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			A boy I went to school with left his legs in Viet Nam. He once told me that, after most people got to know him, they would eventually ask, “What was it like in Viet Nam?”

			What a question to ask! What was Viet Nam like? No one wants to learn about the geography or the topography when they ask that question. Their next question is always, “Did you kill anyone?”

			“How the hell should I know,” he'd answer, “I was only there eight days!”

			Eight days. I can visualize exactly what he looked like then. Another FNG who didn't know anything. Everyone too busy or tired to show him anything. I imagine he looked like the young man portrayed as one of three infantrymen in the sculpture at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. Most people who look at the sculpture don't realize what they are seeing. There is more there than three tired young men. When I first saw the statue, I just shook my head. I wondered why the artist had made such a glaring error—until I realized he had shown the truth. In the small group, the error of carrying a belt of ammunition with the cartridge bullet tips pointing toward his neck makes one man immediately recognizable as the typical expendable replacement, the new guy no one knows. And no one cares if he lives or dies. When I stood in front of the statue, like a lot of old soldiers, I felt the urge to reach out and twist the ammunition belt so the bullets wouldn't abrade his neck. Wearing a belt of ammunition backwards is a small mistake, but those little errors slow you down and can kill.

			I never asked my friend how he happened to lose his legs and he never volunteered any information. I suppose we both knew if he had told me how it occurred, all I could say about his loss would have been “Xin loi,” the only Vietnamese words a lot of soldiers knew. But those two short words said it all. Just about everyone learned this phrase shortly after they arrived in country. They were the American soldier's generic answer to almost every problem.

			Eight days in country were enough to learn these words, but even those of us who were there much longer knew very few other words of Vietnamese. Few of our soldiers even knew how to say, “Hello!” While we did use some local words and phrases from our infrequent contact with the Vietnamese, one has to wonder about our choices. The local words we all used from the Delta to the DMZ speak volumes about us: kill; crazy; go away fast; come here; stop. There must be some hidden reason we chose to use Vietnamese for these hard words. One reason, perhaps, was to ensure that there was no mistake in translation when we spoke these words. There was one expression, however, that we used daily in our conversations with each other which was perfect for our war: Xin loi. Depending on the tone of voice or how it was used in a sentence, it meant “Sorry about that,” but could also mean “Fuck you.” Xin loi was our way of sincerely expressing a complete lack of empathy. It is God's reply to the question asked by every casualty: “Why me?”

			While my friend didn't serve much time in country, a pair of legs is a pretty steep price for a short trip to Asia. He was one of many, many young men who were finished with the war almost as soon as they walked into the rice. Prior to becoming resigned to our fate and losing our fear, most of us had occasionally envied those boys who were wounded soon after they arrived, considering them lucky. Their war was finished quickly, and while their bodies were torn, their souls had not been scarred. They had missed the day-after-day mind-numbing fear and brutality of guerrilla warfare that worked as a dull rasp to slowly wear away frivolous civilian emotions and fraudulent morals until nothing was left but the harsh truth. By leaving so fast, they missed learning something very subtle that only came with experience. There came a point when a person realized there was something sublime about being in contact with the enemy, and that there was much more to that inner feeling of well-being than just adrenaline. Only the new guys wondered why so many guys smile during a firefight.

			After you have faced the enemy guns several times and realize the fight is a ceremony of life, not death, you tend to start thinking about what is happening. The lessons in the muzzle flashes show the way, the light, and the truth. The dead of both sides, sprawled in the dirt with limbs askew and leaking Rorschach blots of bright red blood, are omens to be divined. What do they say? They seem to scream out lessons that go unheard. You can read secrets in the alphabet of the dead. It's too easy to not see the forest for the trees. Combat is not about death, as there is a lot more death in peace than in war. The firefights become intoxicating and addicting. There is a lesson to be learned and, just when you start to think that you recognize the answer, you realize you don't know the question. The muzzle flashes of enemy guns wink like the eyes of the gods. Do you get what they mean? Bright tracers float toward you bringing messages from the angel of death. Bullets that miss were sent to tell you things not found in the Bible. Heavy contact with the enemy is more religious than a church service but you only realize it afterward. You know you just experienced something extremely important but you forget what it was. Your hands subconsciously pat your body, feeling for blood or wounds, while the euphoria of being shot at and missed fills your brain like heroin. You know something was shown to you. But then again, perhaps adrenaline fogged my brain and it was an illusion. I could have sworn there was something being given to us but we were too foolish to take it. Nonetheless, something drew us to the bright muzzle flashes of the enemy guns like moths to a flame.

			Sometimes, however, those muzzle flashes left scars on our souls. There was never any honor or glory in anything we did, but some days broke our hearts. Even though combat made us hard as steel, there were on occasion incidents that were too tough for us to rationalize. Occasionally the chatter of automatic weapons uttered things about ourselves we didn't want to learn.

			I once spent a bright sunny afternoon and the fading twilight of the same evening watching a young man die. A teenage soldier had been shot in front of a camouflaged enemy bunker. He was lying wounded under the muzzle blast of an NVA machine gun. His comrades were scattered behind him and lay on both sides of the trail as bullets shredded shrubs lining the trail. A small group of infantrymen, they had attempted to save their wounded point man by outflanking the bunker, but had received heavy fire from camouflaged fighting positions on its flanks. Neither artillery nor air strikes could be used on the enemy position without destroying the wounded boy with the bunker, so the infantry platoon leader had called for gunships. My platoon leader, Nine Six, received the order to fly over their position.

			After being briefed on the mission, Nine Six, who was flying as aircraft commander (AC) on my ship, radioed our other two gunships, telling them to follow and help destroy a bunker. Heading northeast, skimming treetops of the Ho Bo Woods, in a few minutes we passed over a river and circled the area of the map coordinates given. After we made radio contact with the troops lying in the brush, the ground commander quickly explained the problem while we flew low circles above him to familiarize ourselves with the terrain. Listening to the conversation on the radio and looking down at the wounded boy sprawled in front of the bunker, I watched the muzzle blast of a machine gun dance from the bunker's firing port. Our infantry were pinned down. They wanted us to save their point man and to destroy the bunker with a rocket. Easier said than done. Our rockets weren't very accurate and we had to hit the bunker without killing the wounded soldier. Nine Six decided to send our other two ships to circle to the northeast while he tried to knock out the bunker with rockets.

			My ship then left the infantry patrol, flew east to the nearby river to gain a little altitude, turned sharply and dove toward the bunker. Rolling in hot, Nine Six put rockets on the eastern side of the bunker, but the NVA machine gun continued to fire at the prone infantrymen sprawled in the dirt on both sides of the trail leading to the bunker. Flying as low and slow as possible, Nine Six tried to ensure that our rockets would not miss the bunker and hit the wounded soldier. Turning around, we made a second gun run. As our rockets impacted next to the bunker, enemy positions north of the bunker fired several rocket-propelled grenades at our ship. Flying through the dust and the smoke from our exploding rockets, I heard the infantry platoon leader screaming on the radio, “Cease fire! Cease fire! Stop your rockets, you're hitting us!”

			“We're not even close to you!” Nine Six told him angrily. “RPGs are missing us and impacting around you.” Our platoon prided itself on never hitting our own infantry, and I believe Nine Six took it as a personal insult that the ground commander thought he had fired a rocket into a friendly position.

			Deciding our rockets weren't accomplishing anything except blowing the vegetation from the bunker, and to prove to the infantry that RPGs were hitting near them and not our rockets, Nine Six advised the ground troops we were going to knock the bunker out with hand grenades.

			I knew we would be going in low and slow from east to west, flying level with the tops of the low shrubs screening the bunker, and that Nine Six expected me to put a hand grenade into the bunker.

			Prior to dropping grenades, we made a practice run. As our skids knocked leaves from the shrubs, I machine-gunned every possible hiding place to the right and left of the bunker, hoping to hit any men hidden in spider holes on the flanks. While I sprayed the area a few meters under our left skid, our gunner sent a stream of tracers into the NVA positions firing RPGs and small arms from our right. After passing two meters above the bunker, we immediately made a hard left, turning a semicircle toward the front of the bunker.

			As soon as our turn brought us over the trail the bunker guarded, the firing port of the bunker glowed bright yellow-orange from the muzzle flash of the enemy machine gun. I had never been so close to the wrong end of a machine gun; it was fascinating watching the flame of the muzzle flash pulsate and dance before my face. Gunships cannot hover, but we seemed to be suspended over the infantry as our ship crawled through the air above the trail until we passed two meters above the heels of the wounded soldier. The pulsating, hypnotic glow of the NVA machine gun had made time irrelevant and our ship inched its way through the thick gelatinous mass of semifrozen time over the bunker. With all the time in the world, I leaned forward out the door and poured machine gun rounds into the bright muzzle flash throbbing from the gun port. Drifting toward the bunker, the wind from our rotor blades and the muzzle blast of the NVA machine gun combined to ripple the blond hair and clothing of the wounded boy. The rippling made it appear he was trying to move. Only his hands or head moved, however, indicating he was hit in the spine. Without the use of his legs, he wasn't going to crawl from the bunker. Keeping my rounds from the wounded man, and ignoring the enemy entrenched in the fighting positions north of the bunker, I concentrated on putting bullets into the face of death, grinning at me in the flame dancing out of the firing port. Our two other gunships tried to cover our flank by firing rockets into the area where we were receiving the RPG fire, but each time I glanced north, the twinkling muzzle flashes of enemy guns sparkled in the low brush.

			After passing the bunker on our practice run, we flew east, did a quick turn over the river, and with our skids in the brush, headed back to kill the bunker. Going in on our first grenade run, Nine Six told me to throw the grenade at my discretion at the back of the bunker in an attempt to put it in the rear entrance. Fatalistically taking a fragmentation grenade out of its black cardboard container, I wished for a miracle—anything that would stop or change our attack. We fought bunkers until someone was dead—and sometimes it wasn't the occupants of the bunker. I would never have volunteered to throw grenades next to a wounded soldier, but I had no choice. I knew I would never forgive myself if I killed the young man. Leaning out of the open doorway to my left, grenade pin pulled, I held the spoon tightly and gazed at the wounded boy lying directly in front of my target and waited stoically for an NVA bullet to hit me. No matter what happened, I had to keep my grenades away from the front of the bunker and the wounded soldier. Forgetting everything else, I looked down through the smoke trails of RPG rounds and tried to judge our airspeed, the possible location of the bunker entrance, and the arc of a grenade thrown from a moving helicopter. As always, when trying to destroy a bunker, I felt vulnerable hanging out of the ship, holding a hand grenade. I would be unable to shoot back if an NVA soldier popped up the camouflage cover of his spider hole and emptied his AK-47 at me.

			This can't be happening, I told myself, hoping to wake from a bad dream. Why me?

			I didn't want the responsibility of knocking out this bunker. Not with the wounded boy so close to it. I was not confident I could keep a grenade from exploding near the wounded soldier, but I knew I had better not kill him. On the other hand, I realized I might be shot as we approached the bunker. The NVA soldiers in the nearby spider holes were not going to ignore me while I dropped grenades on their friends. I couldn't win. Releasing the grenade spoon, I held an armed grenade ready to explode in seconds. In those few seconds, I reminded myself that I had volunteered for this job and wondered why I had ever joined the Army.
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		Anthracite coal country, hard coal and hard times, Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania, is where I'm from. Not a prosperous place during my youth, it still isn't. Energy competition from fuel oil and natural gas had made most coal mines in the county uneconomical after World War II and Schuylkill County, instead of joining the country's postwar boom, slipped back toward the Depression. Growing up, it was rare to see neighbors buy new cars, eat in restaurants or take a vacation. Our families seemed to just barely get by. But, since everyone was in the same economic boat, we young people felt the situation was probably the same everywhere. While television and movies indicated there was a prosperous life out there, we tended to regard such indications as fairy tales.

		Our small town was a typical mining community, probably extinct in America today. It was a town of four thousand people with two movie theaters, two supermarkets, thirty-five bars and twenty-seven churches. Like other nearby mining towns, ours had a lot of bars because they were the social meeting places for neighborhoods. There were a lot of churches because no one would ever think of going to church with people of a different nationality. We might work together, go to school together and drink together, but, whether Catholic or Protestant, church was for those of your own ethnic group from the old country. We grew up hearing a dozen foreign languages spoken on our block, and being American kids, we learned none of them.

		We didn't have many diversions growing up and were left to find our own amusements. Society catered to adults then, not children. Like all teenagers we talked about what we were going to do and where we would go, and we were all sure that we would never stay in Saint Clair. Judging from our environment, life was going to be a struggle to get by, but we realized the struggle probably would be easier somewhere else. There were quite a few boys in my high school class who looked to the military as a way of escaping the reality of closed coal mines.

		The older males we knew were strictly blue-collar workers whose biggest adventure in life was to have served in the Big War, WWII. We grew up hearing stories of our relatives and neighbors conquering the Japanese and Germans. They had marched through Burma; sailed the Pacific and North Atlantic; parachuted into France; blown up a bank and filled knapsacks with jewels in Belgium; lost their booty in German counterattacks; were the Bulge at Bastogne; drove the first tank into Manila.

		After WWII stories, it seemed that every adult's second favorite conversation was to complain about every level of government. Yet it was somehow understood that everyone was expected to back the government and its policies, no matter what their personal feelings might be about those policies. During the Viet Nam War years, adult discussions always generalized the conflict as a waste of time, money and lives, but there was never what would be called an anti-war mentality. Instead, conversations were slanted toward the stupidity of those in charge. It made no sense to our citizens that the government would expend such energy and funds on an unknown third world country like Viet Nam. Who cared if it went Communist? To those who had fought for continents, wasting years and men for rice paddies and jungle was incomprehensible. Where was the Paris to liberate? Where was the evil madman to destroy? Our television news programs showed American troops burning peasant homes and villages, not liberating them.

		A stranger might have thought there was a lack of support in our country for the war in Viet Nam. Not true. In our communities, it was accepted that, if a young man was of military draft age, he should anticipate serving in the armed forces. There were very few draft dodgers in our county and no organized antiwar movement. If drafted, a young man was expected to serve honorably. There was no lack of support for the common soldier.

		While the draft was accepted as part of our lives, it was also the local consensus that, while one might be drafted, no one would be so foolish as to actually join the U.S. Army. If you were going to volunteer, join the Navy, the Air Force or even the Marines. Any armed service but the Army. Most of the older men remembering World War II thought that the Army wasted its troops, using them as cannon fodder. In their opinion, the Army of World War II fought a war of attrition—the favorite tactic being a human wave attack. Joining the Navy or Air Force would at least mean a bed to sleep in and three hot meals a day. As for the Marines, our local veterans believed the Navy invented the Marines so that sailors wouldn't have to march in parades. Since most of our local veterans had served in the Army during World War II, they always rooted for Navy in the annual Army-Navy football game and strongly suggested that young men consider enlistment in other branches of the armed forces.

		For those of us in high school in the 1960s, there didn't appear to be many choices for the future. I doubt if any of us really knew what we wanted to do with our lives; we had no awareness of choices available. The military seemed the only profession interested in us—they sent recruiters to the high school to talk to seniors. We were not the sons of doctors, lawyers or engineers and had no contact with people who were professionals. We were expected to find blue-collar work.

		I think back on high school as a warehouse for teenagers rather than an educational institution. It's surprising more of us didn't quit school. Even though fighting was occurring in Viet Nam, most of us knew older boys in the military and knew that relatively few troops were sent to Viet Nam. Local boys were coming home on leave from Iceland, Spain, Germany, Korea and other countries, but I knew of only two local boys who had gone to Viet Nam in 1966. When I graduated in June 1966, approximately 25 percent of my senior class had enlisted in the military. I was the only one going into the Army.

		Why did I join the Army? I viewed the military as an escape from small-town boredom and monotony. I wanted to experience adventure in capital letters. All through my senior year the news media were full of stories about the conflict in Viet Nam. I noticed most stories included helicopters. At eighteen, I wanted to experience war—and helicopters. The U.S. Army seemed to be the way to go. I couldn't understand how other eighteen-year-old boys could consider joining the military to drive trucks, type, cook, et cetera. I picked helicopter training, not to learn a trade, but to ensure that I would get into combat.

		I doubt if very many boys of my age enlisted to purposely serve in Viet Nam. Many young men were doing everything they could to avoid serving anywhere. Quite a few of them would regret not having served with those who went. But we didn't really need them and they probably would have only slowed us down. I believe that Viet Nam was my generation's chance to do something unusual, and I had no intention of not participating in history. I was one of those boys of fighting age who were afraid to miss the action.

		Eight days following my graduation from high school, I raised my right hand and vowed to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States. Ten minutes later, I was boarding a bus headed south to Fort Gordon, Georgia, for basic training. Two hundred and thirty-nine young men and I were to spend eight weeks in Georgia under a hot summer sun learning the basic skills expected of every soldier in the U.S. Army. Here we would learn Close Order Drill (march in formation everywhere); military courtesy (everyone who outranked us should be considered a god); first aid (never use your battle dressing to bandage anyone else; save your clean battle dressing for your own wounds); the M-14 rifle (it's heavy so that when we ran out of ammunition, we could use it to beat someone to death); bayonet drill (tai chi); squadtactics (the guy behind you is more likely to shoot you than the enemy).

		We were welcomed to Fort Gordon by screaming drill sergeants who intimidated us before we even were out of our bus. Our first group activity was to march to the barber to get haircuts so that we would look alike. The military haircuts showed we had something in common—whether city boys or country, northern Yankees or southern rebels—scars on our heads from rock fights.

		We were measured for clothes and boots and were soon issued our clean, bright olive drab fatigues and black combat boots. During the next two months we would turn our clothes white with salt deposits from our sweat, while our boots would shine like mirrors from constant “spit shining.” All civilian clothes worn on our trip to Georgia were either shipped home or thrown away. We would be wearing nothing except green for a long time.

		My new home in Georgia would be an old two-story barracks built as a temporary building in World War II. Thirty men to one large room on each floor with no privacy whatsoever. We slept in bunk beds and soon learned why, if given a choice, a soldier always took a top bunk. No one sat on it to mess it up. Our clothes were hung on the wall behind the bunks in a prearranged order—no fancy wall lockers here. Our footlockers sat in the barracks' center aisle and held small folded items like underwear and socks. The footlocker also held mandatory personal gear such as toothbrush and tooth powder (toothpaste was not allowed); shaving brush and shaving soap (no shaving cream allowed); a razor with five extra double-edge blades, no more, no less; comb (mandatory, even though we had no hair); cleaning items— shoe polish, brass polish, et cetera. One day in the future we would realize that barracks life was easy living.

		Basic training was a combination of physical and mental brainwashing. We were no longer considered individuals; our squad, platoon and company were what mattered. Everyone was part of a team and we had better learn to function as a team. Mass punishment was the rule. If a squad member screwed up, the whole squad suffered. If a squad screwed up, the whole platoon suffered. An infraction by one person meant everyone would be doing push-ups.

		Needless to say, mass punishment encouraged everyone in the squad or platoon to have their gear prepared. Group discipline seemed stupid and ridiculous to us; we thought it was unfair for everyone to be punished for another person's mistake. We didn't realize it but we were being trained to take care of each other. After a while, no one looked at his own uniform and gear without subconsciously watching what the other guys in the squad were doing. It was the old story of a chain being as strong as its weakest link. The system was going to force us to work as a team and was going to force the strong to help the weak. We slowly learned that if we helped each other and worked together, mass punishment became less frequent. If someone had a problem that caused us to suffer, it would benefit all of us to help that person meet the standards of our sergeants. We had no idea that our sergeants were manipulating us. We were the ones training our slowest learners, not the sergeants.

		Several years later, when serving with men who had actually been drill instructors, I learned our treatment was part of the master training plan. While I hadn't really noticed it during basic training, the plan also allowed drill sergeants to disappear periodically to rest while their counterparts kept us too busy to notice their absence. They would then reappear refreshed and we would not even notice that they had been missing. No wonder they were able to run us into the ground. Another trick was to “pile on” any soldier who might question their power. At the first hint of possible insubordination from a trainee, two, three or four sergeants would immediately surround the perceived possible threat to their command and intimidate the trainee into submission. The sergeant originally challenged was the one who shouted loudest and who gave the final commands.

		The first several weeks of training were spent learning dismounted drill (no one ever told us what mounted drill was), military courtesy, military justice, military this, military that. We could hardly wait to be through with the basic military subjects: we wanted our rifles. The highlight of basic was the day in the third week of training when we received our M-14 rifles. The rifle was a symbol of acceptance—the supreme tool of the trade. A weapon meant we were warriors. We smiled with joy when we walked away from the arms room, carrying our rifles and bayonets.

		Even though we carried our rifles everywhere for five weeks, we only spent a week firing them. Rather than shoot at a fixed bull's-eye target as the Marines were trained to do, our training was based on the theory that any hit on a man was a good hit and that multiple targets at varied ranges had to be engaged instantly. Our targets were head or head-and-shoulder targets out to one hundred meters; half-torso with head at two and three hundred meters; three-quarter torso with head at longer distances. Targets were electronically controlled so that they could be made to pop up as singles, doubles or triples. As always, the military was training us to fight the last war. We were practicing for the human wave attacks of the Korean War. Each target had an electronic sensor that could register if a bullet had hit that target. When a bullet passed through the target, the sensor automatically folded down the target so that the scorer knew the target had been hit. When someone in Viet Nam described his job as being a “pop-up target,” this is what he was talking about. Good description.

		Of course, there were some people who just couldn't master the program. Every company had a few guys who were still going back to the range weeks after the rest of their unit had qualified with their weapons. These men would be shooting until they could hit something; the Army was not going to let them out of basic without the minimum skill necessary to shoot at a man and hit him. Our sergeants called it the “Lee Harvey Oswald theory.” Oswald barely scored the minimum on his Marine Corps marksmanship test, but he hit a president, riding in a moving vehicle, in the head using a rifle known to be a piece of junk. Shows the value of good training.

		While we spent a week on the ranges firing our weapons, we spent more than a week practicing to use our rifles as spears. That's what we had when we attached a bayonet to the end of a rifle. No matter how busy our day might be, our sergeants always found time for us to practice the slow “tai chi” movements and the traditional sacred mantra of bayonet practice. “What's the spirit of the bayonet?” a sergeant would yell periodically, and with religious fervor the troops would scream their reply, “To Kill! To Kill!” The monastic chant of bayonet drill was supposed to build “Spirit.” I don't think that the Army does bayonet drill anymore. There might be a lesson there.

		Most training stressed that we were to shoot or stab someone else, but we also had to realize that we might be the person shot or stabbed. Basic first aid training for combat wounds was given frequently and, while many of us had learned first aid in the Boy Scouts, the scoutmasters hadn't been too interested in teaching us how to treat sucking chest wounds. It seemed to be the favorite wound of the military, perhaps because the treatment worked if you or your buddy had been lucky enough to get a piece of shrapnel in the lung and not be literally vaporized into molecules of blood and flesh by high explosives. I recall being advised to avoid getting hit in the liver; it was extremely painful and always fatal. Probably good advice if one is being given a choice of where he will be shot, though I don't recall anyone ever asking my preference prior to shooting at me. What we really were taught was to do the best that we could to save our buddies: they were all we had. Never abandon your wounded! Stop the bleeding, clear the airway, protect the wound, treat for shock. In this game of high-velocity bullets and high explosives, you may be next. Take care of your friends and they will take care of you. It all seemed very important and everyone paid attention.

		In retrospect, the Army probably did a good job of training us. But there was one item of warfare that was neglected. The whole issue of taking enemy prisoners was never mentioned. We were told what to do if we were captured: give our name, rank and serial number. But I cannot recall anyone ever teaching us how to take and secure enemy prisoners. I know that when we practiced assaulting bunkers, we fired our blank ammo into the occupants of the bunker. In bayonet practice, we were never told to stop the thrust of the blade if an opponent surrendered. First aid specifically taught how to treat our own wounded. While nothing was ever actually said, it seemed to be understood that prisoners were not a priority. I think we learned this lesson very well.

		Eventually basic training ended. We could march, salute, shoot, bayonet, pull KP and generally function in the U.S. Army. It was an experience we would always remember. After basic, we were probably in better physical condition than we would be in Viet Nam; we ate better and had more rest. Mentally, we were still soft clay needing the heat of combat to form us into soldiers. Those of us who survived a year of combat in Viet Nam were going to be hardened to a degree unimaginable to most civilians.

		Leaving Fort Gordon and basic training, I was off to Fort Eustis, Virginia, to learn about helicopters. We were taught a lot about helicopters, but the pace was fast. We probably forgot most of what we learned as quickly as it was taught to us. Almost all of our instructors had been in Viet Nam and they would constantly reassure us that we were only being given a basic mechanical understanding of helicopters. Probably the first thing we learned was what to call a helicopter. It was always referred to as a “ship,” which was short for “airship,” and I still cringe when I hear someone call a helicopter a “chopper.” As in any profession, we had to learn the jargon of the job. Even though we spent long hours becoming familiar with helicopters, we couldn't expect to become expert mechanics as a result of our training. When we were sent to Viet Nam, we'd be so busy working that we'd soon know how to take a helicopter apart and put it back together in our sleep. I can't honestly say that our training was very helpful, but I would later learn that our instructors were right about learning things when we were working on the flight line. Actual experience would be our best teacher.

		Most of the men in our class didn't care much about learning how to fix helicopters. While a few had enlisted specifically to become helicopter mechanics, with the idea of converting their military schooling into a future career, the majority of us were trying to use helicopter repair school as a means to an end. For most of us, helicopter school meant becoming a crew chief on our own “ship”: the crew chief flew as the left-door gunner. Door gunner was the coolest job in the Army. Say Viet Nam and you think helicopter. Say helicopter and you think door gunner.

		There was no military occupational specialty (MOS) specifically designating a soldier to be a door gunner; therefore, no one was trained to be a helicopter door gunner. The crew chief, however, automatically became the man at the left-door gun whenever his ship flew. If you wanted to fly with a machine gun, the best way to do it was to go to school to become a crew chief/mechanic.

		The right-door gunner usually came from whatever troops happened to be available when a door gunner was needed. Helicopter door gunners not only flew but also used the best work of art in the U.S. Army, the M-60 machine gun. A perfect meld of form and function that sent 750 rounds per minute to a target, it was the one weapon that all troops truly loved; every other weapon was merely a tool. Whether in the air, on the ground or on an armored vehicle, the M-60 was the weapon of choice. Sitting on a helicopter with an M-60 allowed one to travel fast in relative comfort, heavily armed. A high percentage of American casualties would be helicopter crewmembers, but we didn't know or care. Since the only guaranteed way to be a door gunner was to become a crew chief, we were going to be crew chiefs.

		For the most part, training was tedious and boring, but our last week of training was fun and exciting. For a week we practiced helicopter assaults into Virginia swamps. We fired away with blank ammunition, conducted ground sweeps of mock Vietnamese villages where we stepped on mines and were shot by troops dressed as Viet Cong, and listened to our instructors tell their war stories of 1965 and 1966. We should have paid attention and noticed how we were slaughtered in our war games. Just because our instructors faced poorly equipped guerrillas in their war was no reason to believe that we would. A lot of us were going to face disciplined North Vietnamese soldiers who were equipped with weapons as good as or better than ours. While the instructors laughed about jumping into bunkers to escape 60mm mortar fire, we'd hide from 122mm rockets that leveled bunkers. Our instructors didn't give us the impression that the war was going to be either difficult or dangerous. They made it sound easy, the classic fight of Elhanan against Goliath. And we were Goliath. We had no idea that things were going to be a hell of a lot different for us in the land of rice and opportunity.

		Following my training at Fort Eustis in early December of '66, I returned home to Schuylkill County for a two-week leave prior to reporting for my next duty assignment in Texas. On leave I was surprised by the lack of interest my old friends had about the war in Viet Nam. The conflict had been discussed daily in the barracks. Back on the block, no one seemed to give the subject much thought until they were drafted. My two-week leave went fast and, several days prior to Christmas, I traveled to Fort Hood, where I was assigned to an air cavalry troop. This unit was air cavalry in name only, however. Stateside units were very low on the priority list to receive helicopters, so our troop only had two helicopters instead of the authorized thirty. It wouldn't have made much difference even if we had helicopters because I was carried on the troop TO&E roster (Tables of Organization & Equipment) as an infantryman. So much for joining the military to go to school and learn a trade.

		It didn't really matter how the troop roster carried us. We were one of many units at Fort Hood with no mission and little equipment. I suspect that we were considered cannon fodder in case of war in Europe. We had rifles and trucks and, in an emergency, could have been sent anywhere. We also were issued heavy winter clothing, so it was pretty obvious that we were not held in reserve for duty in Viet Nam. Our life was endless inspections, make-work details, marching and loafing.

		All through 1967, various units from brigade size down to company size would be formed at Fort Hood for deployment to Viet Nam. Every few weeks, several of the men in our troop would either be assigned to one of these new units or get orders to deploy to Viet Nam as individuals. The rest of us considered these guys lucky. We were bored and demoralized. Periodically, we would also receive replacements in our troop, either troops returning from Southeast Asia or new guys just out of training. While the armored units at Fort Hood appeared to lose and gain troops from similar units stationed in Germany, our cavalry troop soldiers had two possible military career options. They were either going to leave Fort Hood to go to Viet Nam, or they were going to spend the rest of their short military careers at Fort Hood, Texas.

		One thing we did continually in 1967 was train for riot control. It was a common theme at Fort Hood. Everywhere we looked, we saw troops practicing the slow one-step shuffle with rifles held to the front, bayonets extended—riot control formations. While riots had been a common occurrence in the black districts of scattered cities throughout the country, our troop was always given the impression that we were training for different riots: antiwar demonstrations. Rumor had it that the 2nd Armored Division was being held in reserve to reinforce the primary riot control troops that were to be used in Washington. We were told that, if called, we would either be used as a human fence with bayonets protecting federal buildings or as a slow shuffling fence of bayonets to clear streets and control crowds. Repeatedly, we were taught that human beings feared “cold steel” and that the sight of our bare bayonets was a psychological weapon. Mobs would back up when the line of bayonets advanced.

		As I recall, we trained in platoon formations, which would, in actual service, link with other platoons in our troop. If necessary, our troop would link with other troops; our squadron with other battalions. While the training was hot, dusty and monotonous, it was interesting to learn that there was some logic used to control crowds. Classes were given to explain how small units of disciplined troops could use city terrain to control a mob. As long as we held our line, we could split large mobs into smaller, more controllable, leaderless groups by maneuvering sections of the group into alleys or side streets. Avenues of escape were also considered in the plan. Certain streets were left as escape routes, since we were not attempting to trap or kill a mob, but to disperse it. It actually sounded as if it might work, as long as our line held.

		To ensure the line did hold, discipline was stressed. We would not have loaded weapons; we each had an M-14 rifle with a bayonet—in other words, a spear. Behind each platoon were four armed men: the platoon leader, a radioman, a rifleman and a NCO with an automatic weapon. If any opposing gunfire was received, armed soldiers behind the bayonet rank would engage it. Soldiers on the line would hold the line and not break into a mob themselves.

		While our troop was never activated for riot duty, it was common to meet and talk to guys from other units who had gone to the Detroit riots. According to their stories, the Michigan National Guard had been undisciplined and uncontrollable. They had turned riot control into urban warfare and had been firing the .50-caliber machine guns on their armored personnel carriers (APCs) into any building from which a shot was fired. Several years later, in 1970, when four students were killed at the antiwar demonstration at Kent State University, I was not surprised to learn that a National Guard unit was involved. While people may not have thought much of soldiers during the Viet Nam War years, we soldiers on active duty thought even less of the National Guard.

		Sometime in mid-1967, I was promoted to specialist four, the technical equivalent of a corporal. Corporals, by the way, were relatively rare. Artillery batteries had corporals, usually the company armorer was a corporal, and NCOs who had been reduced in rank might be corporals. Nearly all of the troops who were promoted went from private first class to Spec 4, even in the infantry. The barracks myth was that after ex-corporal Napoleon and ex-corporal Hitler, the military system was trying to minimize delusions of grandeur in corporals by eliminating them.

		Even though I had been promoted, I was still at Fort Hood and time seemed to drag. My brother was now in a hospital in Viet Nam recovering from malaria; his letters didn't make Viet Nam sound like fun. On the other hand, he apparently was doing something before being hospitalized. We at Fort Hood were just marking time and accomplishing nothing. Every so often, I would fill out another 1049 (Request for Transfer) to go to Viet Nam, but it seemed as if I was doomed to sit out my entire three-year enlistment in Texas. The days seemed endless; monotonous duties and endless inspections five and a half days every week. When released for the weekend following inspection at noon on Saturday, we spent our free time drinking beer or killing time. We felt like prisoners. I had volunteered, but I used to wonder how draftees kept their sanity. Is it any wonder that men fled to Canada to evade the draft? Who would ever want to throw away two years of their life vegetating at an Army installation? How could the Army force men to live such a nonproductive existence? Our service in Texas was much, much worse than serving in Viet Nam. No matter how bad times would get in Viet Nam, I was always grateful that I wasn't in Texas.

		In the fall of 1967, I received orders to report to a new assault helicopter company being formed at Gray Army Airfield. This post was located about eight miles from Fort Hood and was specifically used to house Army Aviation units being trained for deployment to Southeast Asia. Finally, I was getting closer. I packed my gear and caught a bus to the airfield, where I joined a company with less than a dozen soldiers. Every day, however, more troops would arrive, slowly bringing the unit up to strength.

		As the company filled its positions, we started getting class after class on Southeast Asia, the subjects ranging from climatic conditions to propaganda. There are only a few things I remember from the training, but I distinctly recall the part about snakes. We were instructed that there are a hundred species of snakes in Southeast Asia; ninety-nine are venomous and will kill you; the other one swallows you whole. Our NCOs said that going off base was as dangerous as being in combat because the VD rate was extremely high and that there was an incurable strain of syphilis. If anyone caught the “black syph,” they were to be permanently exiled to an island in the Pacific and officially listed as POW/MIA. Since the Army never lied to us, I suppose that our POW/ MIAs are still there. We were also told that most Americans referred to the Vietnamese as “gooks.” This term, our NCOs claimed, came from the Korean word for a foreign soldier, which was megook. When our troops landed in Korea, natives would point at them and say, “Me Gook.” Naturally, if that's what they called themselves, so would we. Another thing we learned was how to spell Viet Nam—it's two words, not one. We were told that it means Far South, not Farsouth. If we were taught anything else about the Republic of Viet Nam, I don't recall it.

		When our company was up to full strength, equipment started being issued that clearly implied we were going to Southeast Asia—lightweight jungle fatigues, canvas jungle boots and M-16 automatic rifles. The clothes and boots didn't mean much to us, but the new rifles fascinated us. Most of us had only used the M-14 rifle, and the M-16 was like a toy compared to the heavy M-14. Much lighter with a black plastic stock instead of a heavy wood stock, the M-16 was also capable of being fired on full automatic. All we had to do was just pull the trigger and RIPPPP! There went twenty rounds.

		In order to become familiar with our new weapons, we spent a week on the rifle range and were issued unlimited ammunition to fire at any rate of fire we wished at the pop-up targets. Some guys were firing a full magazine on full automatic at every target. Soon, everyone became bored with shooting. Boredom ceased immediately, however, when one of the many cattle that roamed Fort Hood wandered onto the range. Everyone manning the firing positions turned the selector switch on his rifle to full automatic and lines of tracers would converge on the unlucky cow.

		Those cows, by the way, were all over Fort Hood. Supposedly, local ranchers, who were registered Democrats, were allowed to graze their cattle on the military base for a dollar per head per year. If a rancher found the carcass of a cow killed by rifle, artillery or tanks, the Army reimbursed the rancher for the cow. In the spring, we would see the ranchers catching calves to brand, and there would be a pile of branding irons and a propane torch in every pickup truck. Every rancher carried branding irons bearing his own brand and all of his neighbors' brands, so that he could mark cattle belonging to anyone. Each calf would be branded with the same brand as that of its mother, who usually stood nearby idly watching. Of course, plenty of calves were missed, as the ranchers didn't venture into active artillery impact areas. During the fall roundup, all cattle caught without brands were “donated” to the Texas Democratic Party and cheap grazing would continue for another year.

		After our week on the rifle range, our company pilots were sent to northern Texas to pick up our helicopters. We were expecting thirty, but they returned with only twelve. Normally an assault helicopter company consisted of two lift or transport platoons and one gunship platoon. The lift platoons generally had ten slicks each, which were UH-1D or UH1-H model helicopters used to transport troops or supplies and armed with a machine gun on each side. Since they had no external armament such as rockets and miniguns, when viewed from the front they were clean, or “slick.” The gun-ship platoon generally consisted of eight UH-1B or UH-1C model helicopters that could be armed with one of several possible choices of armament—rockets, flexguns, miniguns, 40mm cannon. A maintenance slick and a command and control (C&C) slick brought a normal assault company's total to thirty. The twelve ships we received were all UH-1Cs, or Charlie model gunships. We learned that our company was going to be a gunship company used for border patrol or as an escort for other helicopters attempting to rescue downed pilots.

		Discovering that twelve ships were all we would have was not good news for the enlisted men. Since almost everyone with an MOS of helicopter mechanic wanted to fly as a crew chief, the odds of flying didn't appear good. Instead of the thirty crew chief positions that we had expected, there would be twelve. Most of the guys would be stuck in maintenance. The odds became even worse for those of us who wanted to be crew chiefs when it was decided that anyone going back for a second tour in Viet Nam would be given first choice for the crew chief positions. Two guys chose to do so. Now, we had only ten slots left. Prior to picking the other ten crew chiefs, our CO decided that all potential crew chiefs must have a flight physical. The physical was nothing more than a minor checkup at the base dispensary, and I felt confident of soon being a crew chief. The next day I was stunned to learn I had flunked the physical because I wore glasses.

		I was really pissed! No one had ever indicated that my eyeglasses would stop me from flying. I had met instructors in training and guys at Fort Hood who wore glasses and who had flown as door gunners and crew chiefs in Viet Nam. Why couldn't I? No matter who I asked, I got the same story. I could not wear glasses and pass the flight physical to fly in the States. In Viet Nam, where I would be in combat, however, all physical requirements were waived. I would later fly with a machine gunner who had his right-hand trigger finger and middle finger shot off. He had no problem passing a flight physical in Viet Nam without those two fingers. If he had lost those fingers as a civilian, he wouldn't have been considered fit to be drafted. Amazing logic.

		About the same time I got the bad news about not flying, to my surprise I was promoted to Spec 5 or pay grade E-5, the same as a sergeant. Even though our company had just formed and consisted mainly of privates and PFCs fresh out of training, someone in personnel had authorized the company to fill “X” slots as E-5s. Our CO, kindly but not wisely, promoted every Spec 4 with the minimum service time necessary for promotion. I didn't care about the promotion, but it did mean that I was no longer on the KP roster. That was much more important than a pay raise.

		Our company continued to train for tropical warfare in Viet Nam by spending the winter in Texas; cold, windy days and even colder, windier nights. In early January, a rumor started that our company was not going to Viet Nam, but to an Air Force base in Thailand. We would be used to escort Air Force rescue helicopters on their missions into Laos to retrieve downed pilots. In our eyes, serving at an Air Force installation was not being in the military; some guys started buying more civilian clothes. A lot of troops in the company believed this story, but it was difficult to give it much credence in late January 1968. The war in Viet Nam changed dramatically that month and the Tet offensive dominated the news. Heavy fighting was occurring throughout Viet Nam and American units were suffering heavy casualties. The local newspapers were filled with stories of the unexpected enemy offensive. Other articles indicated that all units at Fort Hood were expecting to be alerted soon to send reinforcements to units in Viet Nam. I couldn't understand why anyone would think that a company of gunships would be going to Thailand, given the situation in Viet Nam. As always, people believed what they wanted to believe.

		Shortly after Tet, all our helicopters were flown to California, where they would be partially disassembled, loaded onto ships, and then sent to Southeast Asia. At the same time our gunships were flying to California, the rest of the company was loading the smaller items assigned to our company in large, metal Conex containers. Our jeeps, trucks and Conexes were then loaded onto flatbed railcars and made ready for a train ride to the West Coast. About a dozen guys accompanied our vehicles on the train. They would sail the Pacific Ocean, accompanying our helicopters, trucks and gear to our final destination.

		As for the rest of us, it was back to the barracks to sit and wait. The general consensus was that we weren't going anywhere for at least a month, since it would take that long for our equipment to cross the Pacific. Most of the troops were disappointed that we hadn't been allowed to sail with our equipment, because every day at sea would count against the 365 days we would have to serve in country. In retrospect, it's hard to determine why we didn't all sail; we sure didn't accomplish anything sitting around Gray Airfield. Generally, we pulled light work details around the airfield in the mornings and were released to do whatever we wanted after the noon company formation. We were told that, if we stayed out of trouble and out of jail, we would continue to be trusted. Since we didn't really know for sure if our destination was Thailand or Viet Nam, the unknown forced us to be good.

		After several weeks of boredom and waiting, we knew our equipment must be somewhere in Asia and, therefore, we weren't very surprised when we were told we were no longer allowed to leave base. Periodically, we would be assembled in the company area with our duffel bags and rifles to wait for trucks that never came. Finally, one Saturday morning we assembled again. This time we knew it was real. The company KPs had been pulled out of the mess hall and had grabbed their gear and joined us. The KPs wouldn't have been released for a drill.

		We were finally on our way! But we weren't the only ones going someplace. It was early April 1968 and Martin Luther King had been killed the previous day. Riots were again breaking out in cities throughout the United States, and Fort Hood was being drained of men for riot control.

		American cities were burning again and a lot of soldiers weren't that interested in putting the fires out. Black troops from other companies in the battalion were coming to our company orderly room to try to go overseas rather than fight American blacks in our cities. As our company waited for our ride to an unknown airport, the rest of our battalion was getting ready to saddle up for duty in Detroit. A lot of men were uncomfortable about the possibility of fighting friends and relatives. I remember thinking about the situation and wondering what I would have done had I been ordered to Detroit. While I didn't have any strong antiwar feelings, I was very disturbed about using American troops against Americans. I have often wondered how many of those men who were sent to Detroit kept right on going into Canada.

		As we were sitting on our duffel bags waiting to go overseas, we discussed this matter among ourselves. A majority of our guys seemed to seriously consider Canada a legitimate option for a citizen-soldier who was ordered to fight fellow citizens. In their semicivilian minds, Viet Nam meant war, but Detroit meant murder. We were so green and naïve. By April 1969, we would have marched on Disneyland, if so ordered. In another year, a lot of us were going to have been changed dramatically. Civilian morality would be converted into combat practicality. We were going to learn to function as a team in a combat situation where everyone on the team was important. We were what was important, not any damn civilians. Our fellow soldiers were the only ones who could be trusted and the only ones who gave a damn.

		After a year in Viet Nam, most of us would feel that no matter what we thought about the military in general, we would probably never again be part of a group that trusted and depended on one another so much. Thirty years later, many combat veterans will still tell you that they don't trust civilians; they only trust each other. We knew that at night the guys on guard were awake because we knew how we would fight off sleep when it was us sitting behind the machine gun. We knew that the guys on our flank were going to protect our flank. But in Texas, April 1968, we had no idea what was going to happen to us during the next year. Most of us thought that, except for a tan and some medals, we'd be back in the States in a year, unchanged. God, were we dumb.

		After sitting outside our barracks for hours we boarded buses for our trip of fifty miles to an Air Force base near Austin. As we pulled out onto the main highway, we soon noticed that we weren't the only troops leaving Fort Hood. Traveling to Austin, we passed a solid line of two-and-a-half-ton trucks carrying troops to control the riots. Fort Hood must have been empty. While we were headed for Asia, two armored divisions were heading for American cities. Looking back, it seems strange that I have never met anyone who ever mentioned being involved in riot control duty in 1968. Thousands of troops went to the riots and soldiers always talk about previous duty stations. But no one has ever mentioned riot duty. Shame? Guilt?

		At Austin we received a surprise. We had been prepared to fly Air Force cargo planes to Asia, but there was a civilian airliner sitting on the runway for us. All of the military planes at the air base were being used to transport troops to the fighting in America. From Austin, we flew to Alaska and then to Japan. In both Alaska and Japan, we were only allowed to stretch our legs by walking around the airport while our plane refueled. In minutes we were back on board and back in the air. After leaving Japan, we had been flying for sixteen hours and no one had yet said where we were actually going: Viet Nam or Thailand. We were bored with reading, card playing, and talking; we just wanted to get to wherever the hell we were going and off the plane. Finally, after several more hours of flying, the pilot announced that we were starting our descent to land and unload at Bien Hoa, Republic of Viet Nam. So much for rumors of duty in Thailand.

	
		[image: ]

		Our plane went into the normal descent used by all aircraft landing in a combat zone, dropping out of the sky like a rock to escape any possible antiaircraft fire. I would fly into Viet Nam several times and always landed this way. I was never sure if the pilots landed so quickly to scare new troops or if they really thought there might be enemy ground fire. If they did it to scare us, it worked. Most of us held on to our seats, terrified at the thought of being shot down before we even touched the soil of Viet Nam. I suppose most green troops expected the country to be one big battlefield where no place was safe from the automatic weapons of the enemy guerrilla soldiers. In April of 1968, however, there were probably more bullets in the air above rioting American cities than over Bien Hoa. We gave an involuntary sigh of relief as the tires hit the runway and our plane coasted to a stop. After taxiing over to a small hangar, we took our rifles from the overhead baggage compartments and departed the plane, walking down the steps and onto the surface of another world.

		As we exited our plane, we shuffled into the invisible wall of heat and humidity of the tropics. The heat and humidity didn't impress us, however: most of us had trained in the southern states and knew what hot weather was like. We realized that this heat wasn't that bad. Sure, it was hot, but so were Georgia and Texas. I think we were disappointed with the weather; we were expecting worse. Where was the 120-degree weather? Where was the monsoon rain? Everything looked dry and dirty, especially the troops lined up to ride our plane back to the States.

		Earlier in the war, the military had been much more formal and had required all troops returning to the States to travel in Class A dress uniforms. As the war increased its ferocity, the rules had changed. The façade of a mere police action had been dropped and there was no longer any attempt made to disguise our soldiers as mere advisers. People were being sent home straight from the shooting, and those now waiting to leave seemed to be wearing their cleanest dirty clothes. While the majority had probably been in support units, a decent percentage wore Combat Infantryman Badges indicating that the man wearing the badge had been out in the field carrying a rifle and had faced enemy fire. No matter where they had been or what they had been doing, they seemed to be of one genetic stock: lean, average height, mustached with drawn, hard faces. We didn't look anything like them. They looked like old men; we looked like kids. Most of their faces were thin and their eyes gleamed; most of us still had chubby, baby faces and our eyes were dull, dead civilian eyes. They were tanned brown, while we were bleached white. Eventually, we would become them, but they would never be us again. Those who served in support areas with little or no combat experience might adjust into civilians eventually, but those who were blooded in combat were changed forever.

		I know I'm not the only Viet Nam veteran who thirty years later still watches tree lines for bunkers, people or movement. Driving along any road, we still scan the hedges and shrubbery and every now and then catch the flick of a deer's ear and smile to ourselves. If it had been the movement of a man, we would have had him. We constantly watch for movement; thinking of old landing zones, hearing the sound of machine guns.

		Our NCOs kept us moving toward a large empty hangar and we soon parted company with those lucky bastards who had survived their year “in country” and were now headed home. God, how we all envied them, even those of us who wanted to be here. Deep down a lot of us thought that maybe we had made a BIG mistake. Perhaps running to Canada would have been the smart thing to do, but it was too late now. We were worried and scared, but more out of fear of the unknown than fear of the enemy. We didn't know what to expect and I don't think any of us felt very confident being in a company of green troops. The majority of us didn't feel our training at Fort Hood had prepared us for combat and silently followed our NCOs. We had no idea what we were doing and wondered if we were going to be sent straight into battle. There were no smiling faces in our crowd of green troops.

		As we milled around, mute and dazed, some of our troops who had traveled to Viet Nam by ship with our heavy equipment walked into the hangar. After we were assembled into platoons, they informed us that we would be joining our equipment waiting for us at the 1st Infantry Division base at Di-An (pronounced Ze-On), fifteen or so kilometers away. They had brought several thousand full magazines of ammunition for us and we were told to each grab five magazines of ammunition and to load our rifles and the two ammo pouches on our combat harnesses. After becoming an armed company of soldiers, everyone climbed onto nearby trucks for the ride to our new home, a short trip through populated areas where it seemed every building had been decorated with bullet holes. We were seeing the damage from the recent Tet offensive. Not knowing better, we assumed that shooting buildings with automatic weapons must be part of daily life in this neck of the woods. There was no joking or idle talk as our trucks carried us through the urban battleground still being reclaimed by civilian survivors of the Tet offensive. We were lost in our own thoughts as we tried to take in the unreal scenery—tropical vegetation mixed with suburban destruction—along the road. Many of us half expected to be engaged by enemy soldiers at any moment, while others appeared to be dazed by the sudden realization that they were in Viet Nam. The rumors of duty in Thailand were still in their minds. But they were starting to recognize this duty assignment might be for life.

		Arriving at Di-An, we found a typical Army base camp: a small city of dirty tents slowly assimilating the color of the surrounding soil. Our trucks drove along the dusty streets of the small compound, then stopped between the two vacant fields that were to become our home. One field contained parked helicopters; some of our company tents were already erected in the other field. The troops from our company who had come by sea had arrived several days previously and had put up their own squad tents. As always in the Army, the NCOs soon had the company off the trucks and broken down into details to put up the rest of our tents. Before dark, all tents were up, the field kitchen was functioning, and the company headquarters was open for business. For the next few days we filled thousands of sandbags. After we received a welcome of incoming mortar rounds, we gladly filled thousands more. We soon had four-foot-high sandbag walls around every tent and felt pretty secure. We had no idea that our sandbags were worthless against 122mm rockets.

		A few days after our
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			Upon arrival in Viet Nam, most troops were given a card titled “Standing Orders for Rogers' Rangers.” Originally issued to troops in the French and Indian War, the Orders are good advice to soldiers of any war. The first Order is, “Don't forget nothing.”

			I didn't forget very much. Most of all I cannot ever forget the brave men who were with me in front of the guns of the NVA. I dedicate this book to them.

			
				
						Roger Backes
						Mike Meagher
				

				
						Ronald Baker—KIA
						Melvin Morgan—KIA
				

				
						Jim Barre
						Dave Nancarrow
				

				
						Dean Bolhouse—KIA
						Mike O'Conner
				

				
						Eber Brown
						Pete Polak—KIA
				

				
						Jim Crisp—KIA
						Pat Ronan
				

				
						Joe Deal
						Harry Rose—KIA
				

				
						Lou Diantonio
						Taco Sayes
				

				
						Acevedo Garcia
						William Scott—KIA
				

				
						Dale Gilchrest
						Charles Sellner—KIA
				

				
						Steve Herring—KIA
						Art Silacci
				

				
						Scott Hesse
						Joe Skarda
				

				
						Richard Holman—KIA
						Mike Ward
				

				
						Robert Jantz—KIA
						Clifford Wright—KIA
				

				
						Cecil Johnson
						Everett Wilsher—KIA
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