I published the segment in e-book format. I knew that my decision to publish my story as a series would alienate some readers, but it was the best solution that I could think of to ensure that at least a portion of the story would get told. 

When I wrote the original manuscript, personal computers were still in the stone age of development. I used a word processing software called Beyond Word Write, stored my work on floppy discs, and printed the 631 page manuscript on a dot matrix printer. So, when I decided to exhume and publish my Vietnam story, there was no viable computer version of the original manuscript. As a result, I had to convert the typed manuscript into a new computer format. The two year process literally involved reading each page aloud and a “type as you talk program” converted what I said...or what it thought I said... into a Word document on my computer. The technology is amazing, but the program is very susceptible to errors and the program does not recognize Vietnamese, military jargon, slang, or abbreviations. When the program doesn’t recognize a word, it substitutes a correctly spelled word that sounds similar, but unfortunately, the substitutions typically result in sentences that make no sense. As a result, editing the newly created Word document turned into a long drawn out, word by word, process and I am painfully aware that a significant number of errors slipped by. So, I hope you will overlook the spelling and grammatical shortcomings and focus on the story itself.

The story is told from my perspective, which may not be entirely accurate in every detail, but it is for the most part, true and genuine. However, I recognize the fact that there are always two sides to every story. So, I decided to use fictional names to avoid embarrassing anyone and to respect their right to privacy.

Most Vietnam veterans will tell you that there was a lot more to their experience than just the actual combat. The living conditions, the food, the weather, the camaraderie, and dozens of other factors impacted all of us differently. So, when I decided to write about my Vietnam experience, I chose to write about more than just the combat I witnessed or was a part of. 

My Vietnam experience was full of adventure, laughter, tears, joy, and heartbreak. As you read my story, I hope you will feel some of the same emotions that I felt. 


Welcome To Dong Tam

Episode One

As I walked down the back ramp of the C123 cargo plane, the crew chief waved and yelled, “Good luck, Sir!” 

“Thanks for the ride,” I yelled back with a casual wave.

Once I was clear of the plane, I stopped to take a look around at my new home.

“So, this is Dong Tam,” I said to myself.

The air was damp and cool with a pungent odor that smelled like a combination of stagnant water, raw sewage, and rotting fish. As the pilot of the C123 began to rev up the engines and taxi back toward the PSP (perforated steel panel) runway for takeoff, I grabbed my hat and leaned into the wind created by the props. The prop wash felt good on my face and seemed to temporarily banish the stench. I watched the plane until it lifted off and suddenly, I felt somewhat depressed, as if I had just said goodbye to an old friend or as if the plane was my only link to the real world. 

As the plane banked and started back toward the north, my eyes were again drawn to my surroundings. The edge of the compound was a mere fifty yards beyond the edge of the PSP runway. A continuous dirt berm sporadically reinforced by timber retaining walls and sandbags surrounded the compound on three sides. Sandbag bunkers, manned by two GIs with M16s and an M60 machine gun, were placed along the berm at 50-yard intervals and the My Tho River served as the southern line of defense, like a giant medieval moat.

In the distance, I could see a team of Charlie model gunships (UH1-C helicopter gunship) working out with rockets and machine guns and I could hear artillery rounds exploding off to the west, but I couldn’t see where they were impacting because of the dense jungle that surrounded the compound on three sides. As the rain began to fall again, I hoisted my duffel bag onto my shoulder and began to jog toward a small plywood shack at the edge of the PSP runway. 

When I reached the shack, I paused briefly to read the sign posted above the entrance...

Welcome to Dong Tam

Home of the 9th Infantry Division “Old Reliable”

Enjoy your stay!

The irony and subtle humor of the sign brought a smile to my face. I ducked inside the building just as the rain really began to pour. The spring on the plywood door slammed it closed behind me and a sergeant seated at a grey metal desk got up and walked to the plywood counter that divided the room. 

“Afternoon, Sir, what can I do for you?” he asked. 

“Can you tell me how to get to the Ninth Aviation Battalion?”

“Ninth Aviation Battalion... yes, Sir. It’s over by the heliport on the north side of the compound.”

“What’s the best way to get there?”

“A shuttle truck comes by here on the hour,” he said, glancing at a clock on the wall. “It should be here any time now. You can catch it on the road right out in front. Just flag the driver down and he’ll stop.”

“Thanks, Sergeant, “I said as I shouldered my duffel bag.

“Enjoy your stay, Sir,” the sergeant said, grinning.

“Very funny!” I replied as I walked out into the rain.

The road in front of the shack was a quagmire of stagnant brown water and mud. The vehicle tracks suggested that the mud was at least a foot deep. In the distance, I could see a deuce and a half (standard 2 1/2-ton army truck) churning through the axle-deep mud and slowly making its way toward me. As it got closer, I waved vigorously and the truck slid to a stop. A thin, freckle-faced GI leaned across the cab, opened the passenger door, and yelled, “Climb in, Sir. You can ride up here with me.”

I shoved my duffel bag onto the bench seat and then clambered into the cab. 

“Where you headed, Sir?” the driver asked. 

“Ninth Aviation Battalion.”

The driver pumped the clutch, ground the gears, clutched again, and the truck lurched ahead...and so began my first tour of Dong Tam. The truck fishtailed from one side of the road to the other as it churned down the muddy road, often coming within a few feet of the four-foot-wide drainage ditches that lined each side of the road. The brown stagnant water in the ditches, which no doubt served as a perfect breeding place for all the carnivorous insects that plagued Vietnam, was covered with a green mold-like slime that added to the disgusting appearance and pungent smell.  

“New in country, Sir?” the driver asked.

“Just got in a couple days ago. How about you?” I replied as I looked the driver over.

He was a young man, about nineteen or so, with unruly auburn hair tucked under a faded jungle hat and a smile that stretched from ear to ear. His jungle fatigues, which looked like they were about a size too big, were soaking wet, and his boots were covered in mud.

“I’m getting pretty short myself. Been here ten months. Yes, Sir, I’m a real short timer.”

“You been stationed here in Dong Tam the whole time?” I asked.

“No, Sir, Dong Tam is fairly new. The Ninth used to be headquartered up at Bearcat. I was an ordinary grunt back then. Spent most of my first eight months in the bush, but after I got wounded, I was transferred to the motor pool and made a driver.”

“Hope the wound wasn’t too bad.”

“No, Sir, just a flesh wound,” the driver replied, instinctively rubbing his left arm. “Sure hurt like hell, though. We got into some bad shit that day. But...I reckon Charlie did me a favor in the long run. Otherwise, I’d still be out in the bush...or dead.” 

His smile was gone now and I could tell that the ordeal was still a painful memory.

The truck continued to plow along at a snail’s pace, giving me plenty of time to look around at my new home. The compound was laid out in a perfect square. Crisscrossing roads cut the compound into blocks that appeared to be almost identical as far as the layout. Each block contained a mixture of tents and wooden buildings in various stages of construction. The buildings, which were mostly two-story barracks, were simple in design with unfinished plywood exteriors and corrugated metal roofs. The doors consisted of single sheets of plywood on hinges with a spring to keep them closed and instead of windows, most of the buildings had a two-foot screened opening located just below the eaves of the roof. Although the screened openings that ran the length of each building provided good ventilation and protection against insects, they did nothing to keep out the relentless rain. So, the majority of the openings were now covered with clear plastic. I could tell by the color of the raw wood that all the buildings were fairly new and as we continued north, the number of buildings under construction greatly outnumbered the finished ones. 

As the rain continued to intensify and darkness started to consume the grey overcast sky, the sounds of hammering and sawing began to die off and men scurried for cover to escape the increasing downpour of rain. Then suddenly the truck’s brakes screeched loudly and we plowed to a stop just short of a tank that was claiming the right-of-way. 

“Look at the size of those guns,” I thought out loud as the tank plowed through the intersection.

“Yep, those are the big boys. Eight-inch self-propelled howitzers,” the driver said, grinning. “Those babies will practically shake you right out of bed when they fire ‘em at night.”

“I’d sure hate to be on the receiving end of those things,” I said as I stared at the passing tank.

“Yes, Sir, those rockets Charlie throws at us every now and then are bad enough. I can’t imagine what the impact of those eight-inch shells must sound like and the amount of shrapnel must really be something.”

“Hell... I’ll bet the concussion alone would blow you right into the next day,” I said with a slight chuckle as a second tank went by. “Where are they going?” 

“There are artillery emplacements on both the east and west sides of the compound. The 155s pretty much stay put, but every other day or so, once it gets dark, they move the eight-inchers from one side of the compound to the other. I guess it’s to keep Charlie guessing, so he doesn’t know where to lob his mortar rounds and rockets.” 

“That makes sense. How often does Dong Tam get mortared?”

I could feel a slight surge of adrenaline as I anticipated the answer.

“It varies,” the driver said as he ground the gears and the tires on the truck began churning through the mud. “Before the rainy season started, we got hit almost every night. Sometimes two or three times a night. But now... we get hit a couple of times a week on the average.” 

“Couple times a week!” I echoed in a surprised voice.

“Yes, Sir...on the average. It gets worse every time the damn politicians put a stop to bombing the north. Once the bombing stops, the VC get a free ride down the Ho Chi Minh Trail and a week later, we catch hell. Usually, it’s just mortars, but every now and then, Charlie throws a few rockets at us and we get an occasional ground attack. But, what you really gotta watch out for are snipers, especially up there by the chopper pads.” 

We turned right at what appeared to be the last crossroad and after going a short distance, the truck slid to a stop.

“Here you are, Sir...Ninth Aviation Battalion.”

“Thanks for the lift,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out in the waiting knee-deep mud.

“My pleasure, Sir. Can you manage your bag okay?” he asked as he shoved my duffel bag toward me.

“Yeah, I can manage it, alright,” I said as I grabbed the bag and pulled it onto my shoulder. 

“Good luck, Sir. Take care of yourself,” he yelled.

I slammed the door and gave the driver a casual wave. The driver gave me a sloppy salute and after grinding the gears, the truck lurched ahead and I felt as though I had just said goodbye to another old friend as I watched the truck fishtail down the road.

I waded through the mud to the other side of the road and then crossed the drainage ditch via a springy 2 X 12 board that served as a bridge. In the darkness, I could barely read the large sign in front of the single-story, plywood building.

9th Aviation Battalion Headquarters

Any Time, Any Place

I continued down the makeshift sidewalk to the building, pulled open the plywood door, and stepped inside. A young Speck Four (specialist 4th class) was sitting at a desk near the door, typing. As the spring on the door slammed it behind me, the clerk stopped typing and peered at me through his glasses.

“Can I help you, Sir?”

I dropped my duffel bag and shook like a wet dog.

“I’m Warrant Officer Trout. I’m supposed to report to the Ninth Aviation Battalion.” 

“This is it, Sir. You must be one of the new replacements we’ve been expecting. Can I see your paperwork, Sir?”

I hoisted my duffel bag up on a chair by the desk and dug out the folder containing my orders and other official papers. As a new officer, there were a lot of things about the Army that were still a mystery to me and military paperwork was one of them. So rather than embarrass myself, I handed the entire folder to the clerk so that he could extract the forms he needed. 

The clerk took the folder, pulled out a copy of my orders and after confirming that I was in the right place, he asked me to have a seat. I spent the next several minutes with the clerk, filling out forms and routinely signing my name in a dozen places. 

“You might want to think about this form for a minute, Sir. It lets the Army know whether or not you want your next of kin notified if you’re wounded, but not seriously wounded. They get notified automatically if you get seriously wounded,” the clerk explained. 

It was the first form that I really stopped to read thoroughly. After considering my options for a moment, I checked the “do not notify” box, signed it, and handed it back to the clerk.

“Okay, Sir, that does it for now. If you want to follow me, I’ll introduce you to Lieutenant Colonel Thomas, he’s the battalion commander. You can just leave your duffel bag here.”

I followed the clerk into a relatively large open room with rows of folding chairs.

“This is the briefing room,” the clerk said as we continued to a small office in the back corner. 

The clerk knocked on the open door and without waiting for a response, said, “Sir, one of the new replacements we’ve been expecting is here.”

“Show him in,” the colonel replied. 

The clerk motioned to me and I entered the colonel’s office, came to attention, and reported in the proper military fashion.

“At ease, Mister Trout. Take a seat,” the colonel said, motioning to one of the chairs in front of his desk.

“I knew a first sergeant named Trout in Germany. Any relation?” He asked once I was seated.

“Could be my father, Sir,” I said in a surprised tone.

“He went by Sam Trout.”

“Yes, Sir, that’s my dad!” I said with an astonished look.

“Well... I’ll be damned! I was your father’s CO in Germany,” the colonel said with a surprised look. “Is he still in the Army?”

“Yes, Sir, he’s a Command Sergeant Major, now.”

“Well, I’ll be damned!” the colonel repeated with a broad smile. “Small world, isn’t it!” 

The colonel spent a few more minutes asking me questions about my father and his duty assignments since Germany. Although the colonel spoke in a very casual manner and his tone of voice was warm and almost fatherly, the fact that he was a colonel still made me nervous.

“Be sure when you write your father to tell him I said hello,” the colonel said, still smiling. 

“Yes, Sir, I will.”

“Now then... did you fly gunships or slicks in flight school?”

“I went through the usual gunship orientation, but I flew mostly slicks, Sir.”

“Good...right now we need slick pilots more than gunship jockeys. So, unless you have a strong preference, I’m going to assign you to the Jayhawks.”

“Whatever you say, Sir.”

“Alright, slicks it is then,” the colonel said, nodding his head. 

After shaking my hand, the colonel summoned the clerk, Specialist Wells, to his office and instructed him to take me to flight operations to meet Major Shack, the Jayhawks’ company commander. I followed Specialist Wells to the back door, where he donned his poncho and a well-worn jungle hat. Then, after grabbing a flashlight from above the coat rack, he stepped out into the night and I followed. 

The air was heavy with moisture, but the rain had stopped for the time being. I knew we were close to the heliport and I could see a red light flashing above what I assumed was a portable control tower, but it was too dark to see much else and the only sound I could hear was that of a gas-powered generator running somewhere close by. Specialist Wells switched his light on and off as we walked down the maze of boards toward the sound of the generator. The boards creaked under our weight as they sank in the mud and I expected to have one snap at any moment. Some of the springier boards splattered muddy water in our faces as we stepped onto them and then gave our backsides the same treatment as we stepped off one board and onto the next. 

“Does it always smell this bad?” I asked, wrinkling my nose. 

“Yes, Sir, as far as I know, the whole country smells like this. But if you think this is bad... wait until morning when they start burning the shit!” 

“Burning shit?” I repeated with a puzzled look.

“Yes, Sir. That’s how we get rid of the shit from all the latrines. In the morning, the poor bastards on shit detail have to pull the shit cans out of all the latrines, douse them with diesel fuel, and set ‘em on fire.”

I caught a glimpse of a dark boxlike structure just ahead and as we got closer, I realized it was a radio truck that was entirely encapsulated in sandbags with a plywood shanty of sorts added to the back for additional space. 

“Here we are, Sir. This is flight operations,” the clerk said as he jogged up the few steps and pulled open the plywood door. 

Specialist Wells held the door for me and then he followed me inside. My eyes adjusted quickly to the dim light provided by two naked red bulbs that dangled from the ceiling on cords. Red light bulbs were standard around night aviation operations because red light doesn’t affect your night vision, but the red bulbs never seemed to give off adequate light. As I looked around, I felt as though I had just stepped into a World War II movie set. Ponchos, steel helmets, flak vests, and a couple of hats were suspended from the row of wooden pegs on the wall to the left of the door. To the right of the door was a gun rack with two M16s standing upright. A sign posted above the gun rack reminded everyone to clear their weapons before putting them in the rack. A large acetate-covered map of Vietnam took up the biggest part of the west wall. Stick pins of various colors dotted the map and most but not all of the pins had names or notes written in grease pencil next to them. A plywood counter separated the built-on addition from the actual radio truck box. Just beyond the plywood counter, an enlisted man who was leaning back in a chair, reading a Playboy magazine, was interrupted by the loud ringing of a field phone. He glanced up briefly and then laid the magazine on the fold-down shelf that served as his desk to answer the phone. To his right was an olive drab metal file cabinet with the word “secret” stenciled on each drawer. A hot plate with a pot of steaming coffee was on top of the file cabinet. The shelf suspended above the file cabinet was divided into a series of numbered cubby holes. Each cubby hole contained a small binder with a lanyard attached, an aircraft survival radio, and a few sheets of paper, which I would later learn were tomorrow’s detailed mission sheets. The back wall of the truck box was covered with a variety of radios, speakers, and a jumble of wires. A major and captain were seated at a grey metal desk in the back corner, but they were too engaged in what sounded like a heated discussion to notice my presence. Above them was a shelf that contained an assortment of pamphlets, manuals, and binders. Most of the binders were marked “secret” or “confidential” and all of them showed signs of wear from extensive use. Next to the binders, a small electric fan swung slowly back and forth, but it had little effect on the cloud of cigarette smoke that lingered above the two men. My eyes were drawn to a large acetate-covered chart next to the map. As I studied the chart, I determined that the rows were the various mission types and the columns contained start times, aircraft tail numbers, and the names of the pilots assigned to each helicopter. The chart had fifteen lines for missions, but only nine of the lines were filled in. To the left of the chart was a bulletin board. The September Playboy Centerfold was prominently pinned at the top of the bulletin board. Below it, and slightly to the right, was a small sign with the word, “Weather” printed on it and a typed copy of the latest weather report was posted below it. On the opposite side of the bulletin board, there was a sign with the word “Urgent” printed in bold, red letters, but nothing was posted below it. My spell was suddenly broken by a gruff voice. 

“Who you got there, Wells?” one of the officers asked as he noticed our presence.

“This is Mister Trout, Sir. He’s one of your new replacements.”

“About time!” the major replied as he stood up and walked over to the counter.

I came to attention and then relaxed slightly as the major extended his hand. I quickly wiped my wet hand on my pant leg, which was even wetter and then shook the major’s hand. 

“I’m Major Shack, Mister Trout,” the major said with a firm handshake that equaled my own. Then, turning toward the captain who was now at his side, he said, “This is Captain Hood; he’s our operations officer.”

“Nice to meet you, Sir,” I said in a respectful military-like tone as I shook the captain’s hand. 

The captain’s grip was firm, but his face was expressionless, his eyes tired and worried.

“What’s your first name, Trout?” the captain asked.

“Mike, Sir,” I replied.

“Okay, Mike...you can call me Marty,” the captain said in a tired, soft voice.

I was shocked by the captain’s suggestion that I call him by his first name.

“Whoever heard of such a thing?” I thought to myself. 

“That’s our night operations clerk, Specialist Wessel, but everyone calls him the Weasel,” the captain said with a slight grin as he pointed at the enlisted man, who was still busy talking on one of the two field phones by his desk.

Weasel gave me a gesture that resembled a cross between a sloppy salute and a wave. Then he turned his attention back to the phone.

“I imagine you’re getting pretty hungry, aren’t you, Trout?” the major asked.

“Yes, Sir, I haven’t eaten since this morning.”

“Well unfortunately, you might as well get used to that,” the major chuckled. “Anyway, Marty and I are just about to finish assigning tomorrow's missions. Give us a few minutes and we’ll all walk over to the mess hall.”

“While you’re waiting, you can start familiarizing yourself with the SOP,” (Standard Operating Procedures), the captain suggested as he glanced at the Weasel. 

“I’m going to return to Battalion HQ if that’s okay, Sir.” Specialist Wells said.

“Sure, go ahead, Wells,” the major replied.

“You can pick up your duffel bag whenever you get ready, Mister Trout,” Wells said as he headed for the door.

Once Weasel was off the phone, he handed me one of the small pocket-sized binders and I sat down and began thumbing through the well-worn pages.

I was amazed by the amount of information the book contained. There was a section that listed most, if not all, of the Army’s regulations that pertained to aviation and additional sections on everything from standard procedures and protocols to emergency procedures. About a quarter of the book contained what appeared to be a complete listing of every military unit in the Mekong Delta, along with each unit’s assigned radio frequencies and callsigns. Some of the callsigns were quite humorous and I smiled as I wondered who the twisted individuals were that came up with them. 

“I’ll bet the VC would love to get their hands on one of these,” I thought to myself. “I guess that explains the purpose of the lanyard.” 

As I continued thumbing through the pages, I quickly became overwhelmed by the amount of information the SOP contained and I could feel my stomach starting to do somersaults as I wondered how much of the information I would be expected to know. 

“Did you get it all memorized, Mister Trout?” the major asked, his voice startling me.

“How much of this will I really need to know, Sir?” I asked in a nervous voice. 

“Believe it or not, you’ll probably end up using most of it. But it won’t take you long to figure out what’s important to remember and the rest you can look up when you need to.” 

“I hope so,” I said with a nervous smile.

“You’ll get the hang of it,” the major said in a confident voice. “Nobody expects you to memorize the whole thing.”

“Where’s your poncho, Trout?” the captain asked as he and the major donned their ponchos.

“In my duffel bag,” I replied, turning slightly red. “I guess I didn’t really expect it to keep raining all day.”

My response brought a burst of laughter from the major and a slight grin from the captain. My embarrassment grew as I realized how dumb my reply was. 

“Well, at least you got a good sense of humor,” the major said, still laughing. 

“Take mine, Mister Trout. You can bring it back later,” the Weasel offered. “I’m not going anywhere for a while.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile designed to hide my embarrassment. “I’ll bring it back after chow.”

Captain Hood held the door for the major and I tried to let him go ahead of me, but he wouldn’t have it.

The rain softened to a steady drizzle as we bounced along the boards in single file with the major leading the way. As we walked, the major and the captain alternated switching their flashlights on and off. 

“Where you from, Trout?” asked the major.

“Colorado, Sir,” I replied.

“Denver?”

“No, Sir, Colorado Springs.”

“Colorado Springs! I know it well. I was stationed at Camp Carson a few years back. Beautiful place, Colorado Springs.” Then, after a brief pause, he asked, “Isn’t that where Johnson was from, Marty?”

“No, Sir, he was from Ohio,” the captain replied. 

“That’s right. Wasn’t it right along here that he was hit?”

“It was right by that telephone pole up ahead, Sir.”

“Make damn sure you switch your flashlight on and off when you’re on this side of the road at night, Trout. No sense making yourself an easy target for a VC sniper.”

“Yes, Sir, I’ll remember that.”

We continued on in silence until we reached the road.

“Okay, Mister Trout, let’s see how much water buffalo you got in you,” the major chuckled as he crossed the makeshift bridge that spanned the drainage ditch and stepped into the road. 

The mud quickly swallowed his boots and made a loud sucking noise as he lifted his leg and took another step.  

“Gawd, this country stinks!” I groaned as I followed the major and felt the mud oozing into my boots. 

“Might as well get used to it, Trout. It’ll only get worse,” the major replied, chuckling. 

“I thought all you warrant officers could walk on water,” the captain said with a slight laugh. 

“I guess I missed that part of the training,” I replied, grinning.

“Well maybe, you warrant officers are only human after all,” the captain replied.

I wasn’t sure how to take the captain’s sarcasm, so I didn’t comment further...after all... he was a captain.

Once we reached the other side of the road and we were across the ditch on the opposite side, the captain and the major no longer switched their flashlights on and off, making it much easier to follow the string of boards. 

“Too dark to see anything, but this is our company area we’re in now,” the Major said, motioning around us. 

“Not much to look at yet, anyway,” the captain added. “But it won’t be half bad once everything gets built.” 

“I’ll just be glad when our mess hall is finished,” the major said. “I think we’ve just about worn out our welcome at the engineer’s mess hall.

“I think we wore out our welcome there a long time ago, Sir,” the captain said, with a slight laugh. 

“Well, Paris says ours will probably be finished in another week.”

“Yes, Sir, that’s what he told me too...Providing he can keep getting some extra help and keep people from stealing our lumber. Paris says every time he turns his back...somebody steals a few more boards to make more boardwalks and then he has to organize a raiding party to go steal somebody else’s lumber.” 

“Damn it, Marty! If they get caught again, the general will have my ass. Have you forgotten the fast talking I had to do the last time the MPs caught some of our men stealing lumber?”

“I remember, Sir, but without the lumber we can’t get the mess hall finished.”

“I understand, but you tell Paris, if he or any of his men get caught again... I’ll personally see to it that they all spend another tour in Vietnam!” 

“I’ll tell him, Sir,” the captain replied, grinning.

“I’m not kidding! Make damn sure Paris knows if those men get caught... It’s his ass!” the major warned.

“Do you want me to tell Paris to put a stop to his raiding parties?”

“Hell no! Don’t be stupid! Just tell Paris to make sure nobody gets caught,” the major replied.

The major’s reply made both the captain and me smile, but we said nothing. Although I assumed the major was a tough, by-the-book officer, I was starting to realize that he was no stranger to bending the rules.

“Trout, you got any experience doing construction work?” asked the major after a brief silence.

“A little, Sir.”

“Well, you’re about to get some more,” the major chuckled. “The way things work here in Dong Tam...the engineers provide the plans, the tools, and the material. But we have to provide the manpower. So, I expect all our officers and enlisted men to pitch in as much as possible. Which means when you’re not flying, you’re expected to help with the construction projects and first on the priority list is to finish our own mess hall.”

“No problem, Sir. I’ll be glad to help.”

“Good.”

“Probably be a day or two before you fly, anyway,” Captain Hood said. “We don’t have enough experienced pilots to put another chopper in the air.”

“Wonder what the mess sergeant is serving up tonight,” the Major asked.

“I believe it’s mystery meatloaf night,” the captain replied.

“Hope you’re hungry, Trout,” the Major said, laughing.

“Yes, Sir, I am. Like I said, I haven’t eaten since this morning.”

“Might as well get used to that,” the captain said. “Once you start flying, you’ll do well to get breakfast and supper. But the good news is...even bad chow tastes better when you’re hungry.”

“That’s a fact!” the major added.

“Is the food really that bad?” I asked.

“In all honesty...it’s alright for Army chow,” the captain replied. “Some days it’s better than others.”

“Well, one thing you can always count on in Vietnam, no matter how bad you think things are... it could always be worse,” the major added.

“Are you still talking about the food, Sir...or things in general?” the captain asked, grinning.

“Good point, Marty...Anyway, compared to those poor bastards out in the bush, we pilots have it pretty good,” the major said. “God only knows what some of them are doing right now. One thing you can always count on, no matter how bad you think you have it... somebody always has it worse. Right, Trout?”

“Yes, Sir, I’m sure you’re right,” I replied.

After crossing another road and a well-built bridge that spanned the drainage ditch, I noticed that we were in an area where all the buildings were completed and there were no tents. The basic design of the buildings was the same as those in the rest of the compound, but somehow the buildings looked much better and instead of the maze of single boards connecting the buildings, there was a well-constructed boardwalk.

“This must be the engineer’s company area,” I thought out loud.

“Good guess, Trout. Amazing how all of their buildings are completed and the rest of Dong Tam looks like a gook shanty town,” the major said with a hint of anger in his voice. “They even had time to build themselves a shower and we can’t even get dirt in our damned bunkers!” 

Conversation stopped as we walked by several large diesel-powered generators and a few moments later, we arrived at the engineer’s mess hall. The major paused at the door to use the boot scraper. Then he pulled the door open and held it behind him. The captain and I hastily scraped the mud from our boots and then followed the major inside. The mess hall was alive with loud conversation, laughter, silverware clanking, pots rattling, and all the other usual sounds of a mess hall. A wonderful aroma of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and gravy brought a broad smile to my face and made me realize just how hungry I really was. After removing our dripping ponchos and hats, we hung them on the pegs next to the dozens of others and then followed the major to the serving line.

“I brought you a new victim, Sergeant Ames,” the major said loudly to an overweight man wearing a white T-shirt, fatigue pants, and white cook’s hat with sergeant stripes pinned to it.

The mess sergeant was busy giving orders to the men in the kitchen portion of the mess hall, but after hearing the major’s comment, he paused and turned to face the major.

“Good evening, Major. Always glad to have you and your men as our guests,” the sergeant said with a mock smile. 

“Looks like you really outdid yourself today, Sergeant,” the major taunted. “But I can’t quite make it out. What is it?” 

“Nothing but the best for you and your pilots, Sir. This evening, we have meatloaf, mashed potatoes with gravy, and buttered beans for your dining pleasure,” the mess sergeant replied, still smiling.

“So, is that meatloaf made with beef or water buffalo?”

“I just cook whatever they give me, Sir,” the mess sergeant said with a big grin.

As the server started filling the major’s tray with a helping of meatloaf, the mess sergeant turned his attention back to the men in the kitchen and after muttering something under his breath, he continued to give orders to his staff. The grin on the major’s face suggested that he was satisfied with the aggravation that he had just caused the mess sergeant 

“I keep warning you, Sir. One of these days...that mess sergeant is going to poison you,” the captain said, sporting his own grin.

“The son of a bitch already is,” the major chuckled. “One meal at a time!”

We all laughed and continued down the food line, stopping at each station for the server to spoon a helping into our trays. At the end of the serving line, there was a basket filled with slices of French-style bread and a gallon tub of very soft butter. Next to the butter was a large round cardboard container of totally melted ice cream and beside it were bins of forks, knives, spoons, and a stack of paper napkins. We all passed on the melted ice cream, and after gathering eating utensils, the captain and I followed the major past several eight-foot folding tables, where officers of various ranks were eating, talking, and laughing. Although there were seats available at most of the tables we passed, the major continued to a couple of tables at the very far corner, which I quickly found out was where all the pilots generally congregated. 

As we approached the tables, several of the men exchanged greetings with the captain and the major. 

“Gentlemen, this is Mister Trout; he’ll be joining A Company,” the major announced before taking one of the empty chairs.

A round of cheers, whistles, and laughter erupted from the table and then a baby-faced pilot further down the table asked, “How old are you, Trout?”

“Nineteen,” I replied with a rather intimidated look.

“Another baby hawk!” one of the other men shouted, laughing.

“What’s your date of birth?” the baby-faced pilot asked.

“April 10, 1949,” I replied.

“Damn it...you got me beat by a month!” he said with a disgusted look as the table again erupted in laughter.

“Take a seat, Trout,” the captain said, laughing. “Better eat before your food gets cold.”

“I’m Bill,” the pilot seated on my right said as I sat down.

“I’m Mike,” I said, smiling as I shook his hand.

“And I’m Jim,” the pilot on my left said. “About time we got another FNG.

“Glad to meet you, Jim. I’m Mike,” I said as I took his extended hand.

“What was all that stuff about baby hawks?” I asked, sheepishly.

“Our official callsign is Jayhawk, but some of the guys have nicknames like nighthawk, chicken hawk, and so on. We always call the youngest guy baby hawk,” Bill explained. “And no offense, but you even look like a baby hawk,” 

“Do you shave?” Jim asked with a teasing grin.

“Yeah, I shave!” I replied with an irritated smile. 

“Well, you might think about growing a mustache to make you look older,” Jim said, still grinning.

“Maybe, I’ll do that,” I replied as I looked at the faces around the table and realized that more than half of the pilots had mustaches. 

Conversations around the table returned to normal and I listened quietly as I ate my supper, which was actually quite good.

“Have they figured out where you’re going to bunk?” Bill asked after a few minutes.

“The subject hasn’t come up,” I replied.

“Hey, Major, where is Trout going to bunk?” Bill asked loudly. “There aren’t any empty cots in the Bay of Pigs,”

“I’m not sure,” the major replied. Then, looking at a pilot across the table, he asked, “How about your tent, Mack?” 

“We got no empty cots either and besides that, we’re pretty crowded now, Sir,” the pilot replied with a hint of an Irish or Scottish accent.

“I guess he could spend the night in the pit,” Captain Hood said, frowning.

“The pit?” Bill scoffed. 

“You got a better idea?” the captain asked. 

“No, I guess not,” Bill said after a brief pause. 

“Well, with a name like Trout, I guess you can swim, can’t you, Mike?” Jim asked with a big grin. 

“Yeah, I can swim,” I replied with a confused look.

“Good thing,” Jim laughed.

“You can always give him your bunk,” Captain Hood said with an annoyed look. 

“No, that’s okay,” Jim said, grinning again.

“Well, sounds like the pit will have to do for tonight,” the major said. “We’ll try to figure out something more permanent in the morning.” 

“I got an idea!” another pilot said, smiling. “You can send me home early and he can take my bunk. I assume he’s my replacement anyway. So, how about it, Major?”

“I’ll think about it, Moore,” the major said with a big grin. “But since you already claimed him as your replacement, you can be responsible for showing him around and getting him settled in.”

“No problem, Sir. I’ll take good care of him,” Moore said still grinning.

“Mister Trout, don’t let Moore scare you. He’s the biggest liar in the whole company. Matter of fact, if you disregard about half of what he says, you’ll probably be better off!” the major said. 

The table again erupted in laughter and before Moore could offer a rebuttal, the major stood up and said, “Well, good night, gentlemen. Trout, I’ll see you in my office at 07:30.”

“Zero seven thirty... Yes, Sir,” I said, standing.

Captain Hood also stood up and followed the major while the rest of the men remained seated and casually said good night or offered some other departing words.

“Are you done, Trout?” Moore asked. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” I replied, even though I had actually eaten very little.

“Okay, come on, I’ll buy you a beer,” Moore said as he stood up. 

“We’ll join you,” Bill said as he and Jim got to their feet.

When Tom Moore, Jim, and Bill picked up their trays, I did the same and then I followed them back to the food line, where we scraped the scraps into a garbage can, put our silverware in a bucket, and then added our trays to the stack of other used trays. After putting on our ponchos and hats, we filed through the door in single file and were greeted by a steady downpour of rain. We jogged down the boardwalk and crossed the ditch. I cursed aloud as I stepped into the road and mud again oozed over the tops of my boots. 

“Welcome to Vietnam!” Bill laughed.

Once we reached the maze of single boards, jogging was no longer an option and merely keeping from slipping off the boards became a challenge. We plodded along in single file until we reached a two-story barracks building. 

“Welcome to the Bay of Pigs!” Bill said as we entered and pulled off our ponchos. 

It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the light provided by the string of naked light bulbs suspended from the overhead floor joists and when they did, I instantly thought to myself how appropriate the name was. The building was like most of the other buildings I had seen. It was about twenty feet wide and about sixty feet long. The walls were typical 2 X 4 construction with the studs exposed on the inside and covered on the outside with naked plywood. A two-foot screened opening located about six feet above the floor ran the full length of each side wall. The openings were designed for air circulation, but clear plastic now covered the openings to keep out the rain. Unfortunately, the plastic also kept the stale air in. The floor joists supporting the upper floor were about eight feet above the cement floor, which was covered with chunks of mud that had been tracked in by the tenants. Access to the lower floor, which was occupied entirely by pilots, was via two door openings located at each end of the east wall. The doors consisted of plywood on hinges with a spring to keep them closed. Access to the upper floor, which was occupied by the enlisted crew members, was by two sets of exterior wooden stairs located at both ends of the building. Metal cots with overhead bars to support mosquito netting lined both walls. A footlocker was at the foot of each cot and metal wall locker was in each of the three foot aisles that separated the cots. The outside of the lockers were decorated with a mix of pictures, pinups, and calendars. Several radios, all tuned to the Armed Forces radio station in Saigon, filled the Bay with music. Here and there, fans made futile attempts to move the stale air, which reminded me of my high school locker room after a hard football practice. 

“You buying for all of us, Mister Short Timer?” Bill asked Moore as we followed him to the far end of the building, where an old white refrigerator took up most of the center aisle. 

“Yeah, what hell,” Moore replied.

A piece of cardboard with all the pilot’s names written in magic marker was taped to the refrigerator door. Tom picked up the pencil that was suspended from the cardboard on a string and made four tick marks next to his name. Then he opened the fridge and pulled out four cans of Budweiser. 

“Might as well add your name to the list while you’re here, Trout,” Tom said as he handed me a beer. “Beer is a quarter and pop is ten cents a can. You just put a mark by your name each time you take one. Jake Stout is in charge of the fridge and keeps it stocked. He’ll let you know when it’s time to pay up, which is usually about once a week.”

“We keep it chained up and locked during the day while everyone is out flying to keep it from being stolen and to keep the enlisted men and Gooks from emptying it out,” Jim added as he pulled the tab on his beer. 

“My bunk is at the other end. I’ll introduce you to the rest of the guys on the way there,” Tom said.

I followed Tom down the center aisle and we stopped when he got about halfway to the other end of the Bay. 

“Hey guys! Hey! Listen up!” Tom yelled loudly.

Several of the guys turned down the radios and everyone gave Tom their attention.

“In case you weren’t at the mess hall, this is our new F N G! His name is Mike Trout and he’s my replacement! I want to make sure nothing happens to him! So, make sure you all watch out for him and take good care of him!” Tom shouted loudly. Then laughing, he added, “At least until after I’m gone!” 

“Replacement! I heard you were signing up for another tour,” one of the guys shouted back.

“Another tour, my ass!” Tom retorted, laughing again.

As we continued down the center aisle to Tom’s bunk, music, smoke, laughter, and conversation again filled the Bay of Pigs. Some of the guys waved and others shook my hand as Tom introduced each of the men we passed. 

“This is it. This is where I live when I’m not flying,” Tom said as he collapsed on his cot with a loud sigh. Then, pointing at a tall, skinny guy, wearing jungle fatigue pants that were rolled up to his knees, he said, “That guy with the ugly legs is Victor Morton.”

“Everybody calls me Mort,” Victor said, peering over the top of last month’s Playboy magazine.

“Mike Trout,” I replied. 

“Glad to know you, Mike,” Mort said, as he swung his feet over the side of his bunk and extended his hand. 

“Where you from, Trout?”

“Colorado.”

“Take a load off,” Mort said, motioning for me to sit on the end of his bunk.

“Thanks, don’t mind if I do.”

As I sat down, I suddenly realized how tired I was. It had been a long day. 

“Hey, Bill. Hey, Jim,” Mort said as Bill and Jim joined us. “When are your replacements coming? You guys got here about the same time as Tom, didn’t you?”

“Not quite,” Bill said as he sat on Tom’s footlocker and took a swig of beer. “Tom got here almost a month ahead of us. Matter of fact...as of today, I’ve got 44 days left in this godforsaken place.”

“And I’ve got 34,” Jim added. “But I’m hoping the major will let me leave early.”

“You really think that will happen?” Bill asked in a sincere tone.

“Maybe, if we get some more replacements,” Jim replied. “Unless the major needs me to stick around to keep an eye on you and save your ass.” 

“Save my ass! Are you forgetting who picked you up last week when you went down?” Bill asked, laughing, but obviously irritated by Jim’s comment. “And by the way...that was the second time I saved your ass!”

“I heard you just ran out of fuel,” Mort said with a teasing grin.

“Bullshit!” Jim said, laughing. “That chopper was full of holes and you know it. And if it wasn’t for my superior flying skills...we would have just crashed and burned.” 

“All I know is when I picked you up...you were so scared you had already peed in your pants!” Bill said, trying to keep a straight face.

“My ass! The reason my pants were soaked is because I had to lie in that damned rice paddy for thirty minutes waiting for you to decide if it was safe enough to land and pick me up!” Jim laughed.

“Talk about lack of gratitude! There I go risking my life to rescue you and all you can do is complain,” Bill said with a perturbed look. “I’m tired of sticking out my neck for you!”

“Yeah well... You still owe me.”

“Owe you for what?”

“For risking my life to save your sorry ass!”

“That still makes it two to one, “Bill said, looking annoyed. 

“There you go keeping score again! Okay, I’ll buy you a beer if that makes you feel any better,” Jim said as he crushed his empty beer can. “How about you guys, you ready for another beer?” 

“Sure... Thanks,” I said.

After Mort and Tom shook their heads, Bill and Jim walked toward the refrigerator for more beers, still bantering as they went. 

“We’re all going to miss those two when they leave,” Mort said, grinning and I could see in his eyes that his comment was sincere. 

“Do those guys always argue like that?” I asked.

“Yeah, all the time,” Mort replied. “But everybody knows they’re just kidding around. They’re actually best friends.”

“They’re both great pilots, too,” Tom added. “If you ever go down...you can count on those guys to get you out.” 

When Jim and Bill returned with the beers, they were still jousting. The lively conversation continued as we drank our second beers, but I did more listening than talking and the time passed quickly. By the time I finished my third beer, most of the radios were silent and many of the guys were reading quietly, writing letters, or trying to get some sleep. 

“You about ready to turn in, Trout?” Jim asked.

“Yeah, I’m tired,” I admitted.

“Okay, I need to make a trip to the head and then I’ll walk you back to operations.”

“Sounds good,” I said, yawning.

We stood up and put on our ponchos. Then, I followed Jim out into the darkness. The temperature had dropped a few degrees and the steady drizzle was quite cool. There was a bright spot in the overcast sky, where the moon was attempting to break through the clouds, but it managed to make only a slight difference in the darkness. The latrine was only a short distance from the Bay of Pigs. The odor was powerful. The four-holer was constructed of 2 X 4s and plywood with a corrugated metal roof. A small screen-covered opening was located at the top of the front side to provide some much-needed ventilation. A plywood, spring-loaded door was located at each end for privacy and rolls of toilet paper were strategically located by each hole, with a few reserves located on a single shelf above the seat. Jim took the first hole and I took the one at the other end.

“Did you really get shot down last week, Jim?”

“Yeah, it was no big deal, really. Turns out most of the rounds just went through the engine cowling without doing too much actual damage, but when we started losing oil pressure, I went ahead and put it into autorotation.”

“Anybody hurt?”

“No, but unfortunately, I hit a rice paddy dike and spread the skids. Otherwise, it would’ve been a textbook autorotation.”

“Were you on the ground long?”

“No, it happened just a couple clicks north of the berm. Bill heard my mayday and picked us up a few minutes after we touched down. Took some fire on the way out, but no hits. Bill called in Arty (artillery) and that shut Charlie down real quick.” 

“That must have been pretty hairy!”

“It all happened so quick...and everything was so automatic that we barely had time to be scared.”

“Bill mentioned that it was the second time. What happened the first time?” I asked.

“That was a tough one,” Jim replied slowly in a changed voice.

I looked toward his face, but it was too dark to see his expression. From the tone of his voice, I was sure that it was a painful memory. He didn’t elaborate on the experience further and I respected his silence. In fact, I felt bad about bringing it up.

“If you’re done, we better get out of this place before we fall asleep in here and get asphyxiated,” Jim said after a short silence.

Dong Tam was quiet now and most of the buildings were dark. The springy boards noisily slapped the mud as we walked briskly toward the road. Once we were across the road, Jim was careful to switch his flashlight off and on to avoid making us an easy target for snipers. We stopped in Battalion Headquarters just long enough for me to grab my duffel bag and then we continued on to operations.

“Hey Jim, when I met Captain Hood, he said to call him Marty and I noticed everybody seems to call each other by their first or last name, regardless of rank. What’s that all about?”

“Well, that’s the way things work over here, or at least it does in our unit. A pilot is a pilot. Rank doesn’t mean a whole lot in our unit or in any other aviation unit, as far as I know. Just because some infantry captain went to flight school and got his wings doesn’t automatically make him qualified to fly left seat. So, unless you’re talking to a major or above, everyone is on a first-name basis. Although in reality, since there are so many guys with the same first name, most of the guys just call each other by their last name. Anyway, seniority isn’t based on rank. It’s based on the things that matter the most... like time in country and time in the aircraft. I think Major Shack and Colonel Thomas are both good officers and good leaders. They know the Army and they know how to play the Army game. But they spend ninety-five percent of their time on the ground. It’s a struggle for them to get their minimum four hours of flying time every month just to stay current and draw their flight pay. So, when they do fly, they fly as copilots. That’s not to say they get any less respect, but whoever is flying left seat with them is in charge when they’re in the air. When it comes to flying in a combat situation, the guy in charge needs to be the best pilot with the most experience, regardless of his rank. Matter of fact, we’ve got a pilot in our company that should probably never be allowed to fly left seat, even though he’s been here for three or four months.”

“What’s his name?”

“I’m not going to mention his name, but coincidentally... he’s a captain. Anyway, I’m sure you’ll figure out who I’m talking about after you fly with him a couple of times. His piloting skills are okay, but he’s got terrible judgment and no common sense.”

“Well, thanks for walking me home,” I said as we reached the back of the radio truck.

“You’re welcome,” Jim laughed. “See you tomorrow.”

Inside operations, Weasel was busy copying information from a clipboard onto the acetate-covered mission board with a grease pencil.

“Evening, Sir,” he said as I walked in and shook like a wet dog.

“Good evening,” I said as I pulled off the borrowed poncho. “Thanks for the use of the poncho. It’s coming down pretty good out there.”

“Captain Hood says you’re sleeping in the Pit tonight,” Weasel said, grinning. 

“So, I heard. Sounds inviting. I kept meaning to ask about it, but I forgot...Anyway...what is the pit?”

“It’s a bunker. Before the monsoon started, we kept one chopper and a crew on standby for night missions. We put some cots down there, so the night crew could sleep until they were called out on a mission.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” I said in a relieved tone.

“Well, it does have a slight problem...now that we’re in the rainy season, it has a tendency to fill up with water...unless you bail it out every day. But I already took care of that. So, you should be okay until morning. Anyway, if you’re ready, I’ll show you the way.”

“Yeah, I’m beat. It’s been a long day,” I replied.

“You should probably just leave your gear here. It’ll stay a lot dryer. But you might want to get a towel, and some dry shorts out of your duffel bag to sleep in and since you haven’t been to supply yet, the major said I should loan you a flashlight and a weapon, just in case something happens tonight,” Weasel said as he took his M-16 from the rack and a full clip of ammunition from the shelf above.

I took Weasel's advice and while I was getting a dry towel and dry shorts out of my duffel bag, I also dug out my poncho, which I slipped on and then followed Weasel out the door.

The entrance to the Pit reminded me of a Kansas storm cellar. Weasel pulled open the heavy sheet metal door and as we descended the wooden steps, I quickly realized that the Pit was just that. It consisted of a large hole that had been dug out directly under the radio truck and lined with sandbags. Sheets of plywood served as the floor, which was already covered by a couple inches of water and the ceiling was the underside of the radio truck, which was just a few inches above my head. Two canvas cots were against opposite sandbag walls. A pillow, without pillowcase, and a poncho liner were on each cot. Above each cot, a wooden board partially inserted between layers of sandbags served as a shelf and a wooden peg, inserted in the same manner, served as a coat hook. 

“Well, this is it. Not exactly the best accommodations, but apparently, these are the only empty beds we got,” Weasel said as he swept the bunker with his flashlight. “And at least if Charlie starts lobbing mortar rounds in on us tonight, you’ll be safe down here. As you can see, the sandbags don’t stop the water from seeping in, but you should be okay until morning. But if not... you can use that plastic bucket to bail out some of the water. Normal wake-up time is zero five thirty. But, since you won’t be flying tomorrow, I’ll wake you up after I get back from waking up everyone in the Bay of Pigs.”

“Okay,” I said as I used my flashlight to inspect my new home.

Is there anything else you need?”

“No, I guess I’m all set,” I replied.

“Alright, Sir. I’ll see you a little after zero five thirty.”

Weasel left and after hearing the heavy door close, I let out a deep sigh. I sat down on one of the cots and pulled off my soggy boots. The day had been a long one, perhaps the longest of my life. Interesting, but long and I was exhausted. After pulling off my socks and wringing them out, I pulled off my pants and everything else I was wearing. I dried off with my towel, which felt damp just from the humidity. I slipped on my dry shorts and let out another sigh as I savored the sensation of dry cotton on my water-wrinkled skin. I wrung out the rest of my clothes and hung them on the peg. Then I put my boots and the M-16 on the shelf where they would stay dry. I lay down on the cot and after switching off the flashlight, I placed it under the pillow within easy reach. I could hear the faint sound of the radios above me and the constant hum of the generator that powered them, but I was fast asleep in no time.

I’m usually a fairly light sleeper, or at least I was in those days, but I didn’t remember hearing anything until the next morning when I felt Weasel shaking my shoulder.

“Wake-up call, Mister Trout. Time to get up,” Weasel said as he shined his flashlight in my eyes.

“Okay, I’m awake,” I said as I tried to shake the remnants of sleep from my head.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m awake.”

“Okay, see you later, Sir.”

The heavy door closed with a loud bang. I wiped my eyes and swung my feet over the side of the cot. I immediately let out a startled shriek when my feet touched something cold and slimy. I groped around for my flashlight as visions of a large reptile raced through my mind. I wasn’t really afraid of snakes, but stepping on one in the dark with bare feet would jumpstart anyone’s heart. Once I was standing on top of my cot with the M-16 in one hand and flashlight in the other, I began searching every nook and cranny of the bunker with the beam of light from the flashlight. When I saw that the floor was covered with about 6 inches of muddy water and the plastic bucket was floating in the far corner, I quickly rationalized that what I had felt was merely the mud and water that had seeped into the bunker during the night. I chuckled out loud, but just to be on the safe side, I checked under my cot before lowering my feet back into the murky water. I grabbed my jungle fatigues from the peg. They were just as wet as when I had taken them off. I gave each garment another twist before slipping it on, but the effort made little difference. The worst part of the ordeal was putting on my wet socks. When I pulled my boots off the shelf, I noticed they were covered with a fine layer of green mold. 

“So much for spit-shined boots,” I thought out loud. 

I wiped off the green slime with the wet shorts that I had worn on the previous day and then pulled them on. Water oozed from the leather as I pulled the laces tight. After putting on my poncho, I waded to the doorway. Darkness and rain greeted me as I opened the door and emerged from the pit. I walked to the back of the radio truck and clambered up the steps to the plywood addition. When I stepped inside, Captain Hood was talking on the radio. The young Speck 4, (specialist fourth class), seated at Weasel’s desk, stood up and walked to the counter as I walked in.

“Good morning, Sir.” 

“Good morning, I’m Warrant Officer Trout.”

“Yes, Sir, Weasel told me we got a new pilot. Welcome to Dong Tam. I’m Specialist Walker, the daytime operations clerk.” 

“How was the pit? Hope you slept okay,” Captain Hood said from across the room.

“Actually, I slept like a baby, Sir,” I replied.

“You can call me Marty or just Hood, you know,” he said as he walked to the counter.

“Yeah...I know, but that’s gonna take some getting used to.” 

The door opened and in walked Jim, Bill, and two other pilots who I had met briefly in the Bay of Pigs. They were all wearing their side arms and bulletproof vests which for some unknown reason were commonly called chicken plates. 

“Hi, Mike. I see you survived the pit,” Jim said with a slight laugh as Specialist Walker handed him his detailed mission sheet.

“How deep was the water this morning?” Bill asked, smiling as he received his mission sheet.

“About six inches or so,” I replied.

“Did you bail it out?” Hood asked.

“Not yet,” I said in a tone that implied I was planning to.

“Better not forget. Otherwise, there will be two feet of water in there by tonight,” Hood said.

“Alright, I’ll go do it right now,” I replied, somewhat embarrassed.

“You can do it after breakfast,” Jim said as he finished looking over his mission sheet. Then, looking at Bill, he asked, “How about you, Bill? You got time for breakfast before your first mission?”

“Yeah, I’ve got time,” Bill replied.

“Mike, if you want to hang out here for about 30 minutes, we’ll go do our preflight inspections and run-ups. Then we’ll walk over to the engineer’s mess hall with you,” Jim said.

“Okay, I’ll see you in about 30 minutes,” I replied. 

While I waited for Jim and Bill, the rest of the Jayhawk pilots came into operations. Most of them appeared to be in good spirits, but a few were cranky and appeared to still be half asleep. I exchanged a few words with most of the guys as they checked the mission board to find out their mission assignment, aircraft assignment, and who they were flying with. After checking the mission board, the pilots who had received their aircraft commander ratings or achieved pilot in charge status were handed their detailed mission sheets, while those flying right seat, the copilots, picked up SOPs and emergency radios from Specialist Walker.  

A few of the ACs and PICs, who were commonly called Peter Pilots or Peter Pilots In Charge, made sarcastic remarks or voiced complaints as they looked over their mission sheets. Most of the complaints seemed like they were made in jest, but a few seemed sincere. Regardless, none of the complaints seemed to bother Hood, who either ignored them or replied with canned responses like, “War’s hell ain’t it?” or “Somebody has to do it,” or “Take it up with the old man.”  

When Bill and Jim returned with their copilots, the five of us walked to the engineer’s mess hall together. The sun was obscured by a heavy overcast, but darkness was beginning to give in to daylight anyway and all of Dong Tam was coming to life. On the way to the mess hall, Jim pointed out things of importance around the company area that had been previously masked by darkness.

“That water trailer over there is where we get water to shave and get cleaned up with.”

“Is the water okay to drink?” I asked.

“I haven’t had a drink of plain water since I left the States,” Bill said, chuckling. 

“The water in the trailers comes from the My Tho River, which runs along the south side of the compound,” Jim explained. “According to the engineers, it’s been filtered, treated, and it’s safe to drink, but nobody actually ever drinks the water.” 

“That’s not true,” Bill argued. “Where do you think the water they use for cooking, and making coffee, and bug juice comes from?”

“I meant nobody ever drinks it straight!” Jim said in a defensive tone.

“Well, you’re probably right about that,” Bill conceded. 

Once we were inside the mess hall, we went through the serving line and then sat at the usual table. The mess hall was crowded with regular officers from various units, but only a handful of the pilots had time for breakfast before their first missions, which for the most part
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