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OVERRUN!

The Viet Cong clutched at the shoulder of my fatigues, squeezing and twisting with his clenched fist, screaming at me in shrill Vietnamese as he desperately clawed at my throat with his other hand.

I couldn’t reach his eyes, so I grabbed his Adam’s apple with my right hand and tried to tear the windpipe out of his scrawny neck. He started to gag and cough a foul, fish-smelling breath into my face. I felt something cut the side of my neck.

A knife! I thought. He’s cutting my throat! I let go of his neck, grabbed his right arm with both hands, and pushed it away from my throat.

My God! His right hand had been shot off just above his wrist and a piece of sharp white bone extended out of the bloody stump. He was trying to drive the bone into my throat!

Whack! A deafening shot exploded a couple feet from my ear, and the enemy soldier flew off my chest and out of my hands as if he’d been hit with a wrecking ball. I turned and saw it was the wounded Cambodian who had fired the shot.…
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To Sandi, Michael, and Sarah
and
to the Americans and Cambodians
who fought with the
Mobile Guerrilla Force,
5th Special Forces Group (Airborne)





Greater love hath no man than this,
that a man lay down his life for his friends.

John 15:13
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FOREWORD
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Southeast Asia is an ancient land of intense beauty that has been traversed for centuries by warring factions. It is a land whose appeal has been shattered repeatedly by moments of terror so brutal that its people have become like unwitting participants in a modern-day Greek tragedy. We Americans were also called upon to march through this mysterious land.

It has been several decades since our hasty exit from the troubled lands of Indochina. Since then, our society has attempted to come to grips with the nation’s involvement in the costly war we conducted there. A number of today’s artists have attempted to capture on film and in literature the “true” nature of the war in Vietnam. Their aim, to respond adequately to our overwhelming fascination with the many puzzles of Vietnam, may never be accomplished. In part, the war’s legacy may be the crystallization of the perpetual conflict between soldier and citizen concerning “what it all meant.”

Vietnam was a young man’s war, fought in thousands of small-unit skirmishes across the country. It involved many cultures, their soldiers and civilians alike, locked in a valiant struggle. For many of the vanquished, there was only death; for the winner, only a promise of continued struggle until, perhaps, he too joined ranks with the vanquished dead. The war was experienced, interpreted, and stored in the depths of the soldier’s mind, to be truly recalled and re-experienced only from his perception. Blackjack-34 provides us with these perceptions—Vietnam as experienced by a soldier.

The common thread in this bloody environment, which is woven into the experiences of all participants and is brought out in this chronicle, is devotion, the attachment to one’s comrades-in-arms, regardless of nationality. This deep-seated human response evolves from simple acts, such as drinking from the same canteen and witnessing a friend’s self-sacrifice so that others may survive. Vietnam was a time of joy, of sadness, and of violence. Lillian Hellman said, “Most people coming out of war feel lost and resentful, what had been a minute-to-minute confrontation with yourself, your struggle with what courage you have against discomfort, at the least, and death at the other end, ties you to the people you knew in the war and makes for a time others seem alien and frivolous.” The author of Blackjack-34 vividly expresses these mixed emotions as he shares with us one day of his war.

I encourage the reader of Blackjack-34 to approach this book slowly, to listen to the sounds of the jungle and the nervous chatter of soldiers as they engage with the enemy. Try to re-create the sensations that assault your senses as you crouch under fire with your fellows beside fallen comrades. Allow your adrenaline to flow in anticipation as the battle erupts around you. Only then can you develop an appreciation for what was endured by thousands of soldiers who fought in vain.

Robert L. Jones*

February 1988


*Bob Jones retired from the U.S. Army as a major. His experiences included two tours in Vietnam, and he was assigned to Airborne, Ranger, and Special Forces units throughout his career.





[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]




INTRODUCTION
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0430 Hours, 18 July 1967

High above our mist-shrouded ridge, a thunderhead had given birth to a predawn downpour. It was thirty minutes before first light when I awoke to a steady drumming of water on the poncho that was strung tight above my hammock. I was wet but managed to ward off a chill by wrapping myself in a piece of camouflaged parachute nylon.

Slowly unraveling from my nylon cocoon, I raised my head above the side of the hammock. The cool night air smelled of mold and rotting vegetation and was as black as tar. Except for an occasional snore or nocturnal grunt, there was little indication that 158 Cambodian guerrillas and 8 American Green Berets were camped within our small defensive perimeter astride a ridgeline six kilometers north of Quan Loi, South Vietnam. Our mission had been code-named Blackjack-34, and our objective was to locate large enemy units so that they could be engaged and destroyed by the 1st Infantry Division.

It was too early to get up, so I lay in silence, pondering the road that had brought me this far. My thoughts drifted back eighteen months to the day our twelve-member Special Forces A Team arrived at the coastal city of Nha Trang in January 1966.

* * *

When our C-130 rolled to a stop in front of the air terminal, we loaded our gear into waiting two-and-a-half-ton trucks and headed through Nha Trang. As we drove along the palm-lined streets, I was struck by the picturesque beauty of the city. Long strips of white sandy beaches separated the azure blues of the South China Sea and the emerald green mountains that overlooked this tropical paradise.

Breakers caressing the beach and the whitecaps glistening like sunlit crystals were a soothing sight to our flight-weary eyes.

Open-air restaurants, colorful storefronts, and white-plastered villas with wrought-iron balconies lined the main boulevard, reminding us of its French Colonial history.

Smells of sandalwood, bougainvillea, spicy oriental cooking, and the noxious stench of diesel fumes choked the stagnant street air. The narrow streets were congested with jeeps, cyclos, bicycles, Vespas, Lambrettas, military trucks, and an occasional vintage black Citroen, all jockeying for position as we negotiated the throng of pedestrians and vehicles. The raucous sounds of sputtering scooters, the cough of diesel engines, and the blare of impatient horns heralded our attempts to inch our way through the crowded intersections. It appeared to me that the sole traffic law was that the biggest vehicle had the right of way.

Upon arrival at the Special Forces compound, we moved our footlockers and rucksacks into a squad tent where we were greeted by a hobbled, gray-haired mamma-san with betel-nut-stained teeth and gums as black as piano keys. She wore the traditional white blouse, black silk pants, and conical hat, and continued sweeping the concrete slab as we unpacked our fatigues, underwear, and toilet articles. When we were finished, she dutifully carried off our dirty laundry, and everyone took showers.

With sixty men and their equipment packed into a C-130, the flight from North Carolina had been long and cramped. We had left Fort Bragg in the cold, early morning darkness, with a band playing the music of John Philip Sousa, and wives and girlfriends crying as they said what would be to some their last farewells. As our plane lifted off in the rain, most of the men quickly drifted off into a deep sleep. Some had partied heavily the night before, and the steel floor soon became slippery with vomit. After four days of flying with refueling stops in San Francisco, Guam, and the Philippines, we arrived, the relentless hum of the props still lingering in our ears.

The following morning, Col. William McKean, commander, 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne), welcomed us to Vietnam and assigned us the mission of constructing a new fighting camp near the small district capital of Duc Phong in Phuoc Long Province, about eighty miles northeast of Saigon. The camp would be located astride a major Viet Cong supply and infiltration route forking off the infamous Ho Chi Minh trail, which funneled men and materials south through Laos and Cambodia. From there, we were to conduct counterguerrilla operations against local Viet Cong units and interdict the movement of enemy personnel and equipment through the area.

After making an aerial reconnaissance of the area, we decided to construct our camp on a hill three kilometers southwest of Duc Phong. Half of the elevation was covered with bamboo and brush. The rest consisted of rows of evenly spaced rubber trees. A few weeks later, we choppered into the area and began construction.

Our assault forces consisted of our twelve-member A Team, a detachment of Vietnamese Special Forces, a Cambodian company that had been transferred to us from the Special Forces camp at Dong Xoai, a small contingent of navy Seabees to help clear the hill and build a runway, and two companies of Chinese Nungs from the Bien Hoa Mike Force. The Nungs were descendants of Kuomintang forces who had retreated into Indochina at the end of the Second World War. They were professional soldiers for whom the war had never ended. By aggressively patrolling the surrounding area, they kept the Viet Cong on the defensive while we were engaged in the initial stages of construction. Once our concertina wire was strung, our trenches dug, and our runway cleared, the Nungs returned to their home base at Bien Hoa.

Because enemy battalion- and regimental-size units were suspected of operating in the Duc Phong area, we concluded that we would need more than one Cambodian company to carry out our mission. In an effort to increase our manpower we established contact with the chief of the local Stieng montagnards, one of the primitive hill tribes that inhabited the convoluted highlands of Vietnam.

There was no love lost between the montagnards and the Vietnamese lowlanders. The montagnards had been victimized by the Vietnamese from both sides, so they mistrusted the government of South Vietnam as well as the Viet Cong. However, they reserved a special hatred for the Communists. Because their remote mountain villages often straddled enemy infiltration routes, they were repeatedly subjected to Communist terror—their village chiefs executed, rice confiscated, and young men forcibly conscripted. Many villages had packed up and fled, but others refused to leave their ancestral homelands and embraced the help we offered.

Not only were the Vietnamese and montagnards longstanding enemies, but they were ethnically different as well. Unlike the Vietnamese, who were slight of frame, delicate, thin-boned, and amber brown, the montagnards were hard and compressed, tough and wiry, with a reddish, nut-brown tint to their skin. The Vietnamese had almond-shaped eyes; those of the montagnards were more round without the oriental fold of skin in the corners. The sound of their language also differed; Vietnamese had a singsong sound, almost melodic; the montagnards’ was a mixture of singsong and guttural tones which had a “clippity-clop” quality.

My introduction to the local chief was like an introduction to primitive man. He was gnarled and ancient with leathery skin and black, shoulder-length hair. Large pieces of elephant tusk pierced his earlobes, a beaded necklace hung around his neck, a dozen brass bracelets jangled on his wrists, and a loincloth was bound around his waist. He looked more Comanche than Asian. While we talked, he puffed on a homemade cigar that smelled like burning hemp. When our discussion ended, he tossed it on the ground and crushed its burning glow under his thick, callused heel.

With his assistance, we were able to recruit, arm, and train a force of four hundred montagnard light infantry. When the recruits arrived in camp, they wore nothing more than red-and-black loincloths and carried crude spears and crossbows.

At first, they appeared to possess an innocence that would be no match for the Viet Cong. However, as time and training progressed, we grew to admire the innate qualities that made them tenacious warriors. That, combined with their extensive knowledge of the surrounding terrain and people, enabled us to mold them into an effective fighting force.

While at Duc Phong, I served as an adviser to a montagnard light infantry company and was planning to rotate back to Fort Bragg in December 1966. However, in early October, we received a coded message that our new group commander, Col. Francis “Blackjack” Kelly, was looking for volunteers to form and command a Mobile Guerrilla Force. Kelly’s plan to introduce American-led guerrillas into the conflict represented a significant shift in strategy. From the beginning of our involvement in the war, Special Forces had been primarily employed as advisers to the Vietnamese Special Forces who, in turn, commanded montagnard, Cambodian, Chinese Nung, and ethnic Vietnamese from the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao religious sects in the conduct of counterguerrilla operations.

I considered the use of an American-commanded unit to press guerrilla operations against the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces a challenging concept; I had always thought that the policy of limiting Special Forces to static counterguerrilla advisory roles was a tragic waste of combat skills and training. I was convinced that the best way to beat the enemy was to out-guerrilla him. By employing irregulars who were better equipped and better trained, we could beat the enemy at his own game.

Following a discussion with my A-Team commander, I decided to notify our headquarters in Nha Trang that I would be willing to extend my tour in Vietnam for another six months in return for reassignment to the Mobile Guerrilla Force. It was a decision laced with mixed emotions. I wouldn’t miss the endless steel-gray skies, torrential rains, and boot-sucking mud of the monsoon season, the daily stench of diesel fuel burning the contents of the camp’s four-hole latrines, or our French-trained cook who threw cinnamon on everything he dished up, but I would miss my friends and comrades. I suppose what I most regretted leaving was the holding of sick call in remote montagnard villages. It gave me pleasure and a rewarding sense of accomplishment to aid people who wouldn’t otherwise have been helped.

Within two weeks, I boarded a C-123 aircraft and was on my way to Bien Hoa with orders to report to Capt. James G. Gritz.

When we landed at the air force base, I picked up a couple cheeseburgers and a chocolate milk shake at the post exchange, then hitched a jeep ride the short distance through town to the Special Forces compound. Bien Hoa seemed especially hot, dry, and dusty that day; the air was thick with the smell of exhaust fumes and human waste. Throngs of American and Vietnamese soldiers, peddlers, prostitutes, and money changers crowded the narrow sidewalks as we sped past the shantytown shacks, sleazy bars, souvenir shops, and whorehouses. In our wake, we left still another layer of red dust, the consistency of fine flour. After arriving at the compound, I checked in with the sergeant major and moved my gear into a room.

Before reporting to Gritz, I got a whitewall haircut at a Vietnamese barber shop, spit-shined my jump boots, took a hot shower, and slipped into a set of heavily starched jungle fatigues. I was nervous about the meeting, not knowing what to expect. As I waited to see the captain, I found myself repeatedly wiping my sweaty palms on my trousers.

When I finally got to meet him, I was greeted by a man who stood five foot nine inches with sandy brown hair and piercing blue eyes. He welcomed me with a warm smile and handshake and told me he was glad to have me on board. For about thirty minutes, we sat in a very relaxed atmosphere and discussed the Mobile Guerrilla Force and the role I would play.

As we spoke, I could see he was an original, a professional soldier, but an unconventional thinker; a leader, but not a pompous elitist. Probably the single thing that impressed me most was the fact that he was very open to ideas. When we finished our preliminary talk we passed into another room where I met the other members of the team. All of them were career Special Forces soldiers who had come from A Teams located in the III Corps Tactical Zone. I hadn’t known any of them before, but if my gut instincts were right, we had the makings of one hell of a team.

In order to gather our indigenous force, we relied on an underground Cambodian organization known as Khmer Serei. They had been selected from among the other ethnic groups because of their inherent discipline, physical strength, stamina, good-naturedness, tactical prowess, ability to execute silent operations, and intense hatred for the Vietnamese. Through a chain of contact whose links extended throughout the III and IV Corps Tactical Zones, the Khmer Serei raised a force of two hundred of its best men.

On 10 November 1966, we completed our recruitment phase in Bien Hoa and trucked everyone the short distance to the Special Forces camp at Ho Ngoc Tao. The camp was located on the Bien Hoa to Saigon Highway, a few miles north of the capital. The flat, sandy terrain was in stark contrast to the verdant green jungles of Duc Phong.

The morning following our arrival, the Cambodians were broken down into four platoon-size units as a languid morning sun broke free from a mist-layered horizon. From their motley appearance, they looked like anything but an effective fighting force that day. Some had gray beards, while others weren’t old enough to shave. Many wore black pajamas and tire-tread sandals. A few displayed red, green, black, or maroon berets with an odd assortment of medals on their chests from the United States, France, South Vietnam, and the Viet Minh. Even though they appeared to be a ragtag bunch, I could sense that they were something more. When the platoon sergeants barked orders calling them to attention, their lines snapped straight as rulers. Silence reigned, and no one budged. These were soldiers in every sense of the word. The Khmer Serei had done its job well.

From 13 November to 15 December, we trained sixteen hours a day, seven days a week. Our typical working day began in the predawn darkness, about two hours before breakfast, with a long run, followed by calisthenics. After eating, we trained the Cambodians in such basic skills as marksmanship, hand-to-hand combat, and first aid. Because the unit was to be engaged in unconventional operations, mining, booby-trapping, sniping, special weapons, and use of other devices were also taught. After dinner, we practiced such skills as night-firing techniques, movement at night, light-and-noise discipline, and setting up night ambushes. Whenever we had a few hours off, everyone enjoyed playing volleyball or a game similar to Italian bocce. The volleyball games were pretty even; the Americans were taller, but the Bodes were more agile.

While at Ho Ngoc Tao, we organized a headquarters section, a reconnaissance platoon, and three main-force platoons. The headquarters section consisted of the mobile guerrilla force commander, an American radio operator with a PRC-74 radio, which would be used to communicate with Bien Hoa by Morse code, a Cambodian company medic with a major surgical kit, a Cambodian interpreter, and a ten-member headquarters security section. The reconnaissance and the three main-force platoons had American commanders and deputy commanders. Each of these consisted of approximately thirty Cambodians, including a Cambodian platoon sergeant and three Cambodian squad leaders. In addition to command responsibilities, each American was also assigned duties as a specialist in one or more areas: operations and intelligence, communications, medical, light weapons, heavy weapons, or demolitions.

On 15 December, we completed our training and flew to Duc Phong Special Forces Camp to field-test the guerrilla tactics developed at Ho Ngoc Tao. Our return was a pleasant change since it afforded me the opportunity to see old friends. We spent the first two days in the rolling green hills south of camp practicing tactics and aerial resupply methods. While at Ho Ngoc Tao, we had initially planned to resupply our operations by parachute-dropped supplies and ammunition from Air Commando–flown C-123 or C-130 aircraft, but we soon concluded that large, slow-flying aircraft would compromise our location. As a solution to the problem, we tested a method in which A-1E fighter aircraft dropped supply-filled napalm containers rigged with T-7A reserve parachutes. We saw that resupply methods resembling fighter bombing runs would alert no one to our presence.

Our first practice drop that day overshot the clearing by about fifty yards, and the chutes snagged in the congested canopy. On the second pass, we developed a system where the pilot released his load over an orange ground panel on command from Captain Gritz. The olive drab parachutes opened at one hundred feet, and the chutes, with their silver napalm containers attached, drifted like silver seed pods into the center of the clearing, landing with a dull thud. Once on the ground, the napalm containers, tied shut with nylon parachute line, were cut open and their supplies distributed to the troops.

A few days after our arrival at Duc Phong, we were informed that Colonel Kelly had volunteered the Mobile Guerrilla Force to conduct an on-the-ground search for a downed U-2 spy plane and its top-secret electronic countermeasure System 13A black box. We later learned that the black box’s state-of-the-art technology fooled enemy radar into thinking that the U-2 was somewhere it wasn’t. Unlike those electronic countermeasure systems that filled enemy radar screens with clutter, the System 13A device gave no indication to the enemy that the information displayed on his radar screen was false.

The Dragon Lady, CIA designation for the U-2, had broken up at an altitude of twenty-six thousand feet and crashed somewhere south of the provincial capital of Song Be. Because it had been calculated that the U-2 could have crashed anywhere within a 440-square-mile cone-shaped area of enemy-controlled jungle, our mission was compared to finding the proverbial needle in a haystack. After four days and numerous skirmishes with Viet Cong units, a Cambodian from the 2d Platoon hit pay dirt when he found the missing footlocker-size instrument intact and uncompromised.

On 4 January 1967, the Mobile Guerrilla Force began its ground infiltration of War Zone D. The mission was code-named Blackjack-31, and during the month-long operation, we fought fifty-one engagements, called in tactical air strikes against twenty-seven targets, and raided fifteen company- and battalion-size base camps.

One of the lessons learned from Blackjack-31 was that American-led guerrilla units were capable of conducting unconventional operations in Viet Cong–controlled areas and secret zones for extended periods of time.

On 7 February, we were extracted by choppers from War Zone D and ferried back to Duc Phong, and later that day to Bien Hoa, where all of the Americans were decorated by Colonel Kelly and the Cambodians given a welcome leave. When the Cambodians returned from their leave, the company was trucked west to our new base of operations at Trang Sup Special Forces Camp.

Following a thirty-day leave in Buffalo, I returned to Bien Hoa where I talked a chopper pilot into giving me a hop to Trang Sup. Arriving there, I found that the company had established itself in an abandoned French-built compound next to the Special Forces Camp. Its crumbling stucco walls, pockmarked by bullets and time, and the rusted coils of concertina wire were haunting reminders of another war. Our new home was situated six kilometers northwest of Tay Ninh City, not far from the foot of Nui Ba Den, or Black Virgin Mountain as it was known to many Americans.

The camp was surrounded by jade-colored rice paddies, a few scattered palm clusters, and dusty red roads rising a couple feet above the paddy waters. The lone mountain, which I assumed to be an extinct volcano, seemed perpetually brushed by clouds.

Over the next few months, the camp at Trang Sup served as a base to launch a number of major operations. On 2 May, we were inserted by choppers into War Zone D southeast of Cao Song Be Special Forces Camp where part of the company was immediately surrounded by elements of the 271st and 273d Viet Cong Main Force Regiments. During the day-long battle, the unit was nearly overrun by repeated human-wave attacks from fully uniformed Viet Cong as well as khaki-clad Chinese mercenaries. But, for some inexplicable reason, the enemy eventually broke off the attack and melted back into the jungle.

As I lay in the morning stillness listening to the muffled patter of droplets splashing against broad leaves and my hammock, it felt good to be alive. My experience of Vietnam was a mental scrapbook of mingled joys and tragedies. Indeed, there had been times of brain-numbing monotony and gut-wrenching carnage, but there were also special times when it seemed that everything within me simply savored the essence of life because I had lived so close to death.

My last trip to Nha Trang had been that way. It had all seemed so out of place. I had bought a six-pack of Coca-Cola, a pair of swimming trunks, and a bottle of Coppertone at the post exchange and caught a ride down to the beach.

The scent of salt air blowing off the bay, the sound of palms ruffling in the wind, and the pleasant sensation of warm sand squeezing between my toes were a refreshing contrast to grueling weeks in the bush. I spread my camouflage poncho liner a few yards from the pounding surf, then ran into the backwash, diving headfirst into a large wave. The warm saltwater cleansed my scrapes and cuts, and for thirty minutes, I lost all track of the war as I body-surfed the rolling breakers. Finally, after one too many mouthfuls of saltwater, I retired to my liner, where I sat, rubbing Coppertone over my body and soaking up the sun.

In a restaurant down the beach, the Beach Boys were blaring from a loudspeaker. A torrent of nostalgic memories played upon my emotions as the words, “I wish they all could be California girls …” drifted across the sands. It seemed strange how certain songs conjured up different times and places. It was also odd that war could have so many moods, so many haunting realities. One day you were knee-deep in leech-infested slime or brooding over the bloodied bodies of your friends, and the next day you were relaxing on a tropical beach, sipping Coke and fantasizing with the Beach Boys. Vietnam was like that. It could be so brutally real and yet so very unreal at the same time, like one of those recurring dreams that never seem to end.

The here and now reasserted itself as the annoying whine of a hungry mosquito about my ear snapped me back to the present. I squinted and yawned, then took a measured look at the hands on my watch. It was about that time.…



News Clippings


The American Forces total 466,000 men.

Buffalo Evening News, July 18, 1967




The polls had given Lyndon Johnson a long cold winter and a dampening spring, but with summer his popularity burgeoned and his sudden rise in the polls induced such a state of ebullience and playfulness in the President that he took up bicycle-riding at his ranch.

Life, July 21, 1967




The nationwide rail strike disrupted the country’s economy yesterday, crippling the movement of people, mail and food supplies.

The New York Times, July 18, 1967




In the first five months of 1967, the South Vietnamese suffered 3,681 battlefield deaths. The Americans lost 2,853.

Buffalo Evening News, July 18, 1967




Three war protesters were carried out of the Pentagon in wheel-chairs today as defense officials laid down a policy of prohibiting announced demonstrators from expressing their dissent inside the building.

The New York Times, July 18, 1967




Joe Namath, the New York Jets star quarterback, headed the 51 holdovers who reported to training camps today at Peekskill Military Academy.

The New York Times, July 18, 1967




James Lee Barrett is a script writer from Hollywood who likes realism. In order to gather material for the John Wayne movie “The Green Berets,” he went on a tour of Special Forces camps throughout Vietnam.

Army Digest, July 1967




The all-night curfew in Newark was eliminated as New Jersey’s Gov. Hughes said that “the rioting and looting are apparently over and the violence has ceased.”

The Wall Street Journal, July 18, 1967




Gemini: Your ability to cooperate will be tested, and collaboration will succeed where independent action would be of no avail.

Buffalo Evening News, July 17, 1967
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0500 HOURS

In our world beneath the canopy, the predawn smells of wet foliage, rotting humus, and moist earth hung heavily in the air. The sky above the trees was beginning to glow with the first hints of dawn, and the jungle was alive with the chirping of birds and the hooting of monkeys.

I sat up tentatively in my hammock and dangled my bare feet over the side only to be shocked by the sensation of cold mud beneath my soles. Balancing in my suspended perch, I reached into my rucksack to remove a can of foot powder. A little powder between the toes was one of the few pleasures the jungle permitted. I picked up my boots, turned them upside down, and gave them a vigorous shake to dislodge any creatures that might have sought shelter from the downpour. I didn’t need any surprises that early in the morning.

After lacing up my wet boots, I stood and did a few toe touches to stretch my cramped back muscles. Sleeping in a hammock had the disadvantage that you couldn’t roll over and so fought a constant battle to get comfortable. There was only one position, and that was flat on your back.

Though my morning stretch had brought my system to life, I was in no mood for a breakfast of cold ham and lima beans, so I dug out a package of lightweight, dehydrated Vietnamese rations. In spite of ingenious recipes and in-the-field concoctions, it was a rare troop who savored the taste of C rations. Still, most of my team members didn’t relish the taste of dehydrated rice rations either. I was an exception. They had the advantage of being a lot lighter than C rations, and after more than a year of experimenting with them, I had come up with a number of variants, including: rice with instant cream and sugar, rice with cocoa mix, rice with dried carrots, rice with hot peppers, rice with instant soup, rice with dried minnows, rice with dried shrimp, rice with dried spinach, and rice with Tabasco sauce. That morning I selected rice with dried minnows. After adding a half canteen of water and a few minnows to the plastic bag the meal came in, I tied off the top with a rubber band and set it on a nearby stump. In fifteen minutes, the water would be fully absorbed by the rice.

I glanced to my left and saw the silhouette of SFC Bob Cole rolling out of his hammock. Well over six feet tall, Bob was a huge black man who reminded me of James Earl Jones. I could never quite figure out how someone his size could sleep in a small Vietnamese hammock. To the Bodes, he was affectionately known as Trung si Camau. They were awed by the fact that the chocolate brown color of his skin was as dark as their own, yet he was so large in comparison to their slight frames

































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/Dona_9780307775245_epub_M03_r1.jpg
B Trivie cancey suegie

5 [ sinete Canopy dnagle
£ Bamboo

[ i Aren

@ ooy Dron






OEBPS/images/Dona_9780307775245_epub_M02_r1.jpg
Blackjack-34

South Vietnam






OEBPS/images/Dona_9780307775245_epub_M01_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dona_9780307775245_epub_L01_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Dona_9780307775245_epub_tp_r1.jpg
BLACKJACK-34

James C. Donahue

(Previously titled No Greater Love)

BALLANTINE BOOKS + NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Dona_9780307775245_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BALLANTINE BOOKS






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





