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			DuBay gave us a few more kind words and then turned us over to Sergeant Rider. Staff Sergeant Rider was everything you loved in a Marine. He was big and bad and proud of it. I would later learn he was a sixteen-year veteran of the Corps. He and DuBay were Korean War vets. Rider was tall, about six feet five inches of nasty. But one thing was certain, you knew who was in charge.

			“Okay, Marines! I’m here to get some volunteers who want to fight a different war. It’s a lonely war. A personal war. I want Marines that can stare a gook down eyeball-to-eyeball. I want you to be able to look ’em in the eye and pull the trigger.” Rider spoke my language and kept my attention.…
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		Introduction

		General Scott suggested that Quitman withdraw and renew the attack with Worth in the morning. Quitman replied that unless he was ordered to do so he would not budge. “The capital is mine,” he said to Captain Baker of the Marines. “My brave fellows have conquered it, and by God they shall have it!”

		Have it they did. That night, Santa Anna withdrew his beaten army from the city which, in the early morning hours, was surrendered to General Scott. While Scott was still eating his breakfast, Quitman took his 4th Division through the streets to the Grand Plaza, which lay in the shadow of the Aztec Palace. From the windows and roof tops Mexican civilians glumly watched the procession of Americans.

		Unkempt, smeared with mud, the soldiers and Marines marched by, led by their disheveled general who had lost a shoe in the mud of the causeway. Before the palace they halted and formed in a ragged line. It was 7 A.M. The commands to present arms rang out over the Plaza as a bullet-shredded American flag was raised above the National Palace where the ancient halls of Montezuma once stood.

		The victory—according to tradition—inspired an unknown Marine in Mexico to compose the first stanza of a song. He set it to music of a tune that was popular in those days, taken from an opera called “Genevieve de Brabant” by the German composer, Jacques Offenbach.

		
			From the halls of Montezuma

			To the shores of Tripoli

			We will fight our country’s battles

			In the air, on land, and sea

			First to fight for right and freedom

			And to keep our country free

			We are proud to claim the title

			Of the United States Marine

		

		Thus the famous marching song was born—The Marine Corps Hymn.

		It was cold in Ohio that winter. I sat by the window in Mrs. Lyons’s fifth grade classroom at the Gnadenhutten Elementary School. In February, I usually froze by that window, with the ice forming opaque sculptures on the inside of the glass. But I wasn’t freezing that day! George P. Hunt had pumped me up with his work, The Story of the U.S. Marines, an infamous book at best.

		Liking any book surprised me. I hated reading and doing book reports, especially for Mrs. Lyons. I think I hated her more than doing book reports. After all, she was the teacher who had taken my older brother, stood him before the class, and said, “This is an example of how not to be.” And I just knew she was out to get me. Especially following the “how not to be” incident, when Mom went over, banged on Mrs. Lyons’s front door, and ordered her out of her own house. Mom was screaming “Get out here, and I’ll mop the street up with you!” I guess you could say she was real protective of us kids, even brother Butch, who gave her most of her gray hair.

		Neither the fact I couldn’t stand Mrs. Lyons nor my hatred for reading could stop me from loving that book. My heart raced, chasing away the chill of the windows, as I read of the exploits of the 4th Marines in Mexico. Then I traveled around the world as Mr. Hunt took me on a journey of adventure and excitement with the U.S. Marines. Wow! It was the first book I’d ever loved. And something changed inside me that cold February day.

		That’s how it started. An innocent kid, in an innocent fifth grade class, reading an obscure book and a dream was born. A dream to be a United States Marine. Somehow, I knew then that I had to be a Marine. I’d show the people of sleepy little Gnadenhutten. I was more than all the fifteen hundred people in town thought I was. Of course, I never expected that less than a decade later I’d be with those same 4th Marines, the ones Mr. Hunt wrote so proudly of in his book. And little did I know I’d fight in a place called Vietnam. And fight not just as a Marine but as a Marine scout-sniper.

		This is a book about my two years as a Marine sniper in Vietnam. It’s about the wild and crazy odyssey of those two years. It’s about how I got there. And it’s about “becoming” and “being” a sniper and turning your back on the world. It’s about a boy way out in Middle America and his transition from being a small-town kid to a United States Marine. It’s a journey inside an eighteen-year-old’s mind as he experiences his first combat and the death that comes with it, as a Marine becomes a scout-sniper in a crazy war, as people like me in the death business learn to cope. I did not know how dramatically my decision that cold winter day would impact the rest of my life.

		And now that I’m in the rest of my life, I can offer the reader a book that’s true. It’s raw and straightforward, but the events actually took place. They’re often not very nice, but they’re real. When they took place is as close as I can get them to the actual time. About as close as a game of hand grenades. Most of the names used are nicknames, the standard military fare, but they’re not the actual nicknames. I’ve changed them to protect the guilty and the innocent. And to respect those who changed their lives and those who didn’t. And it’s a book about normal people in an abnormal situation, doing shocking things. And it’s about what becomes of them when they get together for a war.

		And now for a final word on what the book is not. It’s not a book about me being a hero or about getting the biggest body count this side of Cambodia. It’s not about the glory of war or the disaster of Vietnam. And although you’ll read about our time with various Force Recon teams, I was not a member of Marine Force Recon; I did spend a few memorable months supporting them as a sniper. I had to issue that disclaimer since in the past thirty years, I’ve met enough “former Recon Marines” to populate the entire State of Texas, and that’s a bunch.

		And lastly, it’s not just another Nam book; it’s the best damned Nam book you’ll ever read!

	
		Prologue

		I spent my childhood growing up about as Middle American as it gets. I come from Lock Seventeen, Ohio. I guess it was a bedroom community for Gnadenhutten, where we all went to school. As folklore has it, Lock, as it was affectionately called, got its name being the seventeenth lock on the old Ohio-Erie Canal. I never really knew if that was true. But I did spend a lot of winter days ice-skating on the old canal that came through town. Lock had a whopping seventy-five townspeople. The canal and a railroad ran through the edge of our quaint little farm community. We had a little store, a feed mill, and a beer joint called Poon’s.

		Poon’s was something else. If you could get your head to the bar, you could get served. A couple buddies and I would walk around and collect pop bottles. Then we’d cash them in at Dixon’s store for two cents each. Off to Poon’s we’d go and buy us a quart of Carling Black Label for a quarter. I had to get drunk … that’s what Marines did, and I wanted to get started being a Marine right away! So I started early, fourteen years old to be exact. Getting a buzz on Saturday nights walking back from Poon’s, sharing slugs on a quart of Carling. Between Poon’s and the Saturday night Carlings, I guess I became the one—or maybe there were a couple of us, in our class of thirty-five kids—that you didn’t want your daughter to date.

		Our family was poor during my early years growing up in Lock, but eventually my dad’s trucking venture, the one that kept him away all the time, started to take off. We soon had the only new house on the canal. GoKarts were coming out of California, and we jumped in with both feet. I dropped sports in school and spent my growing-up years on the dirt tracks of northern Ohio racing track rabbits, the Eastern version of GoKarts. We later graduated to karts, and I went big time as my karts were capable of eighty-mile-per-hour speeds.

		My senior year came, and thirty-four of the thirty-five kids graduating were wild about their upcoming senior-class trip. New York City! I was never one for crowds or doing what the masses did, so New York wasn’t on my agenda. In February that year, 1964, I was off to the recruiting station fifteen miles up the road in New Philadelphia. I’d join the Marines. To put it mildly, my parents weren’t keen on the idea. Mom especially. She was a loving, dedicated, but protective and controlling mom. She’d already lost the “be a good kid” battle with my older brother, Butch, who quit school at sixteen, right before they kicked him out. He went off to Pennsylvania to drive a coal truck. He was a big influence on me, and Mom was a little late catching me in time for the crackdown. I always felt sorry for my younger brother, Randy; he bore the brunt of our shenanigans. My sister, Pat, was the oldest of four kids and already on with her life by my graduation. Dad was always gone on business, which he was more dedicated to than to us. He was a product of the depression, and everything was serious to him, especially money. Actually, that’s all that ever mattered to him. He was a truck driver who’d done well. He drove trucks, then bought one, then another, and so on, until he had a nice little company going. Those trucks were his babies, not us kids.

		Mom worked overtime to make up for Dad’s MIA status. I guess since she was an orphan, she was everybody’s mom. Her mother died at age thirty-five during the birth of her twelfth child. So Mom and the other eleven ended up in a southern Ohio orphanage. Although she wouldn’t talk much about the experience, you could tell things weren’t too good at that place. I always figured that explained why Mom about took Mrs. Lyons’s head off the day she made an example of Butch. Nobody could screw with her younguns; she was like a momma bear with her cubs.

		When it came to the Corps and me, Dad just stood back and let me make the decision. To him, my enlistment meant money he wouldn’t have to spend on college. Mom was hopeful I’d flunk the physical and stay home and work in the family business. She always tried to cover for Dad and tell us he was doing it all for us. But five years of Little League baseball and a Dad who couldn’t make even one game, left the “he’s doing it all for you kids” a bucket that wasn’t carrying any water for me. I wanted out of Lock Seventeen and on my own.

		Mom’s prayers for a flunked physical weren’t answered. I was ecstatic coming home from my physical in Cleveland. It was another one of those cold, February nights. I’d used Mom’s car to drive the hour to Canton to catch the bus for Cleveland. They put us up in a fleabag hotel downtown. The whole routine was foreign to me. Despite being scared, I was four feet off the ground with excitement at the prospect of where I at least thought I was headed. The United States Marine Corps, and all the glory that went with it, was right around the corner!

		The drill they put us through in Cleveland went by pretty fast. As I left, I knew I’d passed, and it felt good. I knew I was leaving home, Lock Seventeen and its seventy-four other inhabitants, behind. The people of Lock had been good to me; all the snobs I disliked were over in Gnaden. But I was seventeen, and I was positive I knew the answers to all of life’s important questions. A few years and a few bullets and hand grenades later, I realized I didn’t even know which questions to ask, let alone the answers to them.

		I’d enlisted under the Marines’ Early Entry Program, so my enlistment actually started in February though I wouldn’t graduate until May. I had actually made it! I was driving along, higher than I’d ever been on Carling Black Label. I was on top of the world. I rode the hour home with the radio on full blast, listening to the latest musical sensation, the Beatles. They were on every channel, and so was I!

		I arrived home, walked in the house, and said, “I’m in!” Mom froze in place. Then she hung her head, as if in defeat, and walked quickly to her room. As usual, Dad wasn’t home, but he didn’t say anything when he did get there. My aunt and grandma lived with us, and they, too, were disappointed. Mom had three brothers serve in the army during World War II and Korea, so I guess she and the in-laws already had some bad tapes playing about the military.

		Time flew by and so did my senior year. May 1964 came and went, and so did I. I attended graduation kicking and screaming all the way. Oh how bad I wanted to blow off that dog and pony show and all the phony people who went with it. “No graduation ceremony for me!” was my battle cry. But Mom had saved her best threats and guilt trips for last; she was determined I wouldn’t end up like Brother Butch, so Eddie went to graduation.

		Just two weeks later, I was back in Mom’s car going on a quiet ride to Cleveland with her and Dad. They took me to Cleveland’s Hopkins Airport for my first flight to Charleston, South Carolina, and a bus ride from there to Parris Island. I waved, turned, and walked down the concourse. I was on my way! I was in! Of course, I hadn’t the slightest idea what I was really in for, but my fifth-grade dream was about to come true.

		The flight wasn’t bad, and we arrived in Charleston on time. That’s where my plan began to unravel. Right in the middle of the Charleston airport we met a crazy man dressed in a Marine uniform. He was all spit and polish and poster perfect. He was a mean-looking Marine’s Marine. He proudly announced, by yelling and screaming at us, that he was there to organize all of us for the bus ride to Parris Island. We were about to become United States Marines! I thought to myself, He doesn’t have to act like this to organize me. I’ll get in line, just say so! I couldn’t figure out what he was so upset about. He continued yelling and screaming, calling us scumbags and maggots. He even said, “You are mere pimples on the face of humanity.” I thought he was supposed to be glad to see us. What was the issue? What was going on?

		I’d joined the outfit to protect and serve America. I’d heard all the stories about how tough it was, and that if they tell you to jump to the moon, just yell “Yes, sir!” and start leaping. But I thought the Marines would act, well, a little more appreciative than the crazy sergeant. He’s telling us how bad we are and what punks we are and … well to shut up and look straight ahead, maggot! Maggot? What the hell is this?

		The long ride to Parris Island was made longer by a flat tire on the bus. That gave the madman with a bunch of stripes on his arm more time to humiliate us. And he was good at it. He marched up and down the bus telling us what “pieces of shit” we were and what “scummy civilians” we were. So far, our reception as would-be Marines was just nothing like I thought it was going to be.

		Not only had I been trying to drink like a Marine in high school, I had been trying to swear like one. It wasn’t a hard skill to learn; I grew up around truck drivers. But that guy gave new meaning to the whole idea of swear words. Could I really be all of those things he was saying? As we rode those last three miles or so over the causeway and onto the island, I reflected on my goal of becoming a Marine. We passed the sentries and the main gate and left civilian life behind. By then, it was nothing more than lights on a distant shore. The bus slithered its way through the humidity of a typical South Carolina summer morning. A morning I’d soon be getting used to. As we pulled up to my new home, I wondered how wise I’d been back in Mrs. Lyons’s class that February day, so long ago.

		We got off the bus only to have the original “mad man of Charleston” hand us off to a group of very loud, cynical, and nasty drill instructors—DIs. All those men in Marine uniforms, they were like nothing I’d ever had a nightmare about when I was a little kid. They really were mad! Crazy!

		In just one day, I found out what a punk I was and how spoiled and coddled I’d been. I discovered I had a long way to go and wasn’t sure, just then, if I wanted to make the trip. Where the hell was George P. Hunt when I needed him? What was going on around and to me wasn’t how it had sounded in his book, man. I’d even have taken Mrs. Lyons about then.

		It took me a while to “get it,” to get with the “whole” program. For a couple of days, I was walking around like a guy who’d missed his insulin shot. I was hurtin’ for certain. While the big deal took a while for me to figure out, it only took a day for me to get the drift on how the mess hall worked. “Oh, Private Kugler doesn’t like our shit on the shingle,” the DI bellowed in my ear. He sounded like a wounded moose. “Well, Private Kugler, do you want your mommy to make you scrambled eggs?” I wasn’t real quick, but I knew enough either to go hungry or to shut up and eat. I ate.

		I struggled, smothered under the twenty-four-hour supervision delivered by the madmen. I really struggled with being told what to do at every turn. I had trouble getting motivated. I suddenly didn’t think I wanted to be there. Boy, was I quick! By golly, they couldn’t get anything by me. I guess I was a piece of shit after all. I was going downhill fast.

		About the three-week point of boot camp, I was sent to sick bay for a dental checkup, but my dental appointment was canceled, so I was back at the barracks before the platoon returned. The quiet was almost more than I could handle. What sheer beauty it was! The DI had been real plain with me about reporting to the PT field when I finished, but I thought I was cute, so I went back and got in my PT gear. I lay down on my rack to relax. I would wait for the platoon to come running down the street, singing, then I was going to hop up and run out and greet them as if I’d just got back. I thought, Now that’s a plan!

		There were three DIs in charge of our platoon and, unfortunately for me, none of them had been born yesterday. So here’s Kug, stretched out with peace and quiet at my side, when in walks one of the DIs. And what does he find? Private Kugler, lying proudly in his rack, stretched out, hands above his head, relaxed to the max. My butt immediately puckered up and shot straight up into my throat when the soothing silence was shattered by a maniacal scream that straightened my hair. “You scummy, low-life little bastard you. You are a disgrace to my Marine Corps. You thumb-sucking little turd. It’s people like you that get Marines killed in combat by disobeying orders just like this one!” Me? Disobeying orders? I was in shock. What was he talking about? What order had I disobeyed? I realized he was about to tell me in terms I’d understand.

		I was standing front and center before the captain quicker than a DI can say “scummy civilian.” I was sent out of there “mo ricky tick” (military for “right damn now”). I was given the Marine version of a low-level military trial. They called it “Office Hours.” Before I knew what hit me, besides my DI, I was out of my platoon and on my way to I knew not where. I had in fact disobeyed an order, an order to go to sick bay and report back “immediately,” as in directly afterward. So I was being sent out to the end of the island. They said it was the end of the island, but to me, it was the end of the world. I knew right away that place was a nut ward!

		I was in STB, Special Training Branch. And life became a real bitch! It made regular boot camp look like Little League baseball practice. STB was worse than anything I’d ever imagined; I was in Corrective Custody Platoon. It was for people like me that disobeyed orders or just plain couldn’t get with the program. STB also housed Fat Man’s Platoon, for the overweight, and Motivation Platoon, for the unmotivated souls among us. In CCP, we moved a giant sandpile back and forth, back and forth, every day! Two water buckets, one for each hand! We’d fill them with sand at one end, and then we’d double-time to the other end of the inside of our running track, dump them, and run back. All the while, our DI sat in the middle of the track watching our every move, screaming obscenities as we passed. It was South Carolina in July. At that point in my young life, I didn’t know the world got so hot. And the DIs were just whacko. They got off on all that kick-ass stuff. They were building men, but we weren’t in the plan because we hadn’t got with the program yet.

		But one of the madmen tossed me a curve ball that changed my life forever. STB had become more fun than I thought I needed in my life. So one day I decided to go AWOL. I just flat ran away. I hadn’t thought it out very well and had no idea where I’d go, except away from STB. I took off when I thought I wouldn’t be noticed for a while. It wasn’t long before they came looking for me. I hid in some thick brush along the edge of the swamp. Using the recruits to look for me, they made a sweep along the water’s edge. I had to lie in the water up to my eyeballs to hide from my fellow recruits. What the hell was I doing? I couldn’t believe I’d screwed up so bad.

		I evaded everyone and everything for three days. Everything except the scorpions and mosquitos. They were brutal. My life was getting worse, even as I worked my way back along the causeway I’d ridden in on; just over three days from when I’d slipped out, I got caught. The MPs caught me hiding in a car-size bush near the main gate. Of course, it was kind of a relief; I’d spent the last forty-eight hours hiding in that bush. Ouch! They caught me near evening on the third day of my escapade. I’d had no food for three days and drank swamp water when I could. The mosquitos and scorpions got the best of me. I wasn’t feeling any too good and was sure I was headed straight for the brig—handcuffs and all.

		But the MPs put me in the back of a little pickup truck and drove me back to STB. Then an MP hauled me out of the truck and half dragged me inside, turning me over to the guy I remembered as Sergeant Tarawa, the sergeant in charge of Corrective Custody Platoon. Tarawa wasn’t his real name, but he’d always told us stories about Tarawa in World War II. I remembered his bedtime stories, and I remembered that he was crazy as all hell. I knew I was dead meat. He was one tough, mean, and ugly motor scooter. He was going to beat the living shit out of me.

		Sergeant Tarawa dragged me in front of the STB crew and humiliated me. Of course, that was standard fare for us screwups. He stood me up and said, “Take a good look; this is what you look like when you try to escape your duty to my Marine Corps.” For the first time in my life, I realized I deserved the shit that was happening to me. My public flogging lasted five or ten minutes. After the humiliation, he grabbed hold of my collar and dragged me down the hallway, throwing me into his office like I was a light sack of wheat. I landed on the floor, sitting with my back against the wall and butt on the ground opposite Tarawa. He slammed the door shut!

		I thought, I’m on thin ice, and it’s about to break. Then came the surprise. Tarawa’s voice became soft, almost normal, and the tough old sergeant and serious combat veteran became a human being. It was hard to believe, and I wanted to believe it. He was still tough and intense and looked me straight in the eye. Yet something seemed different. I could see he cared. I’d never really felt people cared about me much. That was the first time I “got it.” I remember it as if it were yesterday.

		“Kid, what the hell is your problem?” he said. And before I could answer, he continued, “Do you know what the hell you just did out there? What have you eaten for the last three days?”

		“Nothing, sir,” I said. Then he became serious, but caring, almost like a favorite teacher or basketball coach. He said, “Do you know I am a Recon Marine, and I don’t go three days without eating! I don’t escape and evade like you did!” Then, for the first time, I could see someone who really genuinely cared about me. He cared about his Marine Corps, but he also cared that Ed Kugler became a part of it. He said, “I am going to give you the biggest break of your young life. No court-martial! No brig! You’re staying right here with me in STB.” Minutes earlier, I would have said I didn’t want to do that. But something inside of me changed. I could feel a difference. He went on, “You’re going to finish the time you started, plus what you lost hiding out the last three days. Then you will graduate boot camp and become a Marine in my Marine Corps! Do you understand?”

		I said, “Yes, sir!” I got it!

		After making me scream the same answer to several more questions, he released me. He went on to tell me I could do anything I wanted to do if I’d just apply myself. And he made it clear that is exactly what he expected me to do: “If I ever see you here again, you’ll regret the day you were born.” And I never forgot his promise, but I also never forgot those lessons, especially that I could do “anything.” The occasion was one of those forks in the road of life, and I knew it would make a difference in mine.

		After I left his room, he became the same animal. Driving, pushing, and demanding that we make the most of ourselves as Marines. While he was the same maniac outside that office, I was a different person on the inside. I saw everything differently for the first time in my life. He had made a difference and, ultimately, had made a Marine out of me. I went back to Platoon 262 and went on to graduate. Despite a couple of wrong turns along the way, I had reached my goal. My parents made the trek down from Lock Seventeen for the big affair. But even on that proud day, things between us just didn’t seem to click. It was all bittersweet.

		We moved on to infantry training at Camp Geiger in North Carolina. Geiger turned out to be uneventful, and graduation from there brought leave. Then I got a permanent assignment to India Company, 3d Battalion, 6th Marines, “I 3/6.” Life as a grunt was fine with me. I was a Marine.

		It was the fall of ’64, and life in Lejeune with India Company was dull and boring, and uneventful. Talk of Vietnam was the only spice in life. We’d first heard of it back in boot camp as the DIs started telling us to pray for war so we could do what Marines were supposed to do. Life went on, and the war really heated up in early 1965, but we were slated for a Caribbean cruise. We’d make stops in Guantanamo Bay and Vieques Island on our way to jungle training in the heat of Panama. The old salts knew all of them combined ball-busting heat with major boredom.

		We took off in April ’65 with our first stop in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, “Gitmo.” That’s where I found myself on hands and knees, crawling out of my first bar fight. Other than my first fight and being in Cuba, the visit was nothing to write home about. Then we left Gitmo, back on board the USS Wood County, bound for Panama, after a brief stop on Vieques Island, every Marine’s hell. Vieques was just hot, dry, barren, and full of thigh-burning hills. We eventually reboarded ship for our ultimate destination, Panama.

		A day out at sea from Vieques, we got our first mail call, and I got my first surprise: only one letter from home. When I’d left on the cruise, I’d been dating four girls. I first noticed that the return address simply read, in big letters, “US” on the top left corner of the envelope. Naively, I thought that meant it was from the United States. Opening it, I discovered that I’d been “found out.” I guess I hadn’t been as clever as I’d thought. Dating four girls at the same time from the same general vicinity had apparently caught up with the Kug. The letter turned out to be from all four of them. I guess they no longer all thought they were going with me. They’d each written a separate paragraph, a kiss-off to the “Kug.” It was a multiple Dear John. And the US on the envelope meant “us” as in the four of “us.”

		As fate would have it, we didn’t quite make our jungle cruise to Panama; we were diverted for a “police action” in Santo Domingo—the Dominican crisis. We were told there’d been an uprising and a group of rebels had overthrown the government. We’d have to make a landing to save the day! Well, that’s what we were there for! All us boots on the ship were pumped up tight with anticipation. We wanted to go in and kick some rebel ass! That is what we were training for, right? The two Korean War vets in our outfit reminded us that we’d just had enough training to get our butts kicked good. “And, no, combat ain’t fun like your DI made it sound, either.”

		We made an unopposed beach landing near Santo Domingo and were met by smiling Dominican soldiers bouncing along the beach as if we had just arrived for a little volleyball. After a brief meeting of the brass, we all climbed on top of amtracs and tanks and, along with our new Dominican friends, rode victoriously into town. The roads were dirt, the air thick with humidity, and the countryside poor.

		We arrived at a polo field near the edge of the city. We were told the air wing would make it their chopper pad in the morning. The battalion bigwigs were making their headquarters in a nearby hotel, El Embajador. Our company, India 3/6, would secure the perimeter. It was near midnight by the time we got the order to “dig in.” Dig in we did. I awoke the next morning to find that my foxhole was on one of the greens of the hotel golf course. I reasoned that must be why we felt all that “really good” grass everywhere during the night, while we were digging.

		We spent a day or two watching the Dominican Air Force, a pair of World War II–era propellor-driven P-51s, dive-bomb the city and the rebel forces inside. What a cakewalk, we thought. Let us at ’em! We’re U.S. Marines, don’t screw with us. We didn’t have to wait long. Our impatience was rewarded by our being selected point company. We’d lead the column as we headed inside the city. We’d come in from the sea side of town, and the 82d Airborne the back side, near the hills. They’d be heli-lifted into place behind the city at dawn.

		We lined up on a main street, just outside the polo grounds. We got our marching orders. We locked and loaded and were going in to kick that rebel ass we’d been talking about. There were tanks to accompany us, but someone said they weren’t allowed to fire. Tough order to understand, that one: it was war, wasn’t it? Something about “rules of engagement,” something I didn’t understand at all.

		Our journey kicked off with Captain Donald standing tall, high up on a tank and giving the move out signal with a swing of his arm and yelling, “Move out!” Some newsman took a picture of him that would make the papers all over the country. Boy, this must be it, I thought. I was too stupid or too naïve to realize what was about to happen. I just knew that this is what it was all about. That this is what George P. Hunt was writing about.

		Our column moved forward, apprehension growing as fast as a field of wild zucchini. I was still thinking, let’s kick some ass! We moved forward in two columns, one on each side of the street, with the armor in the middle. We were going down this nice, big street that headed into Santo Domingo. Women and children were sitting on their porches. Men were watering their lawns. There was lots of waving and cheering, and why not—the Marines were there; we’d come to save the day. Yeah, that is what it was all about. I just knew I understood it all—the pride, the commitment, and the history. What a day this’ll be, I thought. It’s all worth it, I know it is.

		Our caravan took a turn and started moving toward Old Santo Domingo. The festive, Fourth of July atmosphere gave way to a sullen, dark, and ugly afternoon. We weren’t in the nice part of town anymore, and no one was on the porches or watering lawns or cheering us on. It was okay, not too run down, but something was different. We could hear gunfire up ahead, not far away. We were near a hospital. They said there were snipers up ahead. I thought, Snipers kill people don’t they? The cries of “Corpsman!” suddenly sent a wave of fear that filled the hot afternoon air. If the heat wasn’t enough, the humidity was terrible, and you needed a knife to cut the tension in the air.

		With the cries for corpsmen, and snipers up ahead, we sprang to action. “Fire teams up!” It was our leader, Corporal Levy; Verdy, a tough kid from North Jersey; Sap, a mountain type from West by God Virginia; and me. The four of us leapfrogged from bush to bush. “Reach the hospital building,” Levy yelled. Screams were becoming the music of a long afternoon. At the edge of the building, I tried going around the corner to follow Corporal Levy, my team leader. As I did, shots rang out! My God! They’re shooting at me? Verdy made it to Levy; it was time for Sap and me. We had to go! What the hell’s this? Scared shitless wouldn’t do this deal justice. I could get killed doing this shit. Hunt made it sound so cool. When he talked about it, it wasn’t this scary! This is the first damn time, man! Man, this sucks real bad. I try to move ahead by doing the low crawl around the corner of the hospital. Each time I do, a shot rings out, and the bullet strikes right next to my right shoulder, in the dirt! It’s almost a simultaneous crack and a thud! This hot afternoon in Santo Domingo is beginning to suck bad. This bastard ain’t shooting near me or by me but right damn at me! I slide backward to gain some cover by the edge of the building. I start to reason, which is a dangerous thing when your mind’s racing at Indy speeds. But your thoughts hang frozen, like the mosaic of ice I remember on my fifth grade window back in Gnaden. My reasoning quickly says, if he can see me, then I can see his ugly ass! I muster up all the courage I’ve ever had in my life. I decide to try the low crawl one more time. I start crawling around the hospital corner with Sap nearly up my ass. Verdy and Corporal Levy are already around the corner and somewhere up ahead. Elbows and knees on the ground, wiggling like a snake, I move out and partially around the bush when … wham! A rifle slug about a foot from my head. Shit on this! I jump and run forward, Sap on my ass, just as Verdy jumps out ahead and nails the sniper in the tree with a burst of M-14 fire. The tree is right in front of us. The sniper was up above, like in the movies. But this sure ain’t a movie!

		The gunfire stopped, followed by the sound of a dead body falling from a tree. It bounced off limbs and broke branches on its final fall to the earth. It crashed to the ground with a sickening groan. The lifeless body is a heap of motionless flesh and bones, lying in front of us. There’s no time for reflection. There’s lots of yelling. We’re regrouping to head to the bad side of town. The bad side of town? Shit, man, ain’t this bad enough? The first person I see killed in my life, and no time to think about it. I guess it’s better that way.

		Back with my fire team, we advance in formation. We cross a four-lane highway and head out across an open, dirt field. It’s maybe a hundred yards across. Looks like it might be a construction site. It has several mounds of dirt lying about like large anthills. We seem to be aimed to cross the field. On the other side were some old wooden buildings. Communications were bad at this point. We didn’t know it, but we were headed for the old side of town. And in the old side of town was rebel headquarters.

		Our platoon got on line and started doing a textbook sweep across this barren patch of ground. It was hot and dry and really scary out there. We got maybe halfway, a hundred yards or so, when all hell broke loose for sure! A .30-caliber machine gun started raking our assault line. We had a good fifty yards to go before we could get cover in the buildings. We all dived behind the mounds of dirt. Thank God for the anthills! Bunches of Marines, clamoring for cover, returning fire as best we could, not really knowing exactly where it was coming from. It was pure hell to my right or left. We were pinned! I didn’t want to be there!

		The fire coming from the rebel side was withering. I couldn’t figure why our tanks weren’t leveling the buildings. I’d later find out the rules of engagement, the ones I didn’t understand, were the problem. The rules said we couldn’t use anything larger than a 7.62mm rifle—our trusty M-14s. Incredible! Who the hell in their right minds would do this? That rule would cost more lives on that afternoon than anyone would ever care to admit. Welcome to the modern world of warfare, Marine!

		The barrage of bullets whizzing by made us want to burrow our heads down deep in the ground. You wanted to scream, run—do something. We were trying to shoot back, but that was tough. Finally, somebody decided to bring the amtracs out. Those beautiful armored boxcars rumbled past us then turned around so the opening would be protected to the back. There was one amtrac for each squad of Marines. We ran inside dodging lots of hot lead that whistled overhead and around our feet. The scene was right out of a damn movie, but we weren’t acting. I was glad to be inside the iron turtle as I heard bullets ricocheting off its shell. Machine gun rounds were pinging off the sides instead of through my young ass. I was sure we’d pull back, regroup, and come back for another shot at the bastards.

		But the amtrac made a turn in place and went right for the buildings! We were shocked. We were charging straight at the gunfire. We didn’t have communications. What the hell was going on? One of our Korean War vets, a staff sergeant, looked real bad. He looked out the little windows in the front of the drop door. We were rumbling into some serious shit. Two of the rows of buildings came together at an angle in front of us, with a street between them. They were old and eerie-looking. Someone said the machine gun was on the roof.

		My heart was in my throat, fighting for space with my butt, which was puckered high and tight. Everyone was hyperventilating, as fear reigned supreme in my amtrac. Without warning, it jerked to a stop. The front landing door dropped, just like in training. But, unlike training, bullets were flying in and ricocheting around from the .30-caliber machine gun perched above us. It was like a shooting gallery for the rebels, as everyone ran outside and into the street. We were assaulting rebels head on! Next damn time, pass the word down, assholes!

		I followed Sap, my hillbilly soulmate and M-79 man, straight through a plate glass window. Rifles at port arms, we crashed through, right into a room with a family of four cowering in the corner. We had to get out of the street where there was pure mayhem and certain death. Cries of “Corpsman up!” could be heard from all sides. We’d find out later that we were dropped just one block from rebel headquarters. They were proud of their turf, even if we were United States Marines. The info on the landing was terrible: the “rebels” were part of the Dominican Army that’d gone bad. I’d look back and know leadership was real poor on this Caribbean afternoon. Decisions coming from on high would prove even worse.

		Sap and I went out in the street and joined Corporal Levy and Verdy. We moved building to building as a rebel fired at us from a rooftop across the street. I let go with half a magazine from my 14. He flew backward, disappearing from view. Had I killed him? I guess? It didn’t feel … I didn’t feel? Who cares; I hope I killed the bastard for shooting at me! Something died inside me that day. I think it was my feelings. I didn’t need feelings anyway—it was war! We made it past a couple of buildings and turned left toward what turned out to be the rebel headquarters building. A fire team crossed the street, with two kids from my old Platoon 262. The street in front of us was a windowless wall of wood. As the other fire team advanced along the wall opposite us, the .30 caliber was back. It tattooed the whole wall with bullets! The bullets were walking down that long, dreary, windowless wall of wood, on an unnamed street in a sad town. They stitched holes, chipped wood, and nailed two kids from Platoon 262. It was amazingly like slow motion and real ugly to watch. The kid from Jersey took two slugs in the throat and was lying bleeding, gurgling and jerking on the pavement in front of us. The kid from upstate New York, Private Benson, was sitting down against the wall, dead. His eyes were open, and he had a strange, almost serene smile on his face. It really wasn’t happening was it? A sea-duty corporal with half a fire team dead was screaming, “Cover me, cover me!” My fire team leader, Corporal Levy, jumped from our side, into the middle of the street like John Wayne. He unloaded a full magazine up toward the .30-caliber killing machine, positioned on the rooftop above us.

		Wow! The kid from Lock Seventeen was now seeing what it meant to be a United States Marine. It was a real bitch. Benson was dead, sitting against a wall in the hot afternoon sun. He still had a smiling face, but a dead one. Smoked by a rebel with a machine gun. He just sat there like in the movies. I might die too, I thought and, I remember, I was scared shitless. But the hell with it, let’s get the bastards!

		Two guys headed out and dragged the Jersey kid to safety and a waiting corpsman. I’d later learn he lived but was sentenced to life with no feeling, paralyzed from the neck down. A Marine with a life cut short, at least a life as he knew it. Sap and I ran out to get Benson. I couldn’t figure it, let’s get the machine gun, then the dead guy. But that wasn’t the Marine Corps way; you don’t leave any dead behind. Period! I’d learn that’s a good rule—but I wouldn’t learn it that day. As we ran out, each step felt like we were wearing cement shoes. My body seemed heavy, slow, and tired. I remember reaching Benson and turning as we picked him up. I remember he was heavier than any wet bales of hay I ever picked up working at Mr. Leonard’s farm up the street in Lock Seventeen. We took off trying to run him to safety. Go! Run before they get you!

		I was carrying Benson’s right arm in my left. That put me on the machine-gun side of life. Private Benson, who was along for the ride at that point, was in the middle. Sap was on the other side holding Benson’s left arm. Just as we took our first step, the grim reaper and his machine gun opened up again. This time, walking deadly hot lead down the center of the street. It was busy chipping up concrete, on its quest to meet us and deliver us to evil before we could carry Benson to cover across the other side. The race might be on, but my life was suddenly in slow motion. Each step seemed like an eternity, each chug of the machine gun got a bullet closer to a burial in Lock Seventeen. Sap and I raced the .30 caliber, as my life flashed before me in living Technicolor. Unbelievable! In a flash, I’m the kid next door at Mrs. Fivecoat’s, hiding from mom, racing GoKarts, and skipping school. And I could see and smell the Carling from my drinking days. And the girls, and all the things I shouldn’t have done, and even some I should’ve. And it was live, on stage in the streets of that hot, dirty old city by the sea; it was one bright, frightening Technicolor hurricane that came roaring across the hot, humid afternoon in Old Town Santo Domingo.

		Somewhere in the middle of our race for life and before we could cross the narrow street, explosions and machine-gun fire erupted all around us. It seemed like the curtain of our lives was being drawn amid the closing lines of flashes, booms, zings, and all the other sounds of war. Adrenaline was pumping through my veins like a raging river near its crest. In the chaos and struggle that ensued, I was hit with shrapnel from something; hot metal pierced my hands. My right eye started burning, and I couldn’t see. Sap screamed, “I’m hit!” as he took two .30-caliber machine-gun slugs in his left arm. The bullets were coming down the street from my side. They’d hit the M-79 rounds I carried for Sap, but the rounds didn’t explode! They’d passed by me and hit Sap. He dropped Benson, who by then had been hit twice more by the machine gunner. The guy in the sky with the machine gun was, so far, winning the afternoon.

		We’d gotten Benson halfway or more, when we were taken out of the game. Marines everywhere jumped out to cover us. Two more Marines ran out to get Benson’s body as I followed Sap around the corner of the building to help with his arm. There was no corpsman to yell for; it was standing room only, waiting for medical help. I sat down next to Sap, who was leaning against a wall. I grabbed his badly mangled left arm and laid it across my lap. He leaned his head over on my shoulder. His head was back, and he was looking at the sky. He was staring into space as a low moan seeped from his lips.

		People were being dragged by us, as the casualties mounted. I needed to take care of Sap and fast, real fast, but I hadn’t seen anything like his wounds before. One look, and I knew he was in deep trouble. Blood was pumping everywhere, covering me, Sap, and the concrete around us. I was having trouble seeing. My eye was bad, and it was burning. I could see with just one eye. I quickly took out the compress from the medical kit on the back of my belt. I knew enough to try a pressure bandage, but his wound was enormous. Opposite his elbow, the two bullets had torn all the meat and muscle from the inside of his arm. As I pushed the bandage in to apply pressure, my whole hand went inside the wound and into his arm. I wanted to vomit right there, but there wasn’t time.

		My hands were burning from the shrapnel, but I couldn’t see any cuts because of all Sap’s blood. Or was it mine? There wasn’t time to find out with my best friend in my lap and dying fast. I could sense Sap getting weaker as he was telling me it felt like a bee sting. I kept telling him not to look. I kept telling him he’d be okay, even though I didn’t see how he would. I had to stop the bleeding or he’d die in my arms. He was looking gray and pale, and still the blood rushed from his body like water from a fire hydrant, filling the street beneath us. I took my K-bar and what was left of the bandolier that held the M-79 grenades I’d carried for Sap. I hastily fashioned a tourniquet, placed it around his arm, and was soon able to control the bleeding by twisting it tight, just above the elbow. It meant risking his entire arm, but I had to do it for Sap.

		All things considered, as the amtrac rolled up the street to pick up the wounded and dead, he was doing okay. We were covered in blood by the time I got him to his feet to get into the iron box. Just then, he looked down and saw the extent of the damage to his arm and became hysterical. We were both evacuated to the polo grounds and then onto the USS Wasp offshore. A night on the Wasp, and we were on to Puerto Rico and eventually Womack Army Hospital in Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

		I remember lying in my rack at Womack thinking, Man, have I made a serious career mistake. People can get killed doing this shit. Maybe I was slow or something, but war was tough. Sap would recover but would never regain total use of his arm. He’d later thank me for saving it and him. Me? I was grateful for his thanks. Corpsmen, back at the polo grounds, had been critical of my using a tourniquet; I’d seen it as the only way.

		Well, my wounds were minor, some shrapnel to the hands and the powder in my eye, presumably from the M-79 round that was hit by the bullet. It would screw my eyes up for a short while, but in the end, it was one of many cheap Purple Hearts rendered amid the confusion of our first combat. My poor Mom, who didn’t want me doing this stuff anyway, had a bad time when she heard what happened. The government somehow mixed up the telegram of the kid from Jersey, paralyzed from the neck down, with my telegram. My injuries were to the eye and hand and no big deal. In Nam, I got worse and didn’t even get evacuated. But as I called home the second day I was in Carolina, she was crying, as I told her all was well.

		She said, “Ed, I have prepared myself, so just tell me straight.” “Mom, look I’m fine. I walked out here and called you.” “Knock it off,” she said. “I know you can’t walk, and I am prepared for it.” It took some doing to undo what the government had inadvertently done and to convince her there must be a mistake. It’s really not good to mess up the sending home of notices of wounds, dismemberment, and death.

		I recovered and rejoined the 6th Marines, but I was assigned to Mike Company instead of India, which had already staffed up by the time I got back. It was back to being a grunt again. The highlight was a NATO cruise to Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Germany, with a stop in Dublin, Ireland, along the way. I’d made it through Dublin to the mountain training in Norway when I received word of my oldest brother’s death while driving a truck in Indiana. I had to depart the ship and fly home, although I got there too late for the funeral. While home on emergency leave, my hard drinking caught up with me. Drunk, I was in a bad car accident, and suffered a concussion and several stitches here and there on my head. Back at Lejeune, I was placed on medical waivers in late ’65, a time when the first Marines started rotating back from Nam. Hearing the war stories of Chu Lai and Da Nang from those early birds of the war, the spark started burning inside me again. Sergeant Tarawa back in STB was still strong in my mind as I went home that Christmas. It was then I decided that I needed to go to Vietnam, wherever the hell that was. I just needed to be there. My parents never understood and wouldn’t talk about it at all.

		Back from holiday leave, I went in to volunteer to go to the Nam. I remember the lieutenant asking me if I was sure I wanted to do that. And I said, “Yes!” Since I’d used up all my leave between the holidays and my brother’s death last fall, I had no leave left. My CO agreed to let me have a seventy-two-hour pass on each of the four weekends remaining before going to California to report for jungle training at Camp Pendleton. My dad agreed to let me use his former business partner’s car to drive back and forth on weekends.

		It was a 1965 Buick Wildcat with a 455 engine and a four-barrel carb. It would pass anything but a gas station. It’s a good thing I left when I did; I figured I was going to Nam, what could they do to me? I lived hard and drove fast. In those four weekends, I managed to get speeding tickets in Ohio, North Carolina, Virginia, and Pennsylvania. When it was all said and done, I was ready for Nam, whatever and wherever it was. Time does heal your wounds, or at least buries the memories until they come forth another day. Which indeed they would.

		When I was done at Lejeune, I had five days to get from there to Camp Pendleton. I drove the Wildcat home to drop it off, figuring I’d better do that while I still had a license. Then, a little partying, and I had another long ride with Mom and Dad. We went back up to Cleveland’s Hopkins Airport. California, here I come! Vietnam, hell, you can’t be far away.
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		CHAPTER ONE

		Snipers Up … Hell Yes!

		It might be January, but it’s hotter than hell. The sun’s streaming through the trees, creating shadows that streak across the sergeant’s face. He’s working himself into a thick lather as he describes what Nam’s like. It’s for the education of trainees like me in the audience. “At night, it’s blacker than the inside of an ape’s ass at midnight!” he bellows. He’s dark with a Nam tan; his looks betray his irrational nature. He works to impress the fifty or so of us, the fresh meat, seated on makeshift wooden benches. It’s jungle training, it’s Camp Pendleton, and it’s weird.

		My mind drifts away from his antics to my arrival in California just two days earlier. I’m back sitting in a little park just outside the bus station in Oceanside. I’m fresh in from the frigid January winds of Cleveland. And I love the warm, short-sleeve weather of Southern California. I sit, listening to someone’s radio playing “Monday Monday.” Me, the Mamas and the Papas, and all this wonderful weather, how can it be? I’m sitting in Oceanside, waiting for my bus to Pendleton, and I think, Man, this’ll be a good place to come when all the Marine and Nam stuff is over. This is nice, it’s damned nice!

		Well that was a couple days ago, and this is now. I’m listening to a sergeant rant and rave about our fate, how half of us are coming home flat-ass on a stretcher or dead, dumb, and cold in a body bag. He’s screaming at anyone who falls asleep. He blasts one Marine with, “You asshole, you’re gonna get people killed.” I don’t know if it was the heat, the Mamas and the Papas, or “California Dreamin’,” but none of what he was saying registered with me. I just wanted to get through the shit and get it on. We were in “jungle training,” California style. I guess it was all the Corps had on short notice; the Nam buildup caught everyone off guard. We were in jungle training, but there wasn’t a jungle within a thousand miles of Camp Pendleton.

		Our training would last four weeks. Then, we’d each be individual replacements for Marine units already calling Vietnam home. For the grunt trainee, peacetime life in the Corps sucked. It was major boring. And jungle training for Nam was no exception. We’d split our days getting Nam ready, physically and mentally. Then we’d learn the skills necessary to stay alive and kill gooks when we got there.

		Getting in shape was a major ball buster. We’d be out back of the camp some damn place, humping the barren hills in full battle gear all day long. Between the heat of the California sun and the weight we were humping, our thighs were always burning. The climb up those bastardly hills was a major ass kicker. “You assholes get in shape,” the sergeant would scream, “or you’ll get your ass left behind in Nam!”

		The very thought of being left behind in Nam kept most of us going. Who the hell wanted to be left behind in Nam or anywhere for that matter? What the hell is Nam anyway? I didn’t know, but hell, I wanted to go anyway. I wanted to serve my country. That’s what the Corps was all about. That’s why I joined. We all felt that way.

		Training with all the guys I didn’t know was boot camp all over. It didn’t have the restrictions, but it was a foreign affair for me. I only knew a couple of the guys out of the hundreds going through training. I was never one to just join in with groups I didn’t know; I usually had only one or two close friends at a time. Jungle school was no exception. I occasionally saw a couple of guys who were in Santo Domingo with me, but it was rare. It was all like starting over. I felt the Corps could do better with units that were formed and trained intact. But it wasn’t to be.

		Before long I struck up with a kid just out of boot camp. He was from Houston. I knew him only as Thompson, his last name and the universal military tag.

		Thompson was a really nice kid. Like me, he’d joined the Corps at seventeen, but he went to boot camp in San Diego, then got his orders for Nam. He wasn’t as excited about the prospect as I was. He was seventeen years old, and I was eighteen, and I had Santo Domingo under my belt, and that made me an old salt to him. Thompson even looked young. Too damn young to be married! I couldn’t believe that when he told me. Told me he married a Mexican girl he went with in high school. Did it as soon as he found out he was going to Nam. What the hell was he thinking?

		I didn’t need to agree with him to like him; we hit it off from day one and stayed together all through training, beside each other every step of the way. Up and down, up and down as we humped endlessly through the hills around Pendleton. Marching every morning to get in shape. Each afternoon, we tried to keep each other awake in the face of our instructors’ endless droning. We’d get their drift early on, but that didn’t stop them; they made the “gooks,” as they called them, out to be purely invincible. They told us story after story about how the Viet Cong could sneak up to a sentry in the middle of the night, slit his throat, then be gone before his buddies even knew he was dead.

		Even with all of us knee-deep in boredom, some stories began a wave of emotion that would wash over the half-attentive audience, drawing responses from the disbelief of “Give me a fucking break,” to the fear of “Oh my God, how will I survive?” Thompson worried a lot. He just wanted to go to Nam, do his duty, and get back in one piece. He talked endlessly of the life he wanted to build with his little lady. He didn’t want some gook sneaking up and ending his dreams. I had no dreams like his but I still didn’t believe some little bastard could sneak up and slit my throat without my knowing about it either. They were human weren’t they?

		I’d have to wait ’til Nam to know for sure. Training continued to be a drag, but the mock-up of the booby-trapped village got my attention. It was the next to last stop in training at jungle school, and the instructors were enthusiastic Nam vets. After my first walk, I was paranoid for sure. And if I was paranoid, then Thompson was a basket case. He hadn’t looked forward to Vietnam before, and after all the stories of gore from the booby traps, he was down for the count.

		They said the booby-trap village was a replica of what we’d find in Vietnam. It had grass huts and trails and everything else needed to simulate what we would run into as Nam grunts. I wanted to go to Nam, but I didn’t want that cannon fodder bullshit that I’d seen in Santo Domingo. Grunts are beautiful, but they’re usually the first dead. The booby traps focused my attention better than all the lectures we’d endured. I could look at a punji pit with its razor-sharp stakes and see firsthand what a bummer that’d be. The idea of the stakes alone was bad enough without having to worry about some gook rubbing his shit on them to infect my wounds.

		We’d been training hard and we needed a break; we’d had daily early morning runs, hikes that lasted all day, and hour after hour of afternoon lectures. By the time we had finished the hands-on booby-trap training, two weeks had passed, during which we’d spend lots of evenings in the pool, taking swimming tests, so we were ready for a break. Lighten up, guys, we’ll be ready for Nam … a break, okay, just a break?

		Finally word came that the next weekend was ours: a seventy-two-hour pass! I’d run into an old buddy from Dom Rep and the 6th Marines. He suggested we go to Tijuana, Mexico. The old salts called it TJ. All I knew was that it was south of California somewhere. Thompson didn’t want to make the trip, but I convinced him to come along and have some fun. “What could it hurt?” I said. My Dom Rep friend, Hanscomb, brought along a buddy of
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