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Preface to 2014 Edition 

 

This account of my experiences in Vietnam was originally written 

between 1995 and 1998 and privately printed under the title In the Shadow 
of Dragon Mountain. In preparing this edition certain sections have been 
rewritten and pictures have been added. In most respects, however, the 
text presented here is almost identical to the original. Recognizing that my 
memory now is not as accurate as it would have been when the book was 
originally written, I have made only a handful of changes in specific 
details, and these represent areas in which later research has provided 
more accurate information. Readers old enough to remember those times 
may recognize that the sections with which I have divided the book are 
given titles taken from songs popular in the 1960s. 

I regret that the quality of some of the pictures is less than ideal. Most 
of the earlier photographs were taken with a simple 1960s camera, which 
was never intended for quality photography. Although the old prints have 
been scanned at a higher resolution and edited in some cases, there are 
limitations because of the low quality of the original pictures which are 
now forty-five years old. 

This book was never written for wide circulation. It is intended 
primarily for family and friends, especially those who in years to come 
might like to read of my personal experiences. The very exercise of 
writing has been beneficial and even therapeutic for me. I hope the reader 
will recognize the very personal nature of the book and accept it on that 
basis. The dedication on the following page was made for the original 
1998 version, when my son was fourteen years old. 

 
Gary Cottrell



 

 
 

This book is for my son Preston, with a prayer that he may 
never have occasion to write such a book.
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To Everything . . . There Is a Season



GARY COTTRELL 

2 
 

 

 
 
 

The Age of Aquarius 
 

Whatever one feels about the decade of the 60s, no one who lived 

through that period can doubt that it left its own unique imprint on the 
twentieth century. My generation believed it could quite literally change 
the world. Unfortunately, the future did not quite turn out the way so many 
of my contemporaries envisioned it would be. This was to be “The Age of 
Aquarius.” 

 
Harmony and understanding 

Sympathy and trust abounding.1 
 

Unfortunately, such was not to describe the 60s. Perhaps no more 
poignant example can be found of the dangers of unbridled idealism than 
the failure of this generation to achieve the utopia so many thought would 
surely come. Book after book has been written, attempting to analyze both 
the accomplishments as well as the failures of that generation. Depending 
on the perspective of the writer, virtually every institution has been held 
responsible, from the drug culture to the military establishment. But 
whatever one’s view, one event of that period must loom large indeed. The 
war in Vietnam, its effect on those who fought in it, and on the nation that 
lived through it, must be seen as a defining experience of life in that 
turbulent era. I served in Vietnam with the United States Army from 

                                                      
1 James Rado, “Aquarius” The 5th Dimension: Greatest Hits, Soul City 
Records (Los Angeles: Liberty/UA) 
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March 1969 to March 1970. This book is an attempt to chronicle my 
participation in that war. 
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Echoes from the Past 
 

Memories! Intertwining threads linking the past with the present. Even 

after the passing of many years they retain the capacity to enrich our lives. 
I can still recall the sounds, the scents of the holiday season. For me 
Christmas included a trip with my father to cut down our own cedar tree 
and the rich taste of my mother’s boiled custard. One Christmas I received 
my first bicycle, a bright red Huffy, with dual saddle bags to carry my 
school books. I remember shoveling the Kentucky snow with a wooden 
snow plow my dad helped me make for a school project. How drab our 
lives would be without the recollections of earlier days. 

Perhaps the memories we treasure most are those of the people who 
have touched our lives. The next door neighbor with the hare lip who was 
for a time my best friend. The special pal in sixth grade with whom I went 
fishing. I met him years later, an attorney by then. Who would have 
thought so at the time? Then there was the kid with whom I shared a burr 
haircut, freckles, and the eighth grade. His name is carved on a black 
granite Wall in Washington 

War creates its own unique memories, and veterans of war, even 
different wars, share a bond that perhaps cannot be fully appreciated by 
those outside that circle. Surely no one who has been a part of combat in 
any form can fail to be affected by the experience. As with all of life, the 
effects of war on the participant may be either positive or destructive. 
Often they partake of both. 

While this book includes a brief history, outlining the political and 
military events leading up to America’s initial and escalating involvement 
in the Vietnam War, it is not written to be one more study of the war itself. 
If the events described here are to have any real meaning, they should be 
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viewed as more a personal odyssey than a strict accounting of my 
participation in that conflict. For that reason relatively little outside 
research was done, and the few sources consulted were done so 
selectively. 

I make no claim to any special insights, much less objectivity, 
regarding Vietnam in general or even the specific events in which I 
was involved. How could any person be a witness to some of the 
events described in this book and fail to have them imprinted so 
indelibly that objectivity becomes impossible? In many instances I 
have attempted to write not just of what I saw, but also what I felt, 
even what I have come to understand more than a quarter of a century 
after my part in those events came to an end. If I view Vietnam 
through the prism of the passing years and see it differently than I did 
at that time, neither view is invalidated. Both visions of the events are 
true in that both tell a part of the story. 

Unfortunately, only limited primary documents of my service 
remain on which I have been able to draw. I kept a few publications, 
mostly military propaganda, which were given to me in Vietnam. 
While slanted, these documents still provided background and 
technical information for this book. The National Personnel Records 
Center in St. Louis, Missouri, provided photocopies of certain 
documents from my military records, as well as unit rosters, and I 
gratefully acknowledge my debt to that office. I also saved a few 
letters, along with a number of photographs and slides, many of them 
labeled with place names and dates. These have helped fill in the 
numerous chronological gaps and provide information which memory 
alone could never furnish. 

Other souvenirs from Vietnam are of a more personal nature. They 
include such items as service medals, the combat boots I wore, and 
insignia of rankG (small black pins not easily seen by the North 
Vietnamese). At the end of this book I have provided a glossary 
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intended to explain not only the more obscure military terminology, but 
also some of the slang or jargon that became associated with Vietnam. The 
superscriptG at the end of a word indicates that the term is explained in the 
glossary at the end of this book. I also kept my short timer’sG calendar, the 
Thanksgiving menu from 1969, and my battalion insignia. Yet when one 
puts it all together, the remnants of my service in Vietnam seem quite 
small compared to the significance that year held for me. 

So I have been forced to rely on my memory for most of what is 
described in this account of my year in Vietnam. No objective evidence 
exists to prove the accuracy of the majority of events related. This book is 
presented with the trust that the reader will accept the truthfulness of the 
experiences described. 

Yet precisely how accurate can I be in describing events that occurred 
over a quarter of a century ago? This question concerns me. 

As I have talked and corresponded with other Vietnam veterans, 
especially in the preparation of this book, I have been impressed with the 
discovery that, almost without exception, they have responded to their 
experience in one of two ways. Some veterans formed extremely strong 
bonds with some of the soldiers with whom they served, and those ties 
have been maintained throughout the passing years. Others, it seems, 
determined to put the experience aside entirely, as if it had never occurred. 
These individuals went on with their lives, seldom even thinking of 
Vietnam, until some event, perhaps as insignificant as a helicopter passing 
overhead or an old song playing on the radio, would bring back 
recollections of that part of their lives. Many of us have found that, as the 
years passed, we have again recognized the significant role Vietnam 
played in our lives. This has required recalling events long buried and only 
half-remembered. 

I was one of those who attempted to forget Vietnam. I never kept a 
diary to record dates, places, or names. At the time, Vietnam was simply a 
part of my life to be endured. One objective dominated my thinking — to 
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return after my tour alive. In 1970 I could not conceive that I would 
ever wish to recall the experiences that made up the year I spent there. 
When I came home, I made a conscious resolve to go on with my life 
just as if Vietnam had never happened. In the process certain events 
were quite literally forgotten, perhaps because I wished to pretend they 
had never occurred. Names, dates, places, even specific details, have 
faded with the passing years. Some events, however, can never quite 
be erased from memory, and as I have written, I have been amazed at 
specific incidents and even some small details which somehow I have 
been able to recall and which I am confident are correct. 

 

 
My Short Timer’s calendar with all the days filled in 

 

Yet honesty compels me to confess that certain events described in 
this book, while accurate in general, may inadvertently contain minor 
errors in detail. In such instances I have simply given the information 
as best I can recall it, believing that such details do not compromise 
the basic integrity of the story. In no instance have I consciously 
invented or exaggerated any event related in this book. I have been 
perhaps overly scrupulous in attempting to insure that the general 
events, and even, where possible, the smallest details are presented as 
factually as my own memory and the documents available to me allow. 
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You may read with the assurance that everything described here actually 
occurred. 

 
*       *       *       *         

 

People write for at least one of two reasons — because they want to write 

or because they have to write. This book I felt compelled to write, driven 
by a desire to preserve a record of events that profoundly influenced my 
life. As you read, you will come to understand some of my reasons for 
writing, but I feel the need to take a moment to explain something of the 
writing process. 

One concern in particular weighs on my mind as I have written of the 
year I spent in Vietnam. How simplistic, almost naive it is to state the 
obvious, that there are ethical considerations connected with the events 
that I witnessed and in which I participated. Experience is relative. Each 
one of us faces moral and ethical dilemmas daily with which we must 
come to terms. If this is so in peacetime, it is multiplied many times over 
in war. As I have written of events that occurred over twenty-five years 
ago, I have been compelled to face again the reality of decisions and 
experiences that, as I relive them in memory, seem even more incredible 
to me now. Some of the events I have described are given little 
commentary regarding whether they were right or wrong, or whether I or 
others should have acted differently. My primary purpose has been to 
relate the story of that year as objectively as my memory permits and to 
explain how the experiences affected me at the time. I should be 
disappointed if the reader felt that a lack of interpretation on my part 
reflected an absence of feeling, or that I possessed too little sensibility to 
be aware of the moral implications of my actions. If I have chosen not to 
elaborate on some of the ethical aspects of my Vietnam experience, it is 
not because I have not been affected by them. The truth is that certain 
memories remain to this day and will to some degree be with me till the 
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day of my death. 
It is hardly an exaggeration to state that no one who served in 

Vietnam, from the combat infantryman to the clerk in base camp, 
could fail to be affected by that event. I thank God I was spared the 
intense combat experienced by so many of those who served. Yet, 
having acknowledged that fact, I must also admit that Vietnam has had 
a profound influence on my life. I am not the same person I would 
have been without that one year. As with all of life’s experiences, the 
results on our character are not inevitable. They are neither good nor 
bad, except as we make them so. For most of us who served, returning 
from Vietnam meant picking up our lives again. But I suspect that all 
of us found we could not quite go on just as if Vietnam had never 
occurred. It did happen, and in that year I discovered that I was 
capable of more than I ever dreamed possible — both for good and for 
evil. 

And yes, I discovered that evil is real. I was to experience it in 
numerous ways, which only a year before would have seemed 
incomprehensible. Whether it took the form of rocket attacks, starving 
children who had learned to do anything for food, or in one instance 
being caught up in a firefightG with the enemy, I was to discover 
something of the capacity human beings possess to kill one another. 

Lightly we may speak of memories being reopened, and truly they 
have been. Some events, particularly those relating to my induction 
and Basic Training, while difficult at the time, cannot but evoke an 
element of humor when recalled many years later. Other memories, 
however, are more difficult to face, and I have discovered in the 
process that the jagged edges of certain events can never be erased. I 
do not ask the reader to withhold judgment; for only if we can discern 
that which is wrong can we truly understand what is right. But in the 
following pages I tell of events and circumstances in which right and 
wrong are not always easy to separate. I speak now, not from an 
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attempt to justify moral relativism, but from the recollection of realities 
which I would erase if I could. 

It may be that you, the reader, are in a better position than I to judge 
the experiences related in this book. Be assured that I bring to that which I 
have written a strong sense of the gravity of those events. As I have seen a 
quarter of a century pass by with astounding swiftness, I determined to 
leave a record for my family and for others who even now have come to 
think of Vietnam merely as history. For me the war in Vietnam will never 
be history. It is and will remain a defining part of my life. 

“Festina Lente” was the motto of the 4th Battalion/42nd Artillery with 
which I served in Vietnam. At the time we were told these Latin words 
mean “Make haste slowly.” I never quite understood the significance of 
the motto, but during the intervening years memories of Vietnam have 
faded. For too long I have put off this task. Now perhaps is the moment to 
make haste while there is still time. 
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The Sounds of Silence 
 

I  have seldom talked about my experiences in Vietnam during the quarter 

of a century that has passed since I served; few veterans have. We should 
not be surprised at that. It has been gratifying to learn that World War II 
veterans seem to feel a similar reluctance to share their experiences, and 
for some, if not all, of the same reasons. 

While many people enjoy the fantasy of war movies, combat is not a 
subject most veterans find easy to discuss. In this respect Vietnam was 
like any other war. The reality of war is far different from the way even 
the most realistic movies portray it. Even establishing a frame of reference 
is difficult, so how can a meaningful dialogue take place? Perhaps that is 
why so many veterans talk of their experiences only with other veterans. 

But Vietnam was more than a war. It became a trauma that affected 
everyone in this nation — whether they served or not — whether they 
knew someone who died or not. The war in Vietnam has left scars on the 
protestor as well as the soldier. It was a period during which we went 
through a crucible of evaluation, attempting to determine just what sort of 
nation we were. It has even been referred to as America’s second Civil 
War.2 Perhaps that judgment is extreme, but no one who lived through 
those years can fail to appreciate why such a statement might be made. 

In one respect those who served in Vietnam faced a unique problem. 
Returning veterans encountered an environment of hostility unmatched by 
any other service personnel in our history. Even Confederate veterans, 

                                                      
2 William McGurn, The Wall Street Journal, “Vietnam: America’s Second 
Civil War”, April 28, 1995, p. A12 
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though defeated, were generally perceived as heroes, at least by their own 
communities. By contrast, returning Vietnam servicemen and women were 
sometimes shocked to discover the degree to which they were vilified by 
certain elements within the American population. We were amazed to see 
public figures such as actress Jane FondaG and Ramsey ClarkG (U. S. 
Attorney General from 1967 through 1969) actually visit North Vietnam 
in support of their cause, even as Americans were being held prisoner 
there, while those who had served were labeled as “baby killers.” 
Incidents such as the massacre at MaiG Lai in which U. S. soldiers killed 
defenseless women and children could not help but reinforce the 
impression that Americans in Vietnam were little more than mass 
murderers.  

Despite genuine efforts in recent years to alter the attitudes toward 
veterans of Vietnam, if not the war itself, the stigma largely remains. For 
many, if not most veterans, the rejection they encountered when they 
returned to the United States was so great that no amount of belated 
recognition could make up for what they had been through, not just in 
Vietnam, but afterward as well. We were used to keeping quiet; we 
wanted peace in our lives. So we said nothing. 

Why then have I chosen this time to speak out? I determined to write 
this book in April 1995, during the week following the twentieth 
anniversary of the fall of Saigon. At the same time Robert McNamaraG, 
who had served as Secretary of Defense under Presidents Kennedy and 
Johnson, had just published In Retrospect, his account of his role in 
shaping the Vietnam War. In that book he admits that as regards that war, 
“we were wrong, terribly wrong.”3 These two events and one additional 
one have compelled me at last to break that quarter of a century of silence. 

When Saigon fell, five years had passed since I had served in Vietnam. 

                                                      
3 Robert S. McNamara, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of 
Vietnam, with Brian VanDeMark (New York: Times Books, 1995, p. xvi. 
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As I write these words, I have before me a yellowing copy of the Atlanta 
Constitution, dated Wednesday, April 30, 1975. The headline reads 
simply, “Saigon Surrenders.” Yet that headline and even the articles 
accompanying it do not tell the story of the loss of Vietnam, because it is 
not one, but literally millions of stories. It includes, but is hardly limited 
to, reeducation camps and boat people, a war between Vietnam and China, 
and the “killing fields” of Cambodia. 

That headline also must include stories here in the United States. The 
evening before the fall of Saigon, CBS News presented a special broadcast 
from 8:30-11:00 PM, EDT, entitled “A War That is Finished.” I still recall 
sitting through that broadcast wondering, as did many other Americans, 
just what series of tragic errors had brought us to this moment. Sometime 
late in the broadcast Walter Cronkite interrupted with this announcement: 

 
Whatever the cause in South Vietnam, it is now a lost one. The 
bulletin has just come in from Saigon: The war is over! South 
Vietnam’s new President, Duong Van (Big) Minh, has announced 
an unconditional surrender to the Vietcong.4 

 
There have been few moments in my life that I have experienced such 

a depth of depression as came over me upon hearing that announcement. 
At least part of that feeling came from the realization that the 
overwhelming American reaction was simply relief that the entire fiasco 
had finally come to an end. The riveting scenes at the United States 
Embassy in Saigon have never left me, especially the horror of thousands 
of Vietnamese clamoring to get in and the lucky few atop the roof waiting 
for helicopters. Twenty years later they were replayed on television, and 

                                                      
4 Walter Cronkite, “A War That is Finished,” A CBS News Script, April 
29, 1975, published in The War in Vietnam, CD (Simon and Schuster 
Macmillan Digital USA and its Licensors, 1995), Part 4, p. 15. 
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my emotional response to those aging news clips was as intense as ever. I 
realized that I had never appreciated how deep the scars with which 
Vietnam had left me were. 

Then there was Robert McNamara’s book. This man, who perhaps 
more than any other political figure was directly responsible for 
implementing two presidents’ policies regarding Vietnam, now asserts that 
even while he was sending hundreds of thousands of American boys into 
combat, he believed the war to be wrong. I am not able to judge Mr. 
McNamara’s motives. I cannot look into his soul and determine the 
sincerity of his words, but I have read them, and they bring little comfort. 
In addition to the famous “we were wrong, terribly wrong” statement, Mr. 
McNamara also says of the soldiers who died in that war: 

 
In the end, we must confront the fate of those Americans who 
served in Vietnam and never returned. Does the unwisdom of our 
intervention nullify their effort and their loss? I think not. They did 
not make the decisions. They answered their nation’s call to 
service. They went in harm’s way on its behalf. And they gave 
their lives for their country and its ideals. That our effort in 
Vietnam proved unwise does not make their sacrifice less noble. It 
endures for all to see. Let us learn from their sacrifice and, by 
doing so, validate and honor it.5 
  
While Mr. McNamara’s words may be true, they come tragically late. I 

suspect they sound hollow to the families of those who died. When one 
considers that the central theme of McNamara’s book reinforces the view 
that the war was simply a failure, this short paragraph seems a poor legacy 
to leave the 58,194 men and eight women [as of 1997] who gave their 
lives in Vietnam, little more than an addendum to a book whose primary 

                                                      
5 McNamara, p. 333 
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purpose appears to be to exonerate Mr. McNamara for his own actions. It 
offers small comfort to the thousands of fathers, mothers, wives, children, 
brothers, and sisters for whom the tragedy of that war can never end. 

And Mr. McNamara says not a word to the 2.7 million veterans who 
returned to endure the hostility rather than gratitude of their nation, nor 
even an apology for the effect he must have suspected his words would 
create. In November of that same year Mr. McNamara visited Hanoi and 
appeared in public to be photographed with the aging Vo Nguyen GiapG, 
the general who was perhaps most responsible for conducting the war for 
North Vietnam. While arguments in support of such a meeting can 
legitimately be made, it was not lost on many of us who served in Vietnam 
that McNamara chose to pose with the triumphant General Giap on 
Veteran’s Day. His public admission that Vietnam was simply a mistake 
has reopened the wounds for every veteran who served in Vietnam. 

My final reason for writing is for my son, Preston, to whom this book 
is dedicated. As Preston grows up, he has already heard of Vietnam and 
asked questions. I want him to understand what Vietnam meant for his 
father. But in doing so, I determined not to gloss over the errors I made or 
the weakness I displayed. If he is to get the story, let it be as honest as I 
can make it. He will learn that his father made mistakes; there are regrets 
about Vietnam. But if there were mistakes, there were also small events in 
which I take pride, and in all of it, I hope my son will come to appreciate 
that his father tried to make the best of circumstances that cannot fail to 
change anyone who goes through the experience. 

These were the forces that drove me to write this book. I arrived at a 
point where quite literally no other option seemed open to me. 

Although I hope this book may appeal to a broad spectrum of readers, 
I have assumed that most of the readers might know very little about the 
country of Vietnam, the war we fought there, or even military 
terminology. I have a vision of many of the readers of this book as being 
perhaps too young to remember much about Vietnam. For these reasons, I 
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have attempted to explain as much as possible about what Vietnam was 
like — the country, the climate, and the people. If I have elaborated in too 
much detail in what may appear trivial matters, I had rather err in that 
direction than to use abbreviations and military terminology that might 
confuse a generation that did not grow up with them.  

Some of my statements about the nature of the war will appear 
simplistic to other veterans should they happen upon this book, but even 
while the war was going on, many Americans could not appreciate how 
different was the nature of the fighting in Vietnam from that of more 
conventional wars. I feel that Americans today may profit from learning 
again about a war without front lines, a situation in which one could never 
feel completely safe. [As I consider this paragraph in 2014, I have been 
struck by how prophetic the Vietnam War seemed to be. In Afghanistan 
and again in Iraq, American forces once again were forced to fight an 
enemy that was, for the most part, invisible. This seems to describe the 
conflicts of the present and perhaps the future as well.] 

I feel compelled to make two disclaimers at the beginning. This 
narrative does not pretend to cover every aspect of my year in Vietnam, 
and even less my two years in the army. I have selected those events 
which to me are most significant. Some elements of a personal nature I 
have omitted. 

Finally, but perhaps more importantly, I wish to address combat 
veterans of Vietnam who may have occasion to read this book. If I feel the 
need to offer an apology to anyone, it is to you that I make it. As will 
become apparent, I experienced far less direct combat than many of the 
ground forces in Vietnam. This is partially due to some actions I initiated 
which are discussed in this book. Most of my time in Vietnam was spent 
as a clerk for an artillery battery stationed at two base camps in the Central 
Highlands, Camp Enari near Pleiku and later Camp Radcliff at An Khe. 
What right do I have to discuss the horrors of war which many of you 
experienced to a far greater degree than I? This too is a legitimate 
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question. It deserves an answer. 
First of all, experiences are relative. As you men and women know, 

there were no front lines in Vietnam. I too have experienced rocket 
attacks. I know what it is like to have base camp overrun by sappersG. 
Once I had to perform duty similar to that of a tunnelG rat, and on one 
particular occasion I was not certain I would live to see the morning. I too 
have my story to tell. 

I would also like to believe that I am writing this book partially to 
relate events which may bring to mind memories which are too painful for 
many of you to relive or to share. Some veterans simply experienced too 
much to talk about even after many years of silence. But I need to tell my 
story, and I hope that in relating it, I am in some small way telling part of 
your story too. 

This at least has been my desire. I have one other motive which 
perhaps overrides all the others, and admittedly, it is a selfish one. What I 
am really seeking is to put Vietnam to rest. After more than a quarter of a 
century, I would like some degree of peace. I am writing this book with 
the hope that the exercise will help me to achieve this. 
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Blowin’ in the Wind 
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Prelude to War 
 

For the benefit of those who may understand little about the nature of 

Vietnam and its history, a short analysis of the events that led to United 
States involvement in the affairs of that country may be profitable.6 

One of the most troubling aspects of U. S. involvement in Vietnam 
relates to events which resulted in our leaders abandoning the cherished 
American belief in the right of peoples to determine for themselves what 
form their country should take. To some degree this principle was ignored 
in Vietnam, and that decision is partially responsible for the war itself. 
However, before we condemn Western decisions out of hand, we need to 
view them in their historical context. The conflict in Vietnam grew out of 
World War II. This is where we must begin to understand it. 

Before World War II, what has come to be known as Vietnam was 
called French Indochina, because it had been a French colony since 1858. 
When the Germans conquered France in 1940, the VichyG government 
gave all of French Indochina to Japan. But Vietnam was not content to 
accept Japanese occupation. Just as France had its Resistance Movement, 
so did Vietnam. 

During World War II a number of groups in Vietnam collaborated, 
united by the common goal of freeing their country from Japanese (and 
ultimately French) control. This unified resistance group was known as the 
Vietnam Independency League or more commonly as the Viet Minh. At 
this time HoG Chi Minh had become the leading political figure in 
                                                      
6 The basis for much of the analysis that follows comes from the Winter 
1969 issue of a booklet entitled Tour 365 which was given to all returning 
servicemen. 
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Vietnam. Ho had combined control of several resistance groups under his 
leadership. 

In August 1945, Bao Dai, the last Vietnamese emperor, was forced to 
abdicate his throne by the Viet Minh, turning over power to Ho Chi Minh. 
On September 3, 1945, Ho Chi Minh, speaking in Hanoi, declared the 
establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and for the first 
time raised the red flag with a single large gold star, which was to become 
the emblem first of  the North and eventually all of Vietnam. He even 
quoted from the American Declaration of Independence. “All men are 
created equal. They are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable 
rights; among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 

Although Ho Chi Minh was seen as his country’s liberator, he was also 
a Communist, and his allegiance to Communism brought him and his new 
country directly in conflict with the West. The end of World War II had 
left a Europe divided between democracies and a Soviet Union perceived 
as a threat to their very existence. The Cold War and nuclear stalemate 
became an everyday part of our lives, and fear of Communist expansion 
dominated U. S. foreign policy for the next forty years. Every United 
States president, from Eisenhower to Nixon, perceived the establishment 
of a Communist government in Vietnam as a potential for Communist 
control of all Southeast Asia. The Communist takeover of China in 1949 
increased concern in the West. While we may look back at those times 
from the comfortable security of the passing years and see such 
apprehension as exaggerated, we should also attempt to understand the 
fears that motivated Western actions at the time. 

France initially recognized the new country and entered into 
negotiations for an independent Vietnam. These negotiations broke down, 
and by December 1946, the Viet Minh began a “war of liberation” whose 
purpose was to achieve an independent Vietnam. France fought against the 
Viet Minh, but after eight years of fighting, the French were defeated on 
May 7, 1954, at Dien Bien Phu. 
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The next day the Geneva Conference, which had been called to discuss 
the Korean and Indochina problems, began work on a solution. An 
agreement was reached which temporarily divided Vietnam along the 17th 
Parallel. While neither the interim government in Saigon nor the United 
States agreed to the terms, the American representatives promised not to 
obstruct the agreement. The terms of the accord called for a general 
election to be held in 1958 throughout Vietnam which was to determine 
the future of the entire country, both North and South. The French handed 
over control in the South to an anti-Communist government whose leaders 
ruled from Saigon, while Ho Chi Minh converted the North into a 
Communist state. 

Despite America’s strong belief in the democratic process, in this 
instance our government felt compelled by circumstances to pursue 
another course. The mandated election never took place, largely at the 
insistence of the United States and Saigon. 

The U. S. had two concerns. One was a belief that free elections in 
Communist North Vietnam would be impossible. Perhaps a greater fear 
was that Ho Chi Minh’s popularity as a national leader might enable him 
to win the election, thus turning both North and South Vietnam into one 
Communist country. 

The events of the passing years had reinforced America’s opposition to 
Communist control of Vietnam. The Korean War had ended just one year 
before in June 1953. There was real concern that a Communist led 
Vietnamese government would provide a basis for unrest throughout all 
Southeast Asia. Thus a division of Vietnam which was intended to be 
temporary became permanent, nurturing the seeds for further conflict. 
Organized elements of the Viet Minh were left in the South to conduct 
guerrillaG operations against the army as well as the people of South 
Vietnam with the ultimate goal of reuniting all of Vietnam under 
Communist control from Hanoi. This unofficial army developed into the 
VietG Cong, also known by their initials, the VC. Although the United 
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States was not yet involved in the conflict, what we now know as the 
Vietnam War had begun. 
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A Time for War 
 

V ietnam became a national concern when Congress, at the urging of 

President Lyndon Johnson, passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution on 
August 7, 1964. While history sometimes portrays opposition to the war as 
being almost universal, this was not the case, particularly in the early days 
of the war. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution passed with overwhelming 
support. The vote in the Senate was 88-2 in favor, while the House of 
Representatives approved the measure unanimously (416-0). 

Precisely what really happened to trigger the Tonkin Gulf Resolution 
will perhaps never be known conclusively. The Resolution was proposed 
to justify retaliation against an attack by North Vietnam against two U. S. 
destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin; however, there appears to be enough 
evidence to convince most historians that the attack, if not actually 
fabricated, was exaggerated far out of proportion. 

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was intended to provide President 
Johnson with both the moral and legal authority to retaliate for two attacks 
by North Vietnamese patrol boats on U. S. destroyers on August 2 and 
August 4, 1964. While Robert McNamara remains adamant that the attack 
on the destroyer the Maddox on August 2 did occur, he admits that an 
attack on August 4 against the Maddox and another destroyer, the Turner 
Joy, was only “probable.”7 Even this view was changed after a visit with 
Hanoi’s General Giap in November 1995. McNamara now accepts North 
Vietnam’s assertion that the August 4 attack never took place.8 Despite 
                                                      
7 McNamara, p. 128. 

8 William McGurn, “The Return of Robert McNamara,” The Wall Street 
Journal, Dec. 4, 1995, p. A12. 
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McNamara’s statements to the contrary, it seems likely that President 
Johnson (or at least some of his advisors) was looking for a means of 
increasing American military involvement in Vietnam. 

Of course, no one can know for certain what motivated Johnson. 
Certainly the fear of Communist expansion and the recognition of its 
dangers were very real. Just a little less than three years earlier the United 
States and the Soviet Union had stood perhaps only hours away from 
nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Khrushchev had promised 
that Communism would bury the West. Although my understanding now 
is that his words referred to economic superiority rather than military 
conquest, they were not received in that context by most Americans, 
especially at that time. 

In Southeast Asia, American policy was based on what has come to be 
known as the “Domino Theory,” initially vocalized by President 
Eisenhower, which was perhaps the primary justification for the United 
States’ involvement in Vietnam. According to this view, the Communist 
governments of China and the Soviet Union were providing military 
support for the North Vietnamese Army and the rebel units in South 
Vietnam (the Viet Cong) in order to bring about a Communist takeover of 
South Vietnam. American foreign policy experts were concerned that once 
North and South Vietnam were under Communist control, the stage would 
be set for further Communist expansion throughout Southeast Asia. Laos, 
Cambodia, and Thailand could be expected to fall under Communist 
control, and even the Philippines might be threatened. Unless the United 
States held the line on Communist expansion in South Vietnam, the other 
countries would fall — like dominoes — hence the Domino Theory. 

With the Gulf of Tonkin incident, the Johnson White House apparently 
felt it had been presented with an opportunity to use American troops, not 
just as advisors, but for combat support in South Vietnam. The military 
situation was further strained by a Viet Cong attack on the U. S. air base at 
Pleiku in the CentralG Highlands (near the base where I would be 
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stationed four years later). On March 2, 1965, North Vietnam was bombed 
by more than a hundred planes dispatched from U. S. aircraft carriers as 
well as bases in South Vietnam. The situation further escalated when 
General WestmorelandG requested two marine battalions to protect air 
bases in Da Nang from which air strikes were being made. The Vietnam 
War had begun in earnest. American troop strength would grow steadily 
until it would reach its peak in April 1969 (one month after I arrived in 
Vietnam). At that time 543,400 American combat troops would be 
stationed in South Vietnam. 
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The Nature of the War 
 

V ietnam differed from other wars in United States history in several 

respects. Some of these differences must be understood in order to present 
an accurate picture of that conflict. At least part of the reason for 
America’s failure in Vietnam may be attributed to the inability of the 
political and even some military leaders of the United States to appreciate 
these differences. These same conditions resulted in a war which was in 
some respects more difficult to fight than any other conflict in which 
America had participated. 

The armies fighting one another consisted of the South Vietnamese 
Army supported by United States troops (along with smaller contingents 
from other nations) fighting against the North Vietnamese Army and the 
Viet Cong. A short discussion of these elements may help understand the 
armies that fought one another. 

Allied forces consisted primarily of South Vietnamese Army troops, 
normally referred as ARVNG, which stood for Army of the Republic of 
Vietnam, along with United States forces, consisting of Army, Navy, Air 
Force, Marine, and Coast Guard elements. Other nations, including South 
Korea, Australia, and Canada also contributed troops, although on a much 
smaller scale. Some of the most feared fighters were the South Korean 
forces, popularly known as ROK’sG, which stood for Republic of Korea. 
The ROK troops fought alongside American and South Vietnamese forces. 
These men, who had already battled the Communist North Koreans in 
their own country, had a reputation for being absolutely ruthless. While I 
never saw a ROK soldier, their troops guarded an area through which I 
had occasion to travel several times. I was to be glad of their support. 

The enemy went by many names — NVA, VC, Chuck, Sir Charles. 
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Mostly we called him “Charlie,” and if we had so many names for him, 
perhaps that was because we were never sure how to recognize the enemy. 
During the time I served in Vietnam, the major opposition in the Central 
Highlands came from the NVAG. These were regular uniformed North 
Vietnamese Army troops. They were a conventional enemy, better 
equipped and better trained than the Viet Cong. You knew the NVA was 
the enemy. 

The Viet Cong were more difficult to recognize and were therefore in 
some ways more dangerous than the NVA. While United States policy 
portrayed the conflict as a war between Communism and democracy, 
Vietnam was also a civil war. America never truly appreciated how 
passionately the NVA and VC were fighting to unify Vietnam, an aspect 
that Robert McNamara now acknowledges.9 The Viet Cong were part of 
that nationalistic conflict, an aspect of the war I was to experience directly. 
While the NVA were their allies, the Viet Cong were not actual soldiers of 
any government, but revolutionaries in the truest sense. However, they 
were far from a disorganized mob. The VC had regiments and battalions 
just as did the NVA, and they were hardened warriors who fought bravely 
and well. 

We had a saying in Vietnam. “The night belongs to Charlie.” By day 
the Viet Cong often worked as farmers or merchants. At night they might 
don the black pajamas, which became something of a uniform for the VC, 
and engage in a wide variety of attacks on U. S. and ARVN forces, as well 
as terrorist acts against their own people. One example of VC activity was 
a village burned the first night I was in Vietnam. For an infantry unit to 
walk into Vietnamese villages day after day, never knowing which of the 
villagers might have been among the VC who attacked them the night 
before must have been particularly trying. While no amount of 
provocation excuses the type of atrocities that were committed at Mai Lai, 

                                                      
9 McNamara, p. 322. 
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perhaps only a person who has had to face an unseen enemy time and time 
again can appreciate the frustration and even anger that causes some men 
to lose control and commit actions they ordinarily would never consider. 
While the NVA were formidable adversaries, they were at least a military 
opponent. By contrast, the VC seemed more often like terrorists than an 
opposing army. Either way, the American soldier in Vietnam found 
himself facing a determined enemy with tenacity and resolve one had to 
respect. 

In summary, the United States with a few other countries was allied 
with the ARVN or South Vietnamese Army troops against the NVA or 
North Vietnamese Army and the VC or Viet Cong. These were the forces 
engaged in the Vietnam War. 

 
 

*       *       *       * 
 

Most traditional wars have defined goals. During World War II, both 

military and political objectives were clearly understood and readily 
measurable. The political goal was the overthrow of the existing 
governments of Germany and Japan. The military objectives pursued to 
achieve that goal involved taking land occupied by those governments, 
and using Allied military might to destroy both the will and the ability of 
the enemy to resist. The most important aspect of these goals is that they 
were measurable. Day by day, campaign after campaign, the people and 
government of the United States could see results that demonstrated how 
we were progressing toward those goals. Even as the cost in lives grew 
ever higher, overall support seldom diminished, because the country 
perceived the war as vital to our survival as a nation and because progress 
toward ultimate victory could be observed. 

Certainly the overview I have just presented is simplistic, but it does 
demonstrate one of the problems faced in Vietnam. If the goals of the war 
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were difficult for the people of the United States to comprehend, the 
soldiers fighting that war were often even less certain of the ultimate 
purpose of their mission. Soldiers may be willing to face death when they 
understand the reasons that make it necessary. Lacking those clearly 
defined goals and purposes, and faced with rulesG of engagement that 
seemed to troops in the field to border on insanity, the military command 
in Vietnam was presented with obstacles that made a military victory in 
Vietnam virtually impossible to achieve. 

Because the war in Vietnam was essentially a guerrilla war, there were 
no front lines, and so, by implication, no safe rear areas either. Indeed 
there were few instances in which U. S. or ARVN troops were attempting 
to occupy land at all. The attacks on what came to be known as 
“Hamburger Hill” in May 1969 provide one famous example. After ten 
days of assaults, during which nearly 80 Americans died and almost 400 
were wounded, the NVA were finally driven off and the hill taken. U. S. 
forces then withdrew, abandoning the hill so many Americans had fought 
and died to take. As testimony to the perceived senselessness of the battle, 
one of the soldiers left a piece of cardboard with the message, “Hamburger 
Hill. Was it worth it?”10 

U. S. policy for conducting the war seems to have been threefold. One 
objective was to destroy the will of the North Vietnamese to carry on the 
war by inflicting heavy damage through continuous bombing attacks on 
North Vietnam. The second and third objectives concentrated on the war 
in South Vietnam. The United States attempted to cripple North 
Vietnamese and Viet Cong military capability through actions designed to 
destroy the avenues of supply through the HoG Chi Minh Trail, a series of 
jungle paths and trails used by the North Vietnamese and VC to transport 
arms and supplies to resupply Communist fighters in South Vietnam. The 

                                                      
10 Tim Page and John Pimlott, eds. NAM: The Vietnam Experience 1965-
75 (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1995), p. 390. 
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final aspect of military strategy was to wage a war of attrition — in other 
words to kill so many of the enemy that the Communist forces could not 
replace them. While I make no claim to military or political expertise, the 
consensus of history seems to agree that these objectives were flawed and 
made a military victory in Vietnam virtually impossible. 

The bombing campaign of North Vietnam was never able to destroy 
the will of the North to fight. History should have shown our leaders that 
large scale bombing of civilian areas typically strengthens the resolve to 
resist. Once again World War II provides two glaring examples. The 
Blitzkrieg over Britain, while it inflicted enormous damage and resulted in 
thousands of civilians killed and wounded, never broke the will of the 
British government or its people. Even Germany herself was not deterred 
by Allied bombing of German cities. Massive bombing may indeed be 
effective in destroying military targets and centers of industrial 
production, but North Vietnam possessed an essentially rural third world 
economy. The war in Vietnam was not a clash of destructive technologies. 
North Vietnam had no massive armaments or factories to destroy. The war 
was conducted for the most part by a series of hit and run guerrilla 
operations. Bombing of the North had no effect on this, the principle tactic 
of the war. 

If bombing has limited military effect, it appears to be virtually 
worthless if the intention is to destroy the will of the enemy to resist. We 
should have learned that lesson before we tried to implement a bombing 
campaign in Vietnam. We did not. 

If relying on the bombing of North Vietnam was unwise, our military 
objectives on the ground appear to have been just as nebulous. Forbidden 
from using ground forces to attack the North by the lack of American will 
at home, as well as fear of escalating the war into an international conflict 
involving China or the Soviet Union, the United States had no tangible 
means of measuring the effectiveness of the war. U. S. forces tried 
repeatedly to draw the enemy into a conventional battle. In defense of our 
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forces, whenever such battles occurred, even on a limited scale, superior 
American training and technology virtually always prevailed. 

Realizing that they could never win militarily, the North Vietnamese 
simply avoided large scale operations, relying instead on their 
determination to wear down American will to fight. The United States’ 
counterpart to this tactic was the process of attrition. The goal was to kill 
as many of the enemy as possible, thereby destroying the North 
Vietnamese will to fight, while limiting their ability to recruit support in 
the South. 

This policy resulted in the dubious use of “body count” to measure the 
progress of the war. Lacking any other means of gauging success, the U. 
S. military resorted to reporting the number of North Vietnamese and Viet 
Cong killed as a means of demonstrating the effectiveness of American 
and ARVN progress. This procedure, difficult to measure from the start, 
came under intense scrutiny as the war escalated, and even the numbers 
reported came to be suspect. Even if the numbers reported were accurate, 
the whole process demonstrates that even as U. S. military involvement in 
Vietnam was escalating, we lacked a coherent method of achieving 
military, much less political, victory. 

While the analysis of the war I have just given by its very brevity is of 
course incomplete, it is accurate in all major points. Nothing I have written 
is intended as criticism of American military forces in Vietnam. 
Americans in Vietnam carried out their orders and performed their duties 
under horrifying conditions and in the face of vocal, often strident 
opposition at home. They displayed a courage and devotion to duty that 
equals any conflict in American history. None of this changes the 
unpleasant reality that those who sent them and who planned the strategy 
of that war failed in the most basic elements of warfare — to define the 
goals of the conflict and to plan the means to achieve those goals. The 
dedication and sacrifice of our armed forces simply could not overcome 
the failures in our planning. This is the measure I have given Vietnam 
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after twenty-five years. At the time I viewed it differently. This book is the 
story of that time. 
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For the times they are a’changin’ 
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From Student to Soldier 
 

On November 14, 1963, I turned eighteen, and Federal law required me 

to register with the Selective Service System. At the time I viewed this as 
something of a macho act, one more indication that I was now a man. But 
eight days following my eighteenth birthday, the United States was 
wrenched suddenly and tragically from the relative peace and stability of 
the 1950s to the turmoil that came to characterize the 60s. On November 
22, John Kennedy was assassinated, and Lyndon Johnson became 
President. One cannot help but wonder if that event was to any degree 
instrumental in the 58,000 American deaths in Vietnam. Of course 
“Vietnam” had been going on in some sense since the presidency of 
Dwight Eisenhower, but it is a simple fact of history that the Vietnam War 
as we came to know it began at the urging of Lyndon Johnson with the 
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in August 1964, by which Congress vastly 
expanded the president’s authority to commit United States military forces 
in Vietnam. 

Would Kennedy have responded in the same manner? No one, of 
course, can ever really know the answer; however, for many of us, as we 
look back at those tumultuous years of the 60s, the world changed 
dramatically on that day in November. As President Kennedy’s body was 
laid to rest in Arlington Cemetery, could anyone have imagined how many 
more young men and women would join him over the next twelve years in 
that “Garden of Stone” and in countless others across America? 

When the Tonkin Gulf Resolution was first passed, I did not concern 
myself with the war to any great extent. I had just completed my freshman 
year in college and was exempt from the draft by a student deferment. I 
would not graduate for three more years. Certainly the war could not be 
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expected to last that long. I was able to maintain an incredible degree of 
denial until May 1968, when I received a BA from Harding College, a 
small private college in Arkansas (now Harding University). 

No longer was I able to deny the reality of the draft. Vietnam, lurking 
menacingly in the background, became a real possibility. Uncertain about 
the future, but still unwilling to put my life on hold, the next fall I began 
graduate school at the University of Arkansas. That situation lasted two 
weeks. My mother phoned to give me the news. The dreaded letter had 
arrived. I was to report at the Induction Center in Atlanta. I knew my life 
had taken a fateful turn. 
 

*       *       *       * 
                     

Monday, October 7, 1968, remains indelibly stamped on my memory. 
What is there about the human condition that causes us to forget so much 
that is important, but remember the insignificant? In my mind remains a 
clear image of the approximately two hundred of us gathered that 
morning, waiting for the ritual to proceed, passing the time by watching an 
episode of The Dick Van Dyke Show. One other person who reported for 
induction that day was a friend. By coincidence I found a former 
classmate whom I had not seen since my graduation from high school. We 
were to remain together through Basic Training and AIT (Advanced 
Individual Training). We even flew to Vietnam on the same plane before 
finally being separated for the balance of our stay in the army. 

Being inducted into the army was bad enough, but I soon discovered 
that from my perspective it might get worse. At that time the Marine 
Corps was also drafting men, and we were informed that a certain number 
of us (about 20 as I recall) would be going to the marines. I intend no 
disrespect to the fine men and women who have chosen that branch, but I 
had no desire to serve in the marines, particularly in wartime. Two or three 
stalwart souls volunteered, and then the process of selecting the balance of 
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marine draftees proceeded. I began to feel somewhat nervous. 
Just about this time a sergeant approached some of us, and said he 

needed men for a work detail. While he could not order us to go because 
we had not yet officially taken the oath of enlistment, he asked if any of us 
would volunteer. Realizing that agreeing would take me out of the room 
where the selection for the marines was being made, I volunteered for one 
of the few times during my stay in the army. I spent the next two hours 
washing windows, and when I returned, the selection of marines had been 
completed. I concluded that I had come through my first combat 
unscathed. 

The next morning we took the oath of allegiance, spent a good part of 
the day on other work details, and late in the afternoon boarded buses for 
Fort Benning, Georgia. As we exited the bus on arrival at Fort Benning, 
blood was taken for medical tests. This was my introduction to Basic 
Training. Things went downhill from that point. 
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Preparing for War 
 

The first full day of Basic Training began with a lecture that was 

undoubtedly intended to set the tone for our training. A seasoned sergeant 
stepped to the microphone, looked out at the mass of new recruits and 
draftees, and uttered the first instructional words those of us present were 
given in the army. “Ninety percent of you men are going to Vietnam.” 

He spoke the truth, and maybe it was best for us to recognize that 
unpleasant fact from the beginning. Perhaps the army thought that 
knowledge would motivate us to take our training seriously. 

In the TV series M.A.S.H., Klinger was always trying to get out of the 
army on a SectionG Eight, that is by proving he was insane. While his 
favorite tactic was wearing a dress, I have wondered if a more believable 
approach would have been to pretend to like Basic Training. Surely no 
sane person could enjoy the unrelenting physical exertion, long hours, 
boring instructors, and constantly screaming drill sergeants that have 
traditionally defined Basic Training. At the time I would have identified 
with the story of the young recruit whose drill sergeant concluded a 
particularly harassing episode with the words, “I’ll bet you can’t wait till I 
die, so you can spit on my grave!” To which the recruit replied, “No, 
Sarge, once I get out of the army, I’m not going to stand in line for 
anything.” 

The Basic Training company of which I was a part was in many 
respects a model of diversity before the concept became politically 
correct. The most educated person among us was a black man with a 
master’s degree in psychology. Our unit also included a country boy from 
Georgia whose mental capacity might have been a model for Forrest 
Gump. This young boy was extremely naive and did not appear to possess 
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a great deal of intelligence. What was most apparent within the confining 
space of the barracks was the fact that he apparently had never developed 
an appreciation for a bath on anything more than a weekly basis. Some of 
the other men in the barracks took on the task of persuading him of its 
merits. Nor should I neglect our token hippie, for whom perhaps the most 
traumatic feature of army life was his induction haircut. 

As I now remember the group, they reflected the democratic operation 
of the draft at that time. While some have argued that Vietnam was a poor 
man’s war, in my company such was not the case. Roughly half were 
college graduates. This situation, however, apparently was more typical 
from 1968 onwards, and was a response to media coverage, which 
indicated that, prior to that time, the poor and particularly minorities were 
less likely to have access to various exemptions that more educated and 
wealthier men could call on. During the time I was drafted, the 
government was making a concerted effort to demonstrate that the draft 
was equitable. Perhaps that was one factor that made me more liable for 
induction. Whatever the reasons, the Basic Training unit of which I was a 
part was a fairly accurate representation of America during the 1960s. 

Two incidents from Basic stand out in my memory. They have no 
inherent significance, but I still have occasion to think of them with 
something of a chuckle. Both occurred at morning roll call. 

One morning the drill sergeant asked for volunteers who could type. 
The implication seemed obvious, and several men, sensing an opportunity 
to get out of the day’s drill, volunteered. I took to heart the old adage 
about the army, “Never volunteer for anything.” We discovered later that 
the men who had volunteered for what they thought was typing had spent 
most of the day unloading typewriters and other office furniture and 
equipment. The army did have its sense of humor. 

The second incident was not inherently humorous, but given the 
circumstances of the times, it almost seemed to be. Once again we were at 
roll call, only this time no one was seeking volunteers. Five individuals 
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were ordered to report to ATC (Army Training Center) Headquarters. 
They were not told why. At the end of the day, when we questioned them 
about what happened, these men seemed just as much in the dark as ever. 
They had taken tests and answered questions, but no one would tell them 
why they had been selected or what the whole procedure was about. Only 
at the end of Basic Training did the reason become clear. While most of 
the company received orders for advanced training in infantry, and three in 
artillery, presumably in preparation for service in Vietnam, these five men 
were assigned duty as telephone operators in the White House. There was 
nothing about these five men that caused them to stand out, and getting 
such a break seemed so unlikely that, at the time, it was almost funny. 

While certainly the rest of us envied these men their good fortune, the 
incident was only one of many over the next two years that caused me to 
question how events were to unfold in my own life.  Just how do we 
interpret the way the unexpected sometimes intrudes into our lives? While 
I have always maintained a strong faith in God and remain convinced that 
certain events may be attributed to Divine intervention, I have also had to 
face at least one instance in which the tragic results of circumstances may 
have spared my life at the expense of another. I have never been able to 
accept flippantly the intricacies of what some refer to as fate and others as 
God. 

Of my eight weeks of Basic Training, three general impressions stand 
out. The first, to which I have already alluded, was the incessant verbal 
(and in rare instances physical) abuse meted out by the drill instructors. 
This constant harassment was perhaps the most disagreeable part of the 
process for me, although I came to realize that there was reason for it. The 
second aspect of Basic I remember was the sense of “playing soldier” for 
real. Under other circumstances it might have been fun. 

Yet, underlying both of these impressions of Basic Training was the 
disquieting feeling that none of this was a game. We were not playing war; 
we were preparing for it. We followed the news avidly. President Johnson 
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had ordered a halt to the bombing of North Vietnam. Would that initiative 
result in any progress toward peace? I hoped against hope; I suspect we all 
did. What seems incredible to me now is that I cannot recall that we ever 
discussed the war among ourselves. The silence it seems had already 
begun. 

Some of our activities seemed less relevant for combat training than 
others. Repetitious drill must have been included for primarily ceremonial 
purposes (parades), because that type of military movement had not been a 
significant part of combat since the Civil War. Even then it had been 
largely irrelevant and contributed to the huge number of casualties 
suffered by both armies. It was even less applicable to the jungle 
environment of Vietnam where there were no front lines. Despite the 
current state of the war in Vietnam, some aspects of Basic Training 
(bayonet training for instance) seemed to presuppose a World War II type 
conflict. We received little training specifically designed for jungle 
warfare. I hope those who went on to advanced infantry training received 
more. 

Most of our training, however, did reinforce the reality of the combat 
role for which we were preparing. Even the drill helped condition us to 
obey commands and respond to training instantly without question. During 
the times I was to find myself in actual danger, this repetition was to prove 
invaluable. When circumstances are so intense that fear comes in ever 
increasing waves, taking the time to consider among logical alternatives 
can be fatal. Having been forced to respond to hypothetical situations over 
and over to the point of boredom has undoubtedly helped many a soldier 
do what needs to be done instantly when the unthinkable becomes real. 

The eight weeks of Basic Training stretched on for what seemed an 
eternity. They included strenuous physical exercise (more than I have ever 
done before or since), rifle training, almost daily drill, bayonet training, 
throwing a live grenade, being exposed to tear gas, as well as a variety of 
classes, dealing with everything from hygiene to map reading. Mercifully 



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

41 
 

those weeks finally came to an end. At that point any one of us would 
have volunteered for Vietnam to avoid repeating Basic Training. 

It was time to discover what plans the army had for us. We knew that 
most of us would be going on to AIT, and that for the vast majority that 
would mean Infantry School to replace the infantry soldiers returning from 
their tours in Vietnam — as well as those who did not return. Infantry 
School was what most of us dreaded, because that meant a direct combat 
role. Of course armies exist to fight, and in our unit, the statistics said it 
all. As I recall, our Basic Training Company consisted of approximately 
one hundred men. Five of them, as mentioned earlier, received special 
orders for service in the White House, and eight had volunteered for the 
army and been guaranteed specialized training in various fields. All of the 
other men were assigned to Infantry School, except for three who were 
ordered to report to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, for training in artillery. At that 
time I understood little about Vietnam, but I did know enough to realize 
that being part of an infantry company would entail spending weeks, 
perhaps months, in the jungle, and endless search and destroy missions. 
While anyone in Vietnam could see combat, the infantry soldier saw more 
than others. I was one of the three selected for artillery training, and the 
relief I felt at having avoided the infantry is impossible to convey. 

 
*       *       *       * 

 

A IT at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, provided more specialized training, while 

mitigating some of the harassment of Basic Training. Though I was 
dismayed to learn that we would still have to endure instruction under drill 
sergeants or “Smokeys”G, we were not treated nearly as badly as in Basic. 

Fort Sill was a center devoted to artillery training, and we were soon 
immersed in all aspects of the various artillery weapons and ammunition 
currently being used by the army. I could not begin to count the number of 
times I have practiced the various elements of setting up, aiming, loading, 
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and firing (that is the correct order) a 105mm howitzer, the workhorse of 
army artillery, and to a lesser extent the larger 155mm howitzer. 
 

 
My platoon at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. I am first on the left in the bottom row. 

 
No humorous stories come to mind from this phase of my training. All 

of us involved recognized the need for taking our instruction seriously. If 
we had neglected our training before, we did not do so now, knowing that 
the real exams would come sooner than any of us wished. Virtually all of 
our instructors had seen duty in Vietnam, and I credit them with doing 
their best, not only in teaching us the basics of artillery training, but in 
relating how they would be employed in Vietnam. I was a college 
graduate and accustomed to taking tests, but the concentration now was 
more intense than for any college examination. 

One incident from the end of AIT illustrates how important the 
smallest events became. A simulated Vietnamese village had been 
constructed which was used to add a sense of realism to our training. We 
were being transported in the back of an army truck and were instructed 
that, upon arrival at the village, we were to exit the truck and move to 
assigned positions as quickly as possible, assuming that the enemy might 
be in the area. As I jumped out of the truck, trying to get out perhaps too 
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quickly, I stumbled and fell flat on my face. No one laughed, because we 
knew that, had this exercise been the real thing, I might have been dead. I 
remembered the incident and resolved that nothing like it would happen 
again. Although I never repeated that mistake, I was to encounter a similar 
problem once while on patrol, despite my best efforts.  

At the end of the normal AIT period, I expected to receive a thirty day 
leave followed by permanent orders; however, I received a surprise that 
gave me mixed feelings. A few of us had been selected to receive one 
week’s specialized training in self-propelled artillery. I suspect that most 
Americans are not even aware that the army possesses self-propelled 
artillery, and, if they were to see such a vehicle, they would at first glance 
mistake it for a tank. 

 

 
Self-propelled artillery. This picture was taken with some of my friends in my unit at Fort 
Sill. I am just to the right of the person standing in the front. 

The two types on which I trained were the 155mm howitzer and the 8 
inch gun. The 155 howitzer was a mobile version of the regular 155mm. 
The 8 inch, however, was truly a monster weapon. Like all howitzers, it 
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received its name from the diameter of the shell it fired. The 8 inch round 
weighs over two hundred pounds and requires two men to load. It can fire 
a distance of 6,800 meters or over four miles with amazing accuracy, an 
incredible range when one considers that the much smaller and lighter 
105mm howitzer has a maximum range of just 11,000 meters or about 
seven miles. 
 

 
200 lb. shells for an 8 inch howitzer. This picture was taken in Vietnam. 

 
Even as my training had become more directed toward combat, there 

was always hope. Perhaps I might be sent to Germany, even Korea, 
although a part of me knew better. Finally, there was no more room for 
denial or escaping reality. At the end of the week of specialized training, 
the orders came. I received the expected one month’s leave, then orders to 
report to Travis Air Force Base in Oakland, California, for transport to 
Vietnam. I still recall the taxi ride from Fort Sill. I could not help but 
notice that the driver was missing a couple of fingers on one hand. He 
volunteered the information that it had happened in Vietnam. I did not feel 
like pursuing the conversation.  
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The daily news reports took on a more personal significance. I had one 
month’s leave. Has a month ever passed so quickly? I cannot remember 
that my parents said much about Vietnam. They probably did not know 
what to say any more than I. Once when I was alone with my father, he 
asked a question I suspect he had been considering for some time. Just 
what were the odds that I might be hurt? The odds in fact were in my 
favor. At the height of the war approximately 300 Americans were being 
killed every week. With half a million men there, those were probably 
fairly reassuring statistics, although they privately gave me little 
encouragement at the time. Of course I did not remind my father that nine 
out of ten men in Vietnam were in support roles and saw far less action 
than the combat soldiers; whereas I had been trained in artillery — not 
exactly a support function. That was not what he wanted to hear, and it 
would have served no good purpose to remind him.   

Then it was time. I suspect the farewell was harder for my parents than 
for me. Whatever was in store for me, I had received training to help me 
deal with. My father and mother could only wait, listen to news reports, 
and watch the war played out on television, as did millions of other 
Americans. That must have made for a difficult year. My mother and 
father took me and two other men to the airport. A Delta flight from 
Atlanta to San Francisco, followed by a cab ride to Oakland brought me to 
Travis Air Force Base from which my tour in Vietnam was to begin in 
earnest. A world I could scarcely have conceived only six months before 
became a reality which now had to be faced. 
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The Flight Over 
 

Processing through Travis Air Force Base took about sixteen hours. Upon 

arrival we were given two options. We could be assigned to work details, 
or we could donate blood and have the rest of our time free. I gave blood. 
We were allowed one final visit to the PX to purchase last minute items 
we might want to take with us — books, candy, toiletries, etc. Then we 
were segregated into planeload sized groups and secluded in areas which 
we were not allowed to leave. In effect we became prisoners, until it was 
time to board the plane. I cannot fault the army for taking this precaution. 
Undoubtedly the military had learned from experience that for some men 
the temptation to run away was too great to resist. Many of the men were 
as young as seventeen or eighteen, some away from home for the first 
time. Now they were faced with the immediacy of going to a combat zone. 
Unless a person has experienced a situation such as this, it is impossible to 
appreciate the intensity or the variety of emotions one feels at such a time. 
If being afraid is a sign of cowardice then every sane man is a coward. But 
these men were not cowards, and I suspect the vast majority of them 
served with honor. 

A small meditation room had been set up in the area, and at one point I 
went inside, feeling the need for a few moments alone. In front of the altar 
was a large Bible which I found to be opened to Psalm 91. I suspect some 
soldier a short time before had opened it there and left it for anyone else 
who might find comfort in the words. I remember especially verses 5-7. 

  
Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow 
that flieth by day; Nor for the pestilence that walketh in darkness; 
nor for the destruction that wasteth at noonday. A thousand shall 
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fall at thy side, and ten thousand at thy right hand; but it shall not 
come nigh thee. 

 
Despite the archaic King James language, I took comfort from these 

words. They reinforced my faith that what was to happen during this next 
year did not depend entirely on me. I was not so naive that I saw in these 
words a magical promise; better men than I had already given their lives. 
But at least I could feel that I was not to be totally alone. 

For one of the men fear took on a different and more immediate form. 
I did not personally witness the exchange, but was told about it later by 
one of the other men on the plane. One of those selected for this particular 
flight was a farm boy who had never even flown in an airplane, and now 
he must climb into a jumbo jet to fly halfway around the world. As he 
approached the World Airways Boeing 707, undoubtedly the largest plane 
he had ever seen, he was heard to mutter something like, “I ain’t gettin’ on 
that thing.” He did though. 

Flights to and from Vietnam were made on chartered commercial jets. 
Each plane would carry a full load of troops (about 200 men). After 
landing in Vietnam, the plane would then take a load of returning soldiers 
back to the States. In order to minimize the danger to civilian aircraft, the 
planes were not permitted to remain long enough to refuel. They would 
stop en route (in our case in Japan), refuel, and then fly on to Vietnam. I 
heard that only the pilot was allowed off the plane to file necessary flight 
documents. Flight attendants could not leave the aircraft. Although I was 
never able to verify this story, it seems consistent with what I observed. 

We were flying almost exactly halfway around the world. The flight 
usually took eighteen hours, although ours was somewhat longer. The 
pilot would fly north, taking the polar route. This allowed the plane to 
shorten the trip by taking advantage of the earth’s rotation. Our plane left 
at two in the morning on Saturday, March 22, 1969. One of the interesting 
aspects of crossing the International Date Line was that, for all practical 
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purposes, we lost Sunday. After a twenty-three hour trip, when we finally 
landed in Vietnam, it was not 1:00 a.m. Sunday morning, but Sunday 
afternoon. I made up this day on the trip home a year later, when the plane 
landed in Seattle — thirty minutes before it left Vietnam. 

 

 
The plane I took to Vietnam. Shemya Airbase, Alaska, March 22, 1969. Ice is visible on 
the tarmac. 

Taking the polar route, meant that we stopped to refuel in Alaska, in 
our case at Shemya Air Base, which was a DEW (Distant Early Warning) 
station on one of the tiny Aleutian Islands. The base, if it justified such a 
title, was a product of the Cold War. It consisted of four Quonset huts, a 
radar antenna, and a runway. When we landed, it was still dark, so we 
could see nothing, but by the time we had refueled, there was just enough 
morning light to reveal icebergs seemingly surrounding us on all sides. 
This wasn’t exactly what I expected on a trip that was to terminate in the 
tropics. We were told that on a clear day, the men at the base could see the 
Soviet Union. 

Although we were in a commercial aircraft and were served by civilian 
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flight attendants, the atmosphere on the flight was far more casual than 
one would expect on a scheduled flight. The crew and attendants were 
more relaxed and free to mingle with the men. Given the circumstances of 
the flight, the mood was surprisingly jovial and light. 

After about two hours to repair our plane, we again took off. This time 
it was all the way across the Pacific Ocean. The final stop before our 
destination was to be Yakota Air Base just outside Tokyo. The plane 
refueled here before beginning the last flight on our journey. 

When we began this final leg of our trip, a notable change occurred on 
the plane. Even today I can recall the chilling depression of those last few 
hours. The light atmosphere, the joking and banter that had characterized 
the flight ceased, as if at an unspoken command. The last part of the flight 
was passed in virtual silence, all the more eerie because it reinforced what 
every man must have been feeling. 

All of our feelings must have centered on what was to come. None of 
us knew what lay ahead, and likely that very uncertainty served to increase 
our anxiety. Just what did happen to the men on that plane I do not know, 
but if our fate was comparable to those who served throughout the 
Vietnam War, then the overall statistics can be placed in a more 
manageable perspective. Assuming a Boeing 707 loaded with 
approximately 200 men, those of us on that plane might have expected the 
following at the end of our one year tour in Vietnam. 

 
4 would be killed. 
6 would return permanently disabled. 
22 would be wounded. 
40 would suffer from clinically diagnosed Post  Traumatic Stress Disorder 
or PTSD.G 

 
Statistically, from 35% to 40% of the men on that plane could expect to be 
permanently affected by their tour of duty in Vietnam. 
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None of us knew these statistics at the time, and one can only guess at 
the various emotions we all felt. I can only describe my own with any 
degree of accuracy, but even my own feelings were not easy to sort out. 
Mixed with a combination of depression and anxiety, I must admit to a 
sense of excitement. Despite real misgivings, I knew that for perhaps the 
only time in my life I was to play a role in history, even if only a small 
part. Just what was that year to bring? I wondered. At the same time, there 
was still an irrational, but powerful sense of denial. This just could not be 
real. Surely I would wake up, perhaps to find myself in my college 
dormitory where I had been only a few months before. 

Denial ended abruptly as the comforting oblivion of the Pacific Ocean 
was replaced by the coastline of Vietnam. Even from the air, I could see 
that the area below bore little resemblance to anything I had seen in the 
United States. Very few roads could be seen, a few villages, becoming 
more visible as the plane began its descent. Yet from the air Vietnam 
presented a remarkably beautiful panorama. Dense green jungles and 
pristine rainforests suggested a Garden of Eden. But I knew that image 
would not hold up. I could not really imagine what Vietnam was to be, but 
of one thing I was certain — paradise was not the word to describe it. 

All too soon we had landed at Bien Hoa, a few miles outside of 
Saigon. As we exited the plane, the stewardess left us with the haunting 
words, “Goodbye. Have a good war.”  I was now more than 10,000 miles 
from my previous life. Vietnam was no longer a word. It was to be home 
— at least for the next year. 
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First Days 
 

Remarkably efficient processing at the Bien Hoa Airport (at that time 

little more than a few seats sheltered by a tin roof) was followed by a ride 
on a military bus. One could not help but notice that there was no glass in 
the windows. Instead mesh wire had been placed in the openings, perhaps 
to keep out grenades. For a young and admittedly sheltered college kid, 
the sights and, at this point especially, the smells were a lot to comprehend 
all at once. The smell of Vietnam lingered in the air. It was perhaps a 
combination of open air markets, human and animal excrement, combined 
with the persistent odor of perspiration produced by a baking sun and 
tropical heat on an overcrowded Asian city, lacking even the basic 
comforts of American life. Looking back at it now, I think of it as the 
stench of poverty. One of the boys on the bus regretted that he had packed 
his camera away and could not take pictures along the route. I observed 
wryly that pictures would not do it justice anyway. Without the smell, the 
images just would not be the same. Eventually our trip ended at the 90th 
Replacement Battalion at Long Binh, a huge military base, near Saigon. I 
was to spend the next few days here before receiving my permanent 
assignment in Vietnam. 

Long Binh presented a curious and in some ways incongruous mixture 
of Vietnamese and American culture. It was a sprawling military complex 
with large barracks and American style electric and telephone poles. Long 
Binh provided a surprising number of comforts, which I soon discovered 
were not typical of most of the rest of Vietnam. I had access to warm 
water, and the barracks, while not air conditioned, were large and 
relatively comfortable. One of the luxuries available was a large in ground 
swimming pool — reserved for officers of course. I got close enough to 
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snap a picture from the chained gate. I only saw one pool, but I understand 
there were others. 

Even Long Binh, however, was not the resort post it might at first 
appear. One could hardly miss the reminders that we were now in a 
combat zone. While a huge facility like Long Binh was certainly far safer 
than other areas of Vietnam, even it was not immune to attack, as the TetG 
Offensive just over fourteen months earlier had proven.  During that 
offensive, virtually every large city in Vietnam had been attacked 
simultaneously. Even the United States Embassy compound in Saigon had 
been attacked by the VC. At Long Binh every building was lined with 55 
gallon drums filled with sand, designed to offer at least some protection 
from enemy rockets. Concrete bunkers placed strategically throughout the 
base provided more security, and watch towers dotted the perimeterG. 
Even here near the South Vietnamese capital of Saigon, there was no 
absolute protection from the enemy. If we had any illusions about being in 
a war zone, they were quickly dispelled. 

Two incidents quickly impressed me with the reality of the war we had 
come to fight. Neither of them was particularly dangerous or significant 
when compared to some of the other events of that year, but coming as 
they did that first night, they had an effect. 

The first came as an almost casual observation sometime after dark. 
Observing what appeared to be a large fire somewhere in the distance, I 
asked one of the men who was stationed at Long Binh about it. His reply, 
perhaps because it was uttered so casually, was for me quite chilling. “Oh, 
the VC have just burned a village.” I could not help but imagine what 
must at that moment be going on in an area which I could see clearly. I 
was reminded once again that instead of watching news reports and film 
clips, I was now to be a part of them. The next night the VC came back 
and destroyed what was left of the village. 

The other event occurred early in the morning hours. A twenty-three 
hour flight had been followed by several hours of processing. In addition, I 
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was suffering from my first experience with jet lag. Finally, I had been 
mercifully given the opportunity for a few hours’ sleep before 5:00 a.m. 
reveille — or so I thought. 

 

 
Guard Tower, Long Binh. March 24, 1969 

 
Sometime around 2:00 or 3:00 a.m. my sleep was interrupted by the 

shrill wailing of the base siren and almost simultaneously by a sound that 
was to become all too familiar during the next year. My first night in 
Vietnam had been interrupted by a North Vietnamese rocket attack. Long 
Binh was a huge base, and we could tell that the rockets were nowhere 
near our area, so we were not overly concerned. But the event reinforced 
one strategic fact of the war in Vietnam. Although certain areas were far 
safer than others, no one in that country could feel truly safe at any time. 
Although none of us elected to go to the bunkers, we did lose a couple of 
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hours of badly needed rest. After finally getting perhaps one more hour’s 
sleep, it was time for my first full day. “Goooood morning, Vietnam!”  

 
*       *       *       * 

 

Long Binh functioned as a huge replacement facility. Its purpose was to 

assign and transport new arrivals to permanent duty stations within 
Vietnam, while processing outgoing soldiers back to the States. New 
arrivals would assemble each morning and again at noon. If your name 
was called, you went to a separate area where instructions would be 
provided regarding where to report for permanent duty. The remaining 
men would be given work details.  

The first morning, I had KPG all day. When I returned that evening, I 
discovered that my name had been called at noon, but of course, I had not 
been present to get my assignment. Not wishing to repeat this procedure, 
some of the other men and I decided to play a little game with the army. 
Even though our names were not called, we stepped into the holding area 
with the other men who had been selected. While the sergeant was busy 
giving out work details, we quietly slipped away. 

We spent the morning trying to elude the sergeants and officers who 
were just as diligently determined to track down us shirkers. This was a 
fairly common practice, little more than a game really, to see if we could 
outsmart them. A common joke made the rounds whenever someone 
decided to test the regulations a little. “What are they going to do, send us 
to Vietnam?” Like the vast majority of new arrivals, I was a PFC (private 
first class), while most of the enlisted men returning home had been 
promoted to the rank of specialist 4, specialist 5, or sergeant. At one point 
I was certain I was going to be discovered. One of the sergeants yelled 
right at me. But, to my surprise, he was looking past me at another man. I 
stepped up to one of the few soft ice cream stands in Vietnam and treated 
myself to a cone. At the time I felt a degree of pride in having outsmarted 
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the lifersG (as we referred to the career soldiers). 
Every day something seemed to bring the war home to me. I can recall 

a conversation that same morning with a black soldier who was returning 
to the States. He was in the infantry and had seen a great deal of combat. 
There was a degree of fatigue in his bearing that words could never 
describe. If any man was ready to go home, this one was. He described to 
me the last firefight in which he had participated. When the battle was 
over, his squad went in to clear the area. Among the dead bodies had been 
that of a child, who could not have been more than eight years old, 
chained by the Viet Cong to a machine gun. Were there “baby killers” in 
Vietnam? Perhaps so. But seldom have I heard the other side of the story 
related. This young soldier still retained enough humanity to be haunted 
by the image. Somehow we expect war to be like a grand movie, with 
flags waving and stirring music. Will we ever learn that the image of the 
dead bodies of children is just as much a part of the reality of war? 

Later that day, I returned for assembly once again. My name was 
called, and this time I was there to respond. I had been assigned to the 4th 
Infantry Division which had its headquarters near Pleiku in the Central 
Highlands. 

Before long I was on another bus returning to Bien Hoa Airport. On 
the bus with us was a Vietnamese man, his hands tied behind him. He 
must have been involved with the Viet Cong. This unfortunate man was 
not wearing any semblance of a uniform, not even the traditional black 
pajamas of the Viet Cong. Since he appeared to be a civilian, I can only 
assume that he had been arrested as a spy. If convicted, punishment would 
have been swift. I never knew any details, but generally spies were shot. 
Slowly, one episode at a time, I found the safe, comfortable world I had 
known being replaced by one of uncompromising brutality. 

One more incident occurred that day, and I truly do not understand it 
to this day. Several of us were waiting just to the side of the runway for a 
plane which was to take us to Pleiku when we heard the sound of anti-
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aircraft guns. To my astonishment a single engine plane flying over the 
airport was being fired at by the base guns. Always the puffs of smoke that 
indicated an exploding shell appeared to be just behind the plane as it flew 
overhead. But as I remember the incident now, it seems that there was 
really only one anti-aircraft gun firing. 

As difficult as it may be to believe, I have wondered if this was 
nothing more than a civilian plane that had inadvertently strayed over the 
restricted zone of the air base, and a lone gunner used this method of 
warning the plane off, nothing more than a way of playing with him. 
Certainly the military would deny such an action, and I doubt that they 
would have condoned it at the time. If it occurred, likely some gunner got 
into real trouble. But the only other explanation would be that a North 
Vietnamese reconnaissance plane had been discovered and was being fired 
at, not very accurately and by only a single gunner. Either explanation 
seems incredible, but I was to be a party to more than one implausible 
situation over the next year. I simply relate the event. As with so many 
incidents I was to witness in Vietnam, it is beyond my capacity to explain 
it. 

Eventually a transport plane arrived, and those of us waiting at the gate 
threw our duffel bags on board and climbed in. The days of commercial 
jets were over. This was a camouflage painted cargo plane with no seats 
and no safety belts. We simply sat on the floor of the plane with our duffel 
bags. We took off and after a relatively short, but very uncomfortable ride, 
landed at Pleiku Air Base. More of the olive drab buses transported us the 
short drive to Camp Enari, headquarters of the 4th Infantry Division, my 
home for the next year. 
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Camp Enari 
 

The 4th Infantry Division dates back to World War I. It was organized in 

1917 and participated in the campaigns of Aisne-Marne, St. Mihiel, and 
the Meuse-Argonne. The Division was reactivated during World War II 
and first saw action on June 6, 1944, at Normandy where assistant division 
commander, Brigadier General Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., led the division 
ashore at Utah Beach. After World War II, the division was again 
deactivated, only to be called up again for service as part of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In 1956 the 4th Division was 
moved to Fort Lewis, Washington, where it served as a training division. 
More recently, the 4th Division has again seen service in Iraq. In fact, it 
was a unit of 4th Division soldiers who captured Saddam Hussein. 

The “Fighting Fourth Infantry Division” as it was called, first saw 
service in Vietnam in 1966. The Second Brigade set up operations just 
south of Pleiku at the foot of Dragon Mountain, which had been selected 
as the site of the newly established base camp, initially called Dragon 
Mountain Base Camp. On December 2, 1966, First Lieutenant Mark Enari, 
a platoon leader with Company A, 1st  Battalion/12th  Infantry, was killed 
in action while providing covering fire for wounded men in his platoon 
who were being taken to safety. Lieutenant Enari became the first 4th 
Infantry Division soldier in Vietnam to be awarded the SilverG Star 
posthumously. Five months after his death, the base camp was renamed 
Camp Enari in his honor. 

During my service in Vietnam, the 4th Division’s Second Brigade 
operated in an area of the Central Highlands around the cities of Pleiku, 
Kontum, and An Khe. During the last two to three months of my service, 
Camp Enari was turned over to the ARVN, and the Division moved its 
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headquarters to Camp Radcliff at An Khe, which also served as 
headquarters for the 1st Cavalry. 

 

 
4th Infantry Division Insignia. The one on the left had green ivy leaves on a white 
background. It was worn on a dress uniform. In Vietnam we wore the one on the right. It 
had black Ivy leaves on an olive drab background. This subdued insignia was not as 
visible which made it less of a target. 

The insignia of the 4th Infantry consists of four ivy leaves in the form 
of a cross-shaped design. The four leaves signify the 4th Division, and they 
are ivy leaves, because IV is the Roman numeral for four. I was further 
assigned to the 4th Battalion/42nd Artillery. It appeared that my training at 
Fort Sill was to be put to use. 

Once more we were at the mercy (or lack of it) that typified army 
bureaucracy. Again there were endless forms to fill out and what turned 
out to be a most significant interview. 

One of the forms we were required to complete included instructions 
regarding notification of next of kin. The question was quite simple, but, 
even as I checked the appropriate box, I wondered if anyone would ever 
have occasion to consult this form. It was a simple question really. If I had 
to spend one day or less in a hospital, did I want my next of kin to be 
notified? Of course I checked, the block that read “No.” My letters to my 
family during that year were to be full of details about the countryside, 
weather, general descriptions of convoys in which I participated, and other 
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matters that did not relate directly to the war. The really significant events 
of that year I never wrote about. They would not have made for the kind of 
letters a parent cares to read. 

 
*       *       *       * 

 

I  had been trained to serve in an artillery battery and thought I knew what 

to expect. A typical 105mm artillery battery would consist of six howitzers 
in a firebaseG that was more or less temporary. The battery would move 
in, clear the area, and set up the guns. No one knew how long they would 
stay. It could be for a week or a month. Some larger bases might be quasi 
permanent, but that situation was not typical. The artillery battery would 
be designed to protect (and be protected by) an infantry battalion which 
normally numbered approximately one thousand men. Of course, these 
numbers are very general. Wide variances could be found in specific 
circumstances. 

While not ordinarily exposed to as much danger as an infantry unit, an 
artillery battery could expect to be directly involved in combat, and more 
so in Vietnam than in previous wars. The typical firebase covered a 
relatively small area. Rocket and even ground attacks were common, and a 
firebase might easily be overrun. Being part of an artillery battery in 
Vietnam could be a dangerous position in which to find oneself. 

And I still expected to be assigned to an artillery battery. After all, I 
had been specifically trained in artillery. Not only was I proficient in the 
care and operation of the 105mm howitzer, but I had even been given the 
extra week’s training in self-propelled artillery. All of this information 
was in my personnel folder which the people at base camp were looking at 
to determine my future. Could there be any doubt as to what that future 
would be? 

As part of processing, each man was given an entrance interview, 
assessing our training and skills. At that time, we were provided with an 
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opportunity to give any information about ourselves that might suggest a 
better use of our skills than that which the army had selected for us. This 
was to be my last opportunity to avoid life on a firebase. 

My strength lay in my education. Ten months earlier I had received a 
BA in English. I could communicate well, write clearly, and in Basic 
Training had availed myself of the opportunity to take a typing test. At 45 
words per minute I was no speed typist, but by army standards, and in a 
combat zone, I thought my skills might be adequate. Even though the odds 
seemed about like those of winning a sweepstakes, I suggested that I 
might be a better clerk than “cannonG cocker,” the common term for a 
member of a howitzer crew. The man interviewing me indicated that he 
had already looked at my record and that there was a slight possibility that 
an opening would be available. He offered no promises, truthfully not 
even a great deal of encouragement, just one straw that I wanted to grasp. 
In the meantime, there was nothing to do but continue with the work 
details. The interviewer promised to let me know. 

It was Palm Sunday, and I got to celebrate it by having KP all day. By 
the time I finished, there was no one to ask if a decision had been made 
about my job as a clerk, and I was scheduled to leave the next morning for 
the firebase. A truck carrying me and perhaps half a dozen other men left 
early Monday morning. Taking advantage of a spare moment, I returned to 
the building where I had been interviewed, but it was still early in the 
morning, and the office had not yet opened. With a sinking feeling, I 
climbed into the back of the truck with the other new men and began a 
journey that was to take me to an artillery firebase. It appeared that my 
luck had ended. 

The first part of our journey took us from Camp Enari to Division 
Headquarters forward near the city of Kontum, approximately twenty-five 
miles north. This trip provided my first opportunity to see what Vietnam 
was really like from the ground, and it revealed a world that would take 
some getting used to. Even without the war Vietnam was a third world 
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country, which implies a number of contrasts when compared to an 
industrialized country such as the United States. 

My initial impression from the air had been accurate — to a degree. 
The countryside was indeed lush and inviting, and for the most part 
undeveloped. The Central Highlands presented extraordinary scenery, 
providing breathtaking panoramas of both jungles and mountains, often on 
the same horizon. Certainly the country had its share of wild animals, 
poisonous snakes, even tigers. I am almost certain I heard a tiger one 
night. If it was not a tiger, the sound it made left little doubt that it came 
from one of the larger branches of the cat family. 

 

 
Vietnamese Village on the road to Kontum 

 
The area in which I was to spend the next year bore little relation to a 

large city such as Saigon. This was rural country, but not like I was used 
to from my childhood in Tennessee and Kentucky. Vietnam was a 
wilderness as the United States must have been during the nineteenth 
century. A few of the main highways were paved (although I suspect that 
was largely the result of U. S. rather than Vietnamese efforts), but the vast 
majority of the roads were dirt or (depending on the weather) mud. The 
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primitive nature of the Vietnamese roads made riding on them almost 
always an unpleasant experience. 

The monsoonG or rainy season normally began in May and lasted until 
September. During that time, we could expect to receive some rain, often 
extremely heavy, virtually every day, usually at night, and often with little 
warning. During the monsoons, the roads became little more than pits of 
mud, which even four wheel drive military vehicles had considerable 
difficulty navigating. The monsoon season was replaced by the dry season 
during which virtually no rain fell. Then the roads became dust bowls that 
threw dirt into the air whenever a jeep or truck passed over them. I got 
used to staying dirty. In fact I seldom felt really clean during my entire 
year in Vietnam. 

As I remember the trip, the road to Kontum was well guarded by both 
United States and ARVN troops. Military vehicles were a common sight, 
and at stages in the journey we would pass a tank or APCG (armored 
personnel carrier), ready to respond to any enemy action. I was still too 
unaccustomed to Vietnam to know whether or not I should be concerned. 
Eventually I would learn that while travel in the daytime was generally 
safe, after dark anything could happen anywhere. Of course, even in 
daytime, we had to be on our guard. Vietnam was that kind of war — no 
front lines. One did not always even know who the enemy was. That too 
was a lesson I was to learn firsthand. If I had realized at the time just how 
green I was, I would have been more even more scared than I was. 

Eventually we arrived at Firebase Mary Lou, which served as Division 
Headquarters in what was called the forward area. Unlike Camp Enari, 
Firebase Mary Lou had no permanent barracks, just tents. They were very 
large tents, and just as everywhere else in Vietnam, they were surrounded 
by sandbags stacked to just under half the height of the tent. The forward 
headquarters was a somewhat permanent facility. In fact I never heard 
whether or not it was ever moved during my stay in Vietnam. Since it was 
smaller and much more difficult to defend, it was a more dangerous place 
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to work than base camp. 
Upon our arrival, we once again became prisoners of army 

bureaucracy. It was check in time at the reception area of the “Kontum 
Hilton,” a large tent with desks and typewriters. Just how I ever 
summoned the courage for my next actions remains a mystery even to me. 
I had followed most of the rules, written and unwritten, which govern how 
the army works. At this point I clearly went beyond them. 

 

 
Armored Personnel Carriers (APCs) 

 
We were being checked in by a clerk before being taken to the 

firebase, when I heard my voice telling the clerk about the interview at 
base camp and explaining that I had never been able to follow up on my 
request to be assigned as a clerk. The answer I received was unexpectedly 
polite, but not especially encouraging. The clerk told me he had no 
message from base camp concerning my status, but he said he would 
contact battalion headquarters for me. In the meantime I was to wait 
outside with the others who had come with me. A truck would soon be 
coming to drive us to a chopper pad from which we would be taken by 
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helicopter to the firebase. If base camp wanted me, I could always be 
called back from the firebase. I knew that was highly unlikely. 

 

 
Firebase Mary Lou, April 1969 

 
Understandably disheartened, I took my place with the other men. At 

least I had given it my best shot. Now it was time to face up to spending a 
year on an artillery firebase. I cannot remember how much time passed, 
but I believe it to have been approximately ten minutes. The truck should 
have picked us up by now. Suddenly I heard my name being called by the 
clerk with whom I had spoken earlier. The news he gave me was almost 
too incredible to believe. He had indeed called base camp as he had 
promised, and they wanted me back there to work as a battery clerk. Just 
saying the words cannot begin to express the relief I was feeling. With that 
one phone call, my chances of staying alive had increased by at least one 
hundred percent. I was still in Vietnam, and I knew that the future held 
difficult and likely dangerous situations, but the firebase was not to be a 
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regular part of them. This was one of several instances in which 
unexpectedly circumstances seemed to work to my advantage. I do not 
speak of this lightly, certainly not flippantly. A slot at the fire base had to 
be filled. If I did not go, someone else did, and what happened to that man 
I shall never know. 

After more than twenty-five years, how do I evaluate that situation? 
Do my actions reveal a sense of cowardice? In all honesty, I do not believe 
so. Incidents will be related later in which I had to deal with the realities of 
the war, and, while nothing in my actions could remotely be described as 
heroic, I responded to those situations as I was trained to do. Any person 
who does not approach the reality or even the potential of combat with a 
degree of fear is not a hero; he is a fool. I was not part of a movie; I was in 
the middle of a war, facing the prospect of even more danger. I possessed 
skills which I was able to use efficiently for the army, and I attempted to 
perform my duties to the best of my ability, not only for the army, but for 
the men whose records I prepared. When necessary I faced the danger 
presented to me, even on one occasion when I was offered a way out. 
Others, less emotionally involved in the issue, may judge differently.  
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We Gotta Get Out of This Place 
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In the Shadow of Dragon Mountain 
 

Camp Enari was located six miles south of the city of Pleiku, which is 

near the center of what was then South Vietnam and approximately forty 
miles east of the Cambodian border. This part of the Central Highlands 
was very different from the urban sprawl of Saigon or even the 
picturesque beauty one might find in the Mekong Delta. The area in which 
I was stationed was rural, inhabited by simple peasants who, even without 
the war, would have lived in poverty. Despite its primitive culture, the 
Central Highlands were strategically important for the war. Highway 19 
ran east to west and covered the entire width of Vietnam from Cambodia 
to the vital port city of Qui Nhon. I will have more to say about this vital 
road later. If the NVA could have taken and held the Central Highlands, or 
even cut the supply line provided by Highway 19, they could have 
effectively split South Vietnam in two. Part of the 4th Infantry’s mission 
was to prevent that from happening.  

Camp Enari was not large as a base camp. Certainly it was dwarfed by 
Camp Radcliff at An Khe and even more by the huge facility at Long 
Binh. But it was still in many respects a small city. It had roads, single-
story buildings (multi-story buildings would make better targets), its own 
water supply (which was to figure prominently in some of my 
experiences), and electrical generating capacity. It even included a PX. 

Compared to infantry in the field, my life was to be one of relative 
luxury. I lived in a permanent barracks with a real bed. Granted, it only 
had a four inch mattress, no springs, and I lived without a pillow for 
several months. It was still high class by Vietnam standards. The average 
infantry soldier in the field might look on my life in base camp with a 
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degree of envy. 
My bed also contained a frame for a mosquito net. In a tropical climate 

glass windows were out of the question. More importantly, I suspect, was 
the danger. It requires little imagination to consider what damage a glass 
window might cause if hit by enemy fire. Ventilation came from the top of 
the barracks which was open all around, but covered with screen wire. 
Still, the barracks were open to the air, and all kinds of creatures could 
come in; thus the need for mosquito netting. 

 

 
4th Battalion/42nd Artillery in Camp Enari. My barracks is the nearest one on the right. 

 
Malaria was a major concern. The army employed several methods of 

prevention. One was the mosquito netting, which I always used at night. 
Insect repellent was somewhat effective at keeping mosquitoes away on 
patrols or convoys when I spent the night in the field, but its unpleasant 
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odor was perhaps just as effective at keeping other people away. 
In addition we were required to take two different types of malaria 

tablets, although I never learned the name of either drug. One was a small 
white tablet that we were required to take daily. I heard (but never 
confirmed) that this pill was not administered to all soldiers in Vietnam. I 
understand that it was necessary in the Central Highlands, because of a 
particular strain of malaria prevalent in that region. 

The real killer was a big orange tablet we had to take every Monday 
morning. At least those were our instructions. Whatever concoction went 
into making this pill, its effects were potent indeed. At first I dutifully 
attempted to take the medicine as ordered, but I quickly discovered that 
obeying orders meant spending every Monday with constant nausea and 
diarrhea. Despite army instructions, something had to change. After a 
couple of weeks of trying to endure the pill, I decided that I would break it 
in half, take half on Monday and the other half on Tuesday. While this did 
not eliminate the symptoms, they were sufficiently decreased to the point 
where I could function with only minor discomfort. So every Monday and 
Tuesday in Vietnam was spent feeling slightly nauseous. One learned to 
live with it. But it was better than contracting Malaria (I suppose). 

Compared to my standard of living in the States, life at Camp Enari 
was Spartan; measured by Vietnam standards, it was luxurious. Unlike 
men in the field, we had electricity, permanent barracks, hot meals, and 
the ultimate luxury — a bed (of sorts). We did without some rather simple 
amenities, especially hot water. Taking a shower, meant going into a shed 
that had been constructed under a large water tank. A pull on a cord 
released just enough water to get wet. Then the bather quickly soaped up 
and pulled the cord again. Once or twice a week the water might be 
slightly warm. There was almost never any hot or even warm water for 
shaving. With the combination of hard water that was also cold, along 
with the quality of razor blades made in 1969, shaving became an ordeal. 

I quickly settled in as battery clerk, first of the Headquarters and 
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Service Battery (HSB), and later as clerk for Battery A. In the infantry, 
battalions are organized into companies, each company numbering 
approximately one hundred men. An artillery battalion, however, consists 
of batteries instead of companies, but the basic structure was similar, and 
the typical battery also numbered about one hundred men. So instead of a 
company commander, we had a battery commander. The company clerk 
was called a battery clerk, and so it went. 

The Headquarters and Service Battery served as the administrative 
section of the battalion. Modern warfare cannot be conducted without 
enormous logistical support. For every combat soldier in the field in 
Vietnam, there were nine or ten who served in a variety of support roles. 
While such a large number of support troops may appear unusual, it has 
remained fairly constant. Even in World War II, only one man in ten ever 
fired his weapon, about the same percentage as in Vietnam. The 
Headquarters and Service Battery was the unit that coordinated that 
support for the battalion. It consisted of the personnel at Camp Enari who 
worked in various capacities, from clerks to motor pool personnel, the 
mail clerk (probably the most appreciated function in the battalion), and 
the medicsG at the dispensary, just to name a few. 

By contrast, the batteries designated by letters (Battery A, B, C, etc.) 
were the elements of the battalion directly engaged in combat support. 
While a field battery would normally be set up in a firebase, it was mobile 
enough to be moved rapidly should the need arise. I was awaiting 
transport to one of these firebases when I was recalled to base camp. Later 
in my tour I became clerk of Battery A, a position which gave me more 
satisfaction than in HSB, because I felt I was able to be of more direct 
service to the men in the field. 

So what does a battery clerk do? Perhaps the easiest way to explain the 
function to those who have never served in the military is simply to say 
that I had duties similar to those of Radar on the TV show M.A.S.H.  Of 
course M.A.S.H. was a comedy and it described a hospital unit, but 
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otherwise the duties performed by Radar paralleled mine rather closely.  In 
one form or another, it generally came down to paperwork — mountains 
of paperwork. 

Office hours normally began at 7:00 in the morning and lasted until 
7:00 in the evening, seven days a week. After I had finished my work at 
the office, I frequently had to perform guard duty or some other additional 
function. The army, for understandable reasons, did not wish to leave men 
with time on their hands. A soldier in a combat zone is typically tired, 
stressed out, and most of all, lonely. While a certain amount of recreation 
is desirable, excessive time alone is not. Spending time alone with no 
duties merely intensifies the loneliness and can lead to depression. At least 
twice during my tour, I recall dreaming that I was back home. When I 
awoke to find myself still in Vietnam, the sense of depression was 
overwhelming. It was a hard experience, but I cannot fault the army for 
keeping us busy. It literally was for our own good. 

A clerk was sometimes called a “RemingtonG Raider”, especially by 
the infantry soldiers who were themselves referred to as gruntsG.  All of 
my work had to be done on a very used manual typewriter. The Morning 
Report was a summary that kept track of the current status of every 
individual in the battery. Any person not present for duty had to be 
accounted for. New arrivals had to be listed on the roster, just as men 
completing their tour of duty were deleted. Men could be absent because 
they were away on R & RG or sick call. Occasionally the entry was to be 
“KIA” or “killed in action.” The Morning Report had to be prepared daily 
in eleven copies, and it could contain no more than three typographical 
errors, each of which had to be initialed by the Adjutant, the officer 
(usually a captain or major) who had the responsibility for overseeing our 
office. 

My job required that I qualify for a security clearance, allowing me 
access to documents classified as “secret” or below. I had to transcribe 
part of the information from the Morning Report to another sheet that 
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listed similar information in columns of numbers that had to add up, both 
vertically and horizontally. While this may sound rather simple, it often 
took up to an hour to make the columns match. Pocket calculators or 
computer spreadsheets had not yet been invented. We really did have to 
add. Once prepared, this report became a classified document and was 
filed in a locked cabinet. 

 

 
Our mascot, “DEROS” 

 
The most rewarding part of my duties as a clerk was preparing 

documents for the men in my battery. The most frequently requested was a 
change in pay allotments for families. Uncle Sam was kind enough to 
provide us with room and board, as well as a variety of afterhours 
recreational activities (jungle patrols, convoys, guard duty), and while 
serving in Vietnam we were compensated for the hardship by receiving an 
additional $65.00 a month combat pay. There was little in Vietnam to 
spend the money on legally, so many of the men, especially the married 
men, elected to have most of their pay sent to their families. As with 
everything else in the army, this required paperwork, which I would 
prepare and send out to the battery to have signed by the man requesting 
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the change. 
Later in my tour, when I was assigned to replace the departing Battery 

A clerk, I discovered how difficult it was for the men in the field to make 
such changes. With few exceptions men in a battery spent their entire tour 
on a firebase. The only time they would get back to base camp normally 
occurred when they came for one week’s R & R overseas once during the 
year. When you are fighting a war on a daily basis, it is virtually 
impossible to tend to personal matters, such as changing an allotment for 
family. I determined to help that situation if possible. 

Because of the press of normal duties, getting time approved was most 
difficult, but I was able to obtain permission to go out to the firebase two 
or three times during the months I served as clerk of Battery A. Armed 
with a large number of blank forms, I rode along with one of the resupply 
trucks to spend most of the day at the firebase. The first time I went I was 
not prepared for the response of the men. If I thought I was busy at base 
camp, nothing could compare with the number of men who wanted to take 
advantage of the opportunity. I helped the men fill out the worksheet 
forms and then had them sign a blank original. When I returned to base 
camp, I typed up the original they had already signed and forwarded it to 
Division Artillery for further processing. 

The army had to function with a degree of trust. That principle 
operated in a number of areas.  The men who signed a blank form had to 
have confidence that I would correctly type the original they had already 
signed. The trust even extended to the officers. Although I never had to 
resort to signing my battery commander’s name, one of the clerks in our 
battalion did so on several occasions. That situation became so common 
that his battery commander had to learn to write his own signature so that 
it looked more like the one the clerk signed. Of course this procedure was 
reserved for routine orders of little consequence. The battery clerk’s job 
was to free the battery commander to concentrate on fighting the war. 
Every one of the clerks I worked with took that responsibility seriously. If 
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there had been any doubts, we were to receive a number of reminders that 
this was to be more than an office job. 
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Incoming! 
 

Whatever duties each man was assigned, in the eyes of the army each of 

us was a soldier first. While certainly support personnel were exposed to 
far less danger than the infantry, in Vietnam no one was immune from the 
war. The first reminder that we were more than office clerks came perhaps 
a month after I had arrived at Camp Enari. It occurred around mid-
morning. By this time the noise of outgoing artillery was nothing new. 
Practically every night the sound of the base camp guns firing could be 
heard as a dull thud. Sometimes it would be every fifteen minutes or so; 
other times, the guns would fire more frequently. On this day, however, 
instead of the deceptively innocuous thud to which I had become 
accustomed, I heard a different sound — a wailing whistle that was to 
become all too familiar. Even before the reality of what was happening 
registered, someone in the office who had been there longer than I 
screamed out one word, “INCOMING!”  universally understood to mean 
incoming rounds. Instinctively, I looked outside and saw what must have 
been a rocket hit about a hundred yards away. At practically the same 
moment the base siren went off. 

Typically the NVA would approach Camp Enari behind a large hill 
called Banana Mountain. The base utilized anti-personnel radar that could 
pick up movement even on the ground, but it could not penetrate a 
mountain. Charlie could climb the back of Banana Mountain, quickly set 
up and launch perhaps six to a dozen rockets, then retreat quickly to 
designated hiding places in the jungle. I never could understand why the 
enemy would think this kind of harassment was worth the risk to their own 
forces. But there were many ways in which we Americans never fully 
appreciated the determination of our foe. These attacks provided just one 
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example. 
Rocket attacks on Camp Enari were to occur somewhere around every 

one to two months. Usually it was a harassing type of action with little 
damage done. After the first couple of times, there was a part of me that 
came to view them as a nuisance. That attitude changed when a rocket hit 
a mess hall in the battalion area next to ours, killing two men. On this first 
occasion, however, I took it for real. Within fifteen seconds our office was 
empty, and we were headed for the bunkers, strictly according to 
procedure. 

 

 
Scene from Camp Enari. Banana Mountain is in the background. 

 
Duties during an attack were clearly outlined and undoubtedly helped 

minimize casualties. In our office the procedure was simple. We were to 
drop whatever we were working on and get to the bunkers immediately. 
The only exception to this rule was if an attack occurred when we had a 
classified document out of the file. In that instance only, the document had 
to be put away first. The sergeant in charge verified that the cabinet was 
secured, and only then was the individual allowed to run to the relative 
safety of the bunkers. To my knowledge this situation never arose during 
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any of the attacks. 
The bunkers were wooden frames covered with concrete and 

surrounded by sandbags. They served as something like bomb shelters, but 
they were designed to protect against Charlie’s rockets, rather than bombs. 
They did offer quite a bit of protection. We would not have survived a 
direct hit, but otherwise, we felt relatively safe while in the bunkers. At 
least we were protected from rockets, which I was to discover were not 
necessarily the greatest danger. 

 

 
Bunker from the outside 

 
This first encounter with the war was short-lived, and other than being 

my first experience, was little to talk about. After perhaps an hour the “all 
clear” sounded and we went back to work — just as if nothing had 
happened. I was to get used to new standards of what was normal. 
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Inside a bunker 
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Comrades 
 

The men with whom I worked were a varied lot, most of whom I 

remember fondly. Few of us would have matched the movie image of a 
soldier in war. All of the men possessed strengths and weaknesses just as 
I, and all of us were concentrating on getting home in one piece. Most of 
us went into the army just after finishing high school or college. If 
experience matures, Vietnam aged us. Even so, most of us were able to 
retain enough youthful exuberance to make life livable and in rare 
moments even enjoyable. 

Although I remember at least the last name of every person described, 
I decided not to use their names as a means of respecting their privacy. 
Most of them I respected, although there were a couple of men with whom 
I came in conflict. Also, I would suggest that we not judge those whose 
actions are criticized here. Almost all of us were so young and in many 
ways immature. I knew these men in one small portion of their lives. I 
know I am a very different person now than I was then, and so, I suspect, 
are they. If I criticize a particular action, this should not be interpreted as a 
judgment about the character of any individual. It is simply an attempt to 
describe some of these relationships and how they affected me at the time. 

Undoubtedly the most popular man in the battalion was the mail clerk. 
He provided a human link between us and what every man in Vietnam 
called “the World.”G The World (with a capital “W”) was our name for 
home. Such reminders became almost essential to maintaining morale. At 
this time we had no other means of connecting with family and friends in 
the States. Neither E-mail nor cell phones existed. By the time you had 
spent three months in Vietnam, you came to believe you had never been 
anywhere else; after six months, it seemed that nowhere else existed. The 



GARY COTTRELL 

80 
 

World became little more than a fantasy, created out of a desperate need to 
be somewhere else, anywhere but where we were. The word implied that 
where we were, what we were doing was not really a part of the world. 
We could accept it, with luck even get through it, but only if we did not 
have to see Vietnam as normal. Vietnam was the war; the World was 
home, the mothers, fathers, wives, children, the brothers, and sisters we 
had left behind. The World stood for a lot of other things too. The World 
was hot showers, and toilets that flushed. It was pizza and ice cream. The 
World was a date on Saturday night instead of guard duty. It might even 
include watching a war movie — just as a movie. It was going to sleep 
knowing you would not be awakened by the shrill blare of a siren and 
bursting shells. Perhaps the most tragic part of this charade was that we 
were deceiving ourselves. Even though those images helped us get 
through our tour in Vietnam, many of us never returned to the World we 
thought we knew, because we were not to be the same people we had been 
when we left. We would also discover that the country we left behind had 
changed too, and not all of it would be pleasant. 

Another of the battery clerks was the most highly educated one in our 
group. He already had a master’s degree and was planning to teach when 
he got home. I wonder if he did? 

Finally there was the battalion medic, a young sergeant. He was very 
likable, but quiet and reserved. He accompanied us on virtually all patrols. 
I was always impressed with his quiet confidence and professionalism. 
Without fanfare and never seeking to draw attention, he simply did his job, 
which in certain instances could have been extremely hazardous. It was 
only after I had been in the unit some time that I discovered that he was in 
his last six months of duty in Vietnam, and that the first six months had 
been spent in the field. I cannot recall the exact number of medals this 
young man had been awarded, but I was told that he had earned more than 
one BronzeG Star for valor and at least two PurpleG Hearts for being 
wounded in action. Never had I heard a word from him about any of his 
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actions, and I believe he would have blushed if anyone ever referred to 
him as a hero. But Vietnam did produce its share of heroes, and it is 
unfortunate that the tragic outcome of that war has, for the most part, 
prevented them from being recognized as they deserved. Not all Vietnam 
soldiers were drug addicts; a few, like our medic, remind us that even 
young boys away from home may possess the courage and integrity to 
distinguish themselves. God help us if each generation fails to produce a 
few such men and women. 

In some respects I felt closest to a man who was a graduate of the 
Davis campus of the University of California. This was the hippie era, and 
Berkeley had become a center of the counterculture. Davis was primarily 
an agricultural college, so it may not have been as radical as Berkeley. 
This man was educated without coming across as arrogant. He was quiet 
and down-to-earth. 

 

 
Office area at Camp Enari. My desk was the farthest on the left. The door led to the 
Adjutant’s office. 

The man who daily kept us all in line was a sergeant first class. The 
only black man in the group and perhaps twenty years older than those of 
us who worked under him, he was a career soldier who had the sense to 
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realize the rest of us were not. At the same time, his standards were 
uncompromising. He demanded absolute perfection and was normally soft 
spoken, except when he didn’t get it. But, unlike some of the NCO’sG 
(also referred to as noncoms), this sergeant was always fair, never played 
favorites, and helped us with an extremely demanding job. I wish all the 
noncoms in the army had been more like him.  

There were in fact both good and bad noncoms. We absolutely 
depended on them, and, most of the time, they did not let us down. One, 
however, stands out for a different reason. This was my first sergeant. I 
always thought Top and I got along well. I can never remember any 
particular conflicts that we had. That’s why I was floored when, without 
warning, he suddenly threatened me with a court-martialG 

The particular incident that resulted in such a stern threat was a set of 
orders I typed, promoting one of the men to temporary sergeant. This was 
a procedure whereby a man, who was not otherwise eligible for 
promotion, could get the privileges and insignia of a certain rank without 
having actually been approved for promotion. His pay and grade would 
stay the same, but for all other purposes, the individual would be 
considered to have his higher rank. The procedure was a way of rewarding 
someone who was considered worthy of promotion, but perhaps because 
of technical reasons could not at that time score high enough on the 
promotion list. 

In this instance, the person selected for promotion was one of the men 
in the motor pool. I remember him as unassuming, competent, and 
friendly. 

One day, seemingly for no particular reason, Top asked me who 
authorized the orders promoting this man to temporary sergeant, and when 
I could not immediately recall, he accused me of preparing the orders on 
my own initiative. There was nothing unusual in my failing to remember 
the specifics of these particular orders. The army operates on paperwork, 
and the massive number of orders and reports I was required to prepare 
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made it virtually impossible to remember who requested any specific one. 
This was especially true in this case because several weeks had elapsed 
since the orders had been issued. 

My first response was to retrieve my file copy of the order in question. 
The order was signed by the warrant officer who commanded the motor 
pool, so I asked him if he recalled signing the order. To my intense relief 
he remembered the order and acknowledged that he was the one who had 
requested it. I explained to him the conversation I had just had with the 
First Sergeant, and he instructed me to forget it; he would take care of the 
matter. While I felt better about the situation, I did recount the events to 
our Adjutant, who likewise instructed me not to worry about it. Although 
undoubtedly conversations took place among these three men, not one 
word was ever said to me again about it. My part in the incident was over, 
but more was to develop. 

The First Sergeant was just about ready to leave Vietnam. He was 
returning to the States within a few weeks. That was one reason I was so 
surprised at the whole incident. It never has made any sense to me. I 
learned later that someone apparently took their revenge on him for 
creating the situation. Top had been due for promotion to Sergeant Major. 
He was to go before a promotion board as soon as he returned to the 
United States. Someone in the battalion, who obviously felt Top had given 
me an unnecessarily hard time, had his personnel records forwarded, not 
to his new post, but to an obscure base in Alaska. Without those personnel 
records, he could not be evaluated by the board and so undoubtedly lost 
out on the promotion. 

I must emphasize that I had no knowledge of the actions beforehand, 
and I never learned who was responsible. Trouble was one thing I tried to 
avoid while in the army. Whatever my feelings may have been about Top, 
I would never have possessed the courage to take an action that might 
conceivably have had repercussions later on. My goals were two-fold — 
to finish my tour in Vietnam alive, and then to get out of the army. How 
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did I feel about what happened? Was it justice under the circumstances? 
That is certainly an interesting question. 
 

*       *       *       * 
                     

A specific incident involving one of the men in my battalion illustrates 

just how destructive the effects of the war could be, not only on the body, 
but the mind as well. This episode which occurred late in 1969 remains 
with me as a dramatic example of what can happen when human beings 
are pushed beyond the limits of their humanity. 

Late one evening, I was summoned to the building where I normally 
worked. I was issued a 45 caliber pistol and assigned to guard a man from 
our battalion. This was to be perhaps the most heart-rending duty I was 
ever required to perform. After a few minutes I knew that the weapon 
would not be necessary. This young man, younger than I was as I 
remember, had simply experienced too much. He was in his late teens or 
early twenties, but he was broken. He had been found sitting on the 
runway at the airstrip at Camp Enari. When questioned, he had mumbled 
incoherently about waiting for a helicopter to take him to Australia. I tried 
to talk with him, but found it difficult to make sense of anything he said. 
Apparently beset by similar feelings, he told me that he knew something 
wasn’t right, but he couldn’t quite figure out what it was. Eventually two 
MP’sG came to take the man to the 71st Evac Hospital for psychiatric 
observation. I have little doubt he was sent back to the States, although I 
have wondered whether or not he ever really made it home. The same 
could be said for many veterans. 

One image that needs to be dispelled is what some have referred to as 
the “Vietnam Syndrome.” This view often portrays vast numbers of 
veterans as living facades of normal lives, while lurking beneath is the 
mentality of a pathological killer, only requiring some event to trigger that 
repressed violence. At least one fictional movie has been produced based 
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on this image of at least some veterans. When a Vietnam veteran is 
involved in a crime, his military record is often mentioned by the media, 
implying perhaps that his service in Vietnam may have contributed to his 
actions. Yet, for the most part, the “Vietnam Syndrome” remains a myth. 

On the other hand, the medical community has begun to recognize the 
unusual degree to which Vietnam veterans have been afflicted with Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder, commonly referred to as PTSD. Estimates 
range from a low of 20% of returning veterans to as high as 40%. PTSD is 
not a new disorder, nor is war the only cause. Any trauma or shock can 
result in PTSD, but those who served in Vietnam were especially hard hit. 
The stress of combat affects the body, the mind, and the spirit in a variety 
of ways. For that young soldier, conditions got so bad that waiting for a 
helicopter to take him to Australia seemed the only way out of an 
intolerable situation. The old adage recommends that before we pass 
judgment on another, we should walk in his shoes for a while. I walked in 
my own boots in Vietnam. I’m not sure I really want to walk in his, but I 
can understand how anyone can see too much and do too much. While this 
boy’s response was extreme, I have met a number of men who have had to 
come to grips with their experiences in Vietnam, with varying degrees of 
success. 

For vast numbers of veterans most severe problems began when they 
came home. Returning Vietnam veterans were denied the acceptance back 
into American society that has routinely been afforded those who served 
in other wars. Acceptance need not have taken the form of parades and 
celebrations, but some form of affirmation is vital to tell the returning 
soldier that he is welcomed back into the routine of normal life. I have no 
medical qualifications, but my own observations have convinced me that 
the negative reception Vietnam veterans received was a contributing factor 
in the extremely high numbers suffering from PTSD. 

Upon my return to the States I was to discover almost immediately 
how overwhelming that antagonism could be. Opposition to the war was 
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so intense that for a long time I was hesitant even to mention I had served 
in Vietnam. Those not opposed to the war were for the most part apathetic. 
It did not touch them, so they cared nothing about it. Few really cared, and 
it seemed no one wanted to listen. Most of us went on with our lives 
within a wall of self-imposed silence. But the memories of the antagonism 
of those years have not been easy to erase. Part of my reason for writing 
this book has been to tell a story that for many years I felt no one wanted 
to hear. 

 
*       *       *       * 

 

My judgments of the officers are undoubtedly colored by my own 

perspective as an enlisted man. They had their own concerns and 
undoubtedly shared the same strengths and failings as the rest of us, but at 
the time it was difficult to view officers in that light. Today I have friends 
who are or were officers in the military. While in the army, this type of 
friendship was impossible. By the very nature of military discipline and 
hierarchy, officers, while necessary to army life, were seen by most of us 
as the other enemy. The best we could hope for was an officer we 
respected. 

And there were some. One in particular stands out. He was a career 
soldier, who over the years had developed an uncommon ability to 
maintain rapport with the men under him without compromising the 
discipline of command. While expecting nothing less than absolute 
competence and obedience, he was just in his dealings with us, and, to the 
degree possible in a combat zone, concerned with our needs. When he left, 
our office gave him a farewell barbecue, and this captain, for that one 
time, became one of the guys. Despite the fact that he was an officer and 
at least ten years our senior in age, every man in the battalion liked him 
and wished him well. 

One other officer, one of the battery commanders, made a decision 
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which effectively destroyed his military career, but, at the same time, 
marked him as a man deserving of the highest respect. He was a captain 
who had come to Vietnam after college where he had earned his 
commission through R.O.T.C. He intended to make the army his career. 

Army custom was to divide an officer’s tour in Vietnam. Six months 
would be spent in administrative duties and six months in the field. This 
gave each man an opportunity to acquire command experience, an 
important factor for officers seeking promotion. Advancement in the 
military, especially in wartime, depended heavily on performance in a 
combat unit. In an artillery unit in Vietnam, that meant going out to a 
firebase. By rotating every officer’s assignment, each one would be given 
the opportunity to create a record of accomplishment under combat that 
might enhance his chances for promotion. 

I never learned the specific events, but this particular captain found he 
was unable to function effectively under the strain of combat command. 
This is nothing of which to be ashamed. I have never been able to 
comprehend the mindset it must require for a commander to order his men 
into battle, even though I can understand the necessity for it. How does 
one order men (boys really) into a situation where he knows they are 
likely to be killed? Certainly it takes a special personality to be that kind 
of commander, while still retaining the respect and loyalty of those who 
serve under him. 

The story I heard was that this particular captain discovered that he did 
not possess the qualities necessary to command men under fire. Rather 
than continue and possibly cause the deaths of those in his charge, the 
captain requested that he be relieved of command and sent home, 
effectively ending his military career. In my view, he displayed a courage 
and unselfishness that should also be recognized. 

Not all the officers possessed such sterling qualities as the two I have 
mentioned. One other created a far different impression. I suspect any 
veteran — officer or enlisted man, from any period in our history could 
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provide his own example of this type of officer. Even B grade Westerns 
have more than once told the story of the young officer, finding himself in 
Indian territory, who refuses to heed the advice of his seasoned first 
sergeant. This comes fairly close to describing the reality of the situation I 
faced. 

This man had been out of R.O.T.C. long enough to earn a captain’s 
bars, but he was still quite young for the responsibilities he had been 
given. The man’s smug arrogance served only to aggravate the problems 
that developed. A classic “Type A” personality, this man assumed under 
all circumstances that he was right and anyone who disagreed with him 
was not only wrong, but insubordinate as well. To make matters worse, he 
made no attempt to conceal his disdain for enlisted men. Needless to say, 
while military law required us to obey his commands, his actions ensured 
that he was neither liked nor respected by the men under him. From what I 
could observe, some of his fellow officers seemed to feel the same way. 
Two examples serve to illustrate why the men felt as they did. One of 
them especially was to have a profound impact on me. 

The first incident occurred on one of the convoys in which I 
participated and which are described in some detail later in this book. I can 
remember little about that particular convoy — not the date, the mission, 
nor even our destination. Only one event stands out. This particular 
captain was convoy commander. The commander along with his driver 
would ride in a jeep at the head of the convoy, followed by a line of 
perhaps ten to twenty trucks. Often the routes we followed took us through 
exotic jungle terrain, both alluring because it was so foreign to anything 
we knew in the World and at the same time breathtakingly beautiful. 

The trouble came when this particular captain apparently forgot he was 
on a combat mission, and the convoy approached a particularly beautiful 
landscape. Unbelievably, this captain told his driver to halt. For a couple 
of minutes, this huge convoy which snaked behind on a narrow mountain 
road was left motionless and completely exposed, while the captain 
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enjoyed the view. The driver attempted to explain the danger, but was 
angrily rebuffed. After a minute or two, the rear of the convoy began 
receiving what appeared to be mortar fire. I could hear the sound of 
incoming rounds from my position somewhere near the center. Possibly 
Charlie was too far away to do any real harm, but could not resist the 
temptation offered by such a vulnerable target. Finally, after hearing the 
firing, the captain decided we had better move on. 

The other episode involving this officer occurred while I was driving 
him on an errand into the city of Pleiku. While the city had its prosperous 
areas (the Vietnamese II Corps commander had his fortified and quite 
palatial home there), Pleiku was, for the most part, a sprawling mass of 
small shops and open air markets. Although some of the men spent what 
little recreational time they had in Pleiku, there was nothing there that 
attracted me. My duties did provide occasion to go there, so eventually I 
got to know my way around. 

I had been in Vietnam several months before this captain joined our 
unit, long enough to have a feel for certain situations. Just this once I wish 
this officer had been willing to listen to someone else. 

As strange as it may at first appear, Pleiku had a trophy store. The 
need undoubtedly came from the American troops in the area. Camp Enari 
and, I suspect, the air force base at Pleiku purchased trophies as awards for 
the various sports tournaments held on base. The shop also made plaques 
which were often given to officers returning to the States. The purpose of 
the trip that day was to pick up a plaque that had been ordered. 

Pleiku was a typical Asian city, overcrowded to begin with, but also 
swollen by the war which was being fought every day in the countryside. 
There were few motorized vehicles in the streets and virtually all of those 
belonged to the military. Most of the people walked or rode bicycles. 
Navigating through the crowded streets was a task requiring some skill. 

As I pulled the jeep beside the shop, I informed the captain that I 
would circle the block until he was ready to be picked up. I did not bother 
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to explain my reasons, forgetting that he was a recent arrival in Vietnam, 
and therefore might not understand. Predictably he became angry and took 
my suggestion as a sign of disrespect. He gave me a direct order to park 
the jeep in a space on the opposite side of the street and wait for him. 
Disobeying a direct order is a court-martial offense; I had no choice but to 
obey. I parked the jeep and let the captain out. 

No sooner had he disappeared inside the trophy shop than my jeep was 
literally surrounded by a group of homeless children. They seemed to 
range from six to perhaps ten years of age. Most likely these were orphans 
who were forced to fend for themselves as best they could. Such packs 
would roam the villages — begging, stealing, doing anything to scrape up 
a bit of food for that day. 

A single hungry child begging is heartbreaking, but a group of such 
children becomes absolutely frightening. Within moments my jeep was 
surrounded, and I found myself trying to fend off perhaps a dozen or so 
small hands, groping for anything that was loose in the jeep. I was 
particularly concerned with protecting my rifle and ammunition, which 
was, I think, their primary goal. I do not know if it is possible to convey 
the horror of that moment. In one sense these were no longer children. The 
war and hunger had turned them into little more than ravenous animals, 
forced by an unspeakably cruel fate to survive in conditions that were 
already intolerable. Circumstances beyond their control had made life, my 
life or even their own, of little value. But if life was of no value, an M16G 
rifle was, and these children were determined to get it. 

The situation presented a real dilemma. Bound by a direct order of my 
commander to remain where I was, I could do nothing to avoid the 
situation. By this time I could not have moved anyway, since the children 
had completely surrounded the jeep in which I was sitting. Although I 
knew that my life was quite literally in danger, what could I do? These 
were, in spite of everything, still children. Would I have acted differently 
if put in their place at their age? It is a question I have asked more than 
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once. Just what stroke of fate, or luck, or God caused me to be born in an 
earthly paradise called the United States of America, too ignorant to 
realize how rich I had always been? 

Once more help came from an unexpected source. In fact it happened 
so often that, if I had ever doubted the workings of providence, Vietnam 
has convinced me that more than coincidence is involved in the way 
certain events turn out. Without warning, the pack began to scatter. I 
turned around, and was relieved to see two soldiers. One was an American 
MP or military police; the other was his ARVN partner with the 
Vietnamese equivalent QC on his helmet. It seemed the cavalry had come 
to my rescue. 

Their actions came none too soon. While most of the children had 
managed to escape, a few had been rounded up. One in particular was 
being lifted by one of the soldiers from the back of the jeep. This lad had 
somehow gotten hold of the crowbar from the jeep. He had it poised above 
my head when one of the soldiers grabbed him. Another second and I have 
no doubt this little child would have buried it in my head with no thought 
of remorse. 

I rationalized that the children who were caught would probably be 
taken and fed, perhaps their first real meal in weeks. Maybe they would 
even be taken to an orphanage. But there were few orphanages in Vietnam 
— and so many children. I still wonder what happened to that lad. 

A moment later the captain returned and asked me what had happened. 
When I told him, he entered the jeep and we returned to Camp Enari 
without a word. Nothing more was ever said about the incident. 

In fairness to those men whose actions I have felt necessary to portray 
in a less than favorable light, we would do well to remember that all of us 
were very young. I would like to believe that I have matured over the 
years, and I suspect they have as well. My purpose has simply been to 
describe that world as I experienced it as honestly as I could. 
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*       *       *       * 
 

As strange as it may sound, I never kept up with the men with whom I 

served in Vietnam. While some soldiers forge powerful ties in such 
circumstances, others it seems have a compelling need to put the 
experience out of their lives forever. That was what I thought I wanted to 
do. So after I returned, I tried to forget my Vietnam experiences, including 
everyone I knew, attempting to live my life as if none of it had ever 
happened. After twenty-five years, I realize what a mistake that was. 
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Life in Base Camp 
 

Happiness is not a warm puppy. Although Charles Schulz first came up 

with the phrase in the 60s about the time I was in Vietnam, I was to find 
myself in circumstances in which I needed more than a warm puppy. For 
me happiness came to mean finishing a twelve hour day with no additional 
responsibilities. The time is your own. Such days did exist in Vietnam, 
although they were not too frequent. At those times Camp Enari did offer 
some opportunities for recreation that were not available at a firebase. 

At least every other day, I was writing letters to family, friends, 
anyone I thought might write back. Other times I would be reading (or 
rereading) letters from home. It is impossible to exaggerate the thrill of 
receiving a letter — or the disappointment if none came. Keeping in touch 
with family was part of it, so was escape from the reality of Vietnam. For 
a few precious minutes, I was home again, or talking with college friends. 
The most important benefit of letters from home, however, was their 
ability to convince us that the World still existed. The longer I was in 
Vietnam, the harder it was to believe anything else was real. 

In one instance, however, letters were to remind us and our families of 
the war. It was a simple thing really. A bag of mail had been lost, 
presumably stolen from one of the trucks. No one can know who stole the 
mail or even the motive. But the army had to assume the mail had fallen 
into enemy hands. All of us were instructed to write our families, assuring 
them that we were all right. Apparently the North Vietnamese were known 
to have used mail to identify the names and addresses of family. The army 
was concerned that operatives in the States might actually call our families 
to tell them we had been killed. At any rate, we were advised to write and 
explain that such information was never relayed on the phone. It always 
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came in the form of a visit from an officer in military uniform. 
 

*       *       *       * 
 

Other diversions were available, some quite destructive. Much has been 

made of the drug culture in Vietnam. Certainly drugs were readily 
accessible, and many of the men indulged as one means of escape from 
fear and boredom. The problem seems to have become more pervasive in 
the years following my tour in Vietnam, as opposition to the war 
increased, and it became increasingly apparent that this was not to be a 
war that we were likely to win, at least in a conventional sense. I cannot 
say whether drug use was higher in Vietnam than among the student 
population in the United States at that time. There was no denying the 
seriousness of the problem, and, as with many aspects of Vietnam, its 
effects could potentially be more devastating. If a college student uses 
drugs, the consequences may be unfortunate, even tragic, but if a soldier in 
Vietnam is high at the wrong time, his actions may result in disaster, not 
only for himself, but also for the other men with him. Alcohol abuse has 
undoubtedly been a problem during any war, but drug use in Vietnam 
presented unique challenges. 

As in all wars, prostitution was rampant in Vietnam. So many factors 
contributed to it that it is difficult even to list them. Without attempting to 
justify the extent to which many of the men in Vietnam solicited 
prostitutes, one can easily understand why such behavior should have been 
expected. The loneliness became almost unendurable, and at times it 
became difficult to believe it would ever end. Even the World itself 
seemed like a dream. Vietnam had become reality. In those circumstances 
many of the men (boys really), away from home for the first time, saw this 
as an easy escape from their loneliness. 

The Vietnamese girls were often tragic figures. At a time when a 
general in the Cambodian army might earn perhaps $150 a month, rich 
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American soldiers provided a steady income for many women with little 
or no other means of supporting a family in the midst of a war. The war 
had compounded the problem by creating so many orphans, thrust into a 
brutal system with no means of earning a living. Many of the girls saw 
prostitution as their only means of survival. We need not condone the 
practice to sympathize with those forced to make what must have seemed 
impossible choices. That too is a part of war. Perhaps we need to 
understand that before we too hastily send our troops into combat. 

In contrast to the long, work filled days, there were also periods of 
interminable boredom. Little to do, nowhere to go, endless days, and often 
sleepless nights. And all too often, family and friends failed to understand, 
because this was a strange war in which, for those back home, life went on 
much as usual. One of the men in our unit received a “Dear John” letter 
from his fiancée. As he explained it to me, she was angry with him 
because she was lonely and bored at home and tired of waiting for him. I 
guess it worked both ways, although I could not help but wonder what this 
girl thought life was like for the soldier. 

More wholesome recreational activities were available, but they often 
resulted from our own improvisation. Informal football and baseball 
games helped, but to take part in them we had to have time off during the 
day. The hours I worked left little opportunity to participate in such 
activities. 

Every evening, if the weather permitted and the projector was working 
(neither was very reliable), the battalion showed a movie. Usually the 
movies were about ten years old, but occasionally we got recent releases. 
Of course I have sometimes questioned the army’s motives in the selection 
process, because the one current movie I remember most vividly was The 
Green Berets. 

Camp Enari had a tiny library, if it could be said to justify such a 
name. Truthfully, reading was perhaps not a favorite activity for most of 
the men, but I would have wished for a better selection. The library did, 
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however, serve a useful function at least once. It was early evening on one 
of the days I had nothing else scheduled. Word got around that a fairly 
large work detail was in progress, and the lifers were searching the 
barracks for men to draft for the project. Since I was not on call, I could 
legitimately leave the battalion area, so I made a beeline for the base 
library, knowing that this might be the last place a soldier would be 
expected to go. I wasn’t sure even the library was safe, but after dark, 
when I figured the detail had ended for the night, I returned to our 
battalion. Sometimes I think I could have had the makings of a brilliant 
military strategist, as long as I was supplied with proper motivation. 

The Day Room in army terminology refers to a place where a soldier 
can go during off duty hours to relax. Our battalion had one, although as 
with most imitations of stateside amenities, Vietnam’s version of the Day 
Room was a poor copy of what was available in America. Still it served a 
good purpose. The Day Room was a Quonset hut set up with a ping pong 
table, a few chairs, and a variety of magazines (most of them two or three 
months old). 

We even had a television, although the selections could not come close 
to matching the three channels available in the States at that time. While 
large cities such as Saigon had broadcast radio and television stations, the 
area we were in offered no such luxuries. Radio and television in our area 
were broadcast by AFVNG (American Forces Vietnam), which was 
featured in the movie, Good Morning, Vietnam. Television consisted of 
news, sports, and old movies. It was better than nothing — a little better. 

Radio was more readily accessible. The signal was received in base 
camp and rebroadcast there, so we could pick it up fairly easily if we had a 
portable radio. How many times I was to hear the words, “Good morning. 
This is AFVN coming to you from high atop Dragon Mountain.” 
Broadcast started in the morning by the playing of the South Vietnamese 
and United States national anthems. Programming was remarkably similar 
to what one might find at popular radio stations in the States, and the 
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music was contemporary — Simon and Garfunkel, Peter, Paul, and Mary, 
Glen Campbell, and, of course, the Beatles. Much of it was protest music, 
but the army did not seem to object. For men in their late teens to early 
twenties, contemporary music served an important function in maintaining 
morale. 

A 1969 publication of the 4th Infantry Division included an article 
which demonstrated how beneficial music could be, as well as 
inadvertently providing confirmation to the accuracy of the movie Good 
Morning, Vietnam. The first paragraph of the article reads: “Specialist 
Four Will Slattery of Denver, Colo., climbed wearily into his five-ton 
truck as the early morning sun began to peek over the distant mountain 
range. ‘I could drive this highway in my sleep,’ he thought, switching on 
the portable radio resting on the seat. ‘Gooooood Morning Vietnam,’ the 
disk jockey greeted.”11 

Of course, this disk jockey was not Adrian Cronauer, whose tour in 
Vietnam had come earlier. But his influence remained long after he left, 
and this aging magazine provides evidence that Cronauer’s legacy was 
more than a Hollywood invention.  

Music provided a link with home and the life we had left. Even though 
there were times when music tended to heighten depression, the familiar 
strains of a contemporary American song were also to be a soothing 
influence on many a rainy and very lonely night, as I stared out into the 
darkness. In many respects the songs of that time capture the mood better 
than anything else. Even today I cannot listen to “A Bridge Over Troubled 
Water” without recalling images of Vietnam. That was why I chose to 
define the sections of this book by the songs. They set the tone for 
Vietnam better than words. 

One incident having to do with the Day Room deserves special 
mention because it illustrates the dark humor that was sometimes the best 

                                                      
11 SP5 Robert G. Frechette, Esprit, Vol. 1, Num. 1, Fall 1969, p. 7. 
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we could muster. Paradoxically, two of the most depressing features of 
Vietnam were, on one hand, the loneliness that came from being ten 
thousand miles from home, and on the other, the reality that we were 
seldom really able to be alone. There was literally no privacy to be had. To 
alleviate the latter problem, I would sometimes retreat to the Day Room, 
especially at night, when usually no one else would be there. There I 
would find an opportunity to read, write letters, or just spend some rare 
time alone. 

One night I had taken refuge in the Day Room. A fairly steady rain 
outside was accompanied by lightning and thunder, fairly typical weather 
during the monsoon season. Suddenly a tremendous explosion shook the 
Day Room. Not even incoming rockets had made a sound like this one. I 
can only imagine that this was comparable to the noise made by a bomb 
dropped from a B52 bomber. But this was more than simply hearing an 
explosion. Along with the din of the explosion, I felt the small room 
rocked by a shock wave that shook the walls and jarred the furniture. 

Understandably, I assumed the NVA had launched another rocket 
attack against Camp Enari, but that this time Charlie had zeroed in on our 
area. I ran out, pausing only long enough to turn out the lights, which was 
standard blackout procedure. The situation looked worse than I had 
imagined. The whole perimeter at our end of the camp was ablaze. A wall 
of fire, extending high into the air, stretched along a large front. TracersG 
from the machine guns mounted in the towers were spraying the darkness, 
but from this distance I was unable to see what they were firing at. What 
seemed strange was that the base siren had not sounded. Neither I nor the 
other men knew what to make of the situation. While some men prudently 
headed for the bunkers, others (including me), more daring, or perhaps 
more foolhardy than the rest, grabbed our M16s and waited just outside 
the barracks. 

The situation deteriorated. After about five minutes, the unmistakable 
scent of gas began to filter through the night air. Then it was a mad dash to 
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pass out the masks. This was to be the only instance in Vietnam in which I 
was to use my gas mask, and, after all that excitement, it turned out to be 
for nothing. What we thought was an enemy attack had in reality been 
nothing more than lightning striking a can of fooG gas (also spelled 
“fougasse”), an explosive compound that lined the perimeter in 55 gallon 
drums and which could be set off electrically from the towers. Afterward, 
we thought the whole situation rather funny, but perhaps we laughed a bit 
too hysterically. The humor was there to be sure, but there was also an 
element of relief, because we knew that our first reaction was more likely 
to have been the correct one. We were also aware that the next time it 
probably would be. 

 

 
Thanksgiving Menu 1969 

No book dealing with army life would be complete without some 
attention being given to the food. Despite the complaints that seem to be 
almost mandatory, I found the food to be quite good. There were a few 
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exceptions, such as the time I picked out some lime Jell-O that appeared to 
have chopped apples mixed in. The apples turned out to be onions. After 
all, the army tended to make do with what they had. I don’t remember ever 
eating Jell-O after that. 

Our battalion did have a cookout once with grilled steaks obtained 
through “informal channels” from the air force base at Pleiku. The air base 
wanted a supply of LRRP’sG, a form of ready-to-heat meals preferred by 
soldiers on patrol. Our unit was able to obtain a number of LRPP’s, again I 
suspect through some negotiating of its own, while the air base had a 
supply of steaks. We simply traded LRRP’s for steaks, and everyone was 
happy. All of this was, of course, technically a violation of military 
regulations, but such informal transactions were commonplace. We had 
good officers and bad officers. The goods ones recognized that morale was 
sometimes more important than enforcing regulations. I cannot conceive 
of how the military could have functioned efficiently in Vietnam without 
such lapses, and I have no doubt that officers at every level knew of the 
practice, and the wise ones ignored it. 

Thanksgiving 1969 was another memorable day. The army provided a 
turkey dinner with all the trimmings, including shrimp cocktail, turkey 
gravy, cornbread dressing, cranberry sauce, an assortment of vegetables, 
rolls and relishes, even four different desserts. We were presented with a 
menu that included a prayer by the Chaplain along with a printed message 
from General Creighton AbramsG, the military commander in Vietnam. 
While much of General Abrams’ message borders on outright propaganda, 
it should take nothing from the degree to which the army considered the 
morale of its men. If that Thanksgiving meal only cost the army two 
dollars (and it was probably more) in 1969 dollars, that would translate 
into over a million dollars to provide the meal to all the men in Vietnam at 
that time, not including the cost of transporting the food, much of which 
had to be shipped by air. Yet, whenever, I have mentioned the incident 
(usually with some degree of apology for what some might perceive as a 



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

101 
 

waste of taxpayer money), I have been continually surprised and gratified 
that virtually without exception, no one seems to feel the extravagance 
wasted. 

 

 
Thanksgiving Message from General Creighton Abrams 

As I mentioned earlier, letters to and from home were the single most 
important morale boosters in Vietnam. Once I attempted a more personal 
touch than a letter. The idea was a good one, but unfortunately it did not 
work out as I had planned. The technology of 1969 was primitive 
compared to what we have today. It was a world without personal 
computers, video recorders, or even pocket calculators. I had managed to 
bring with me a small reel-to-reel tape recorder that utilized a tiny five 
inch reel. 

Thinking that my parents might derive some comfort from hearing my 
voice, I returned to the office one night in order to have some privacy and 



GARY COTTRELL 

102 
 

proceeded to dictate a letter to them. I reasoned that they could borrow a 
tape player to listen to the message. I perceived a problem when I finished 
and began to play back the tape. It seemed that every minute or so the tape 
picked up the thud of an outgoing artillery round, and occasionally even 
some small arms fire. I had become used to such sounds by this time, but 
was uncertain how my parents would respond to it. In the end, I decided it 
might be best not to send that tape, so I wrote a conventional letter — 
devoid of sound effects. 
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Hello, Darkness, My Old Friend
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Perimeter Guard 
 

While officially the office in which I worked closed at 7:00 p.m., more 

often than not, my duties did not end when the office closed. There might 
be a variety of work details, but these usually took only a few minutes to 
an hour, unless we were involved in maintenance on the barracks. Most of 
the battalions had to supply men for perimeter guard, although ours was 
exempt from that responsibility. Instead, we were assigned to supply 
guards for the base water supply, a duty which was to be the most 
hazardous I had to perform. We also had to pull backup guard, and it was 
not to be long before I learned how truly disagreeable this duty could be. 

Perimeter guards were stationed on elevated towers surrounding Camp 
Enari. They provided the primary line of defense against enemy attack. 
Perhaps a hundred yards behind these towers were a series of backup 
guard stations. These were nothing more than foxholes surrounded by 
sandbags and large enough for two men. They were normally unoccupied 
except during an attack. There were times, usually at night, when each of 
us in turn would be on call for this duty. During this time we were not 
allowed to leave our battalion area. In the event of an attack we were to 
report immediately to a truck which was kept prepared just for this 
purpose. Within a matter of minutes we would be driven to our assigned 
stations and dropped off. 

I had not been in Vietnam long before I experienced this duty 
firsthand. This particular night must have been after the monsoons began, 
because there was a light rain at the time. It was a Sunday evening, around 
6:00 or 7:00 p.m. This time I heard nothing out of the ordinary except the 
shrill wail of the base siren. I was on call, so after grabbing my M16, I ran 
to the designated area. After a few minutes, those of us assigned were 
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given ammunition and taken to our respective foxholes. Another man and 
I were dropped off. Our instructions were simple and explicit. Since we 
were behind the perimeter guards, we were under strict orders not to fire, 
even if we saw the enemy, unless they had already overrun the main guard 
towers. But we were also made to understand that should the enemy get 
past the perimeter guards, nothing stood between them and the camp 
except us. If we failed to hold Charlie back, base camp would be overrun. 
We were under strict orders not to leave our post or pull back — no matter 
what the cost. 

The rain which had begun earlier was now coming down in heavy 
sheets. Even though Vietnam has a tropical climate, I found myself quite 
cold. While I had already been through at least one rocket attack, this was 
the first time I was in a position to face the NVA directly. The perimeter 
was ablaze with the both the sights and sounds of small arms fire, 
punctuated by the bright trails left by tracers. Illumination flares gave the 
landscape an eerie glow. Before long assault helicopters were firing 
rockets and minigunsG. A minigun was normally mounted on an assault 
helicopter and had multiple barrels like the Old West Gatling Gun, but 
with each barrel functioning like a machine gun. The result was a weapon 
that could pour out four to six thousand rounds per minute. 

Forbidden by the rules of engagement from participating in the 
fighting, I stared into the night sky, peering into the darkness that was 
somewhat softened by the glow of flares, a light almost as frightening as 
the darkness. I could do nothing but wait in silence, praying fervently that 
our perimeter would hold. 

During all this the rain continued falling steadily, and the foxhole 
began to fill with water. I was now kneeling in water that, in that position, 
came almost to my waist. The wind was blowing, forcing the rain against 
my face in fierce gusts. If misery can be pictured, this night came as close 
as any I had experienced to that time. Eventually the fighting died down, 
and after a couple of hours, all of us were picked up by the truck that had 
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taken us out. We were allowed the rest of the night to sleep. 
Compared to so much of the fighting in Vietnam, this one little 

incident seems insignificant, but I learned a very important lesson that 
night. I had thought that by being assigned to base camp, I just might 
avoid action entirely. Now I understood what everyone had been saying. 
In Vietnam there were no front lines. If you were in Vietnam, you were in 
the war. This was not to be the last (or worst) time I would experience the 
reality of the war in Vietnam.  
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A Tunnel Rat in Base Camp 
 

The following events occurred before my tour in Vietnam was half over, 

sometime during the summer of 1969. By this time rocket attacks were 
nothing out of the ordinary, and I knew the routine. I can still recall that 
the movie on this particular night had been The Sound of Music. Just why I 
should remember such a trivial detail I have no idea, but I am certain that 
Julie Andrews serenaded us that evening. Having seen the movie before, I 
elected to leave before the end and get to bed early. That turned out to be a 
wise decision. 

My sleep was interrupted by the wail of the siren. The routine was now 
familiar — get dressed if necessary (much of the time we slept in our 
clothes), pull on your boots, grab your rifle from the cabinet, and head for 
the bunker. Although we did not know it then, this time Charlie had more 
than a few rockets in mind. 

After a while, we realized that this attack was different. The firing 
from the perimeter went on much longer than usual, and it appeared to 
extend over a larger area. Eventually, an officer came to the bunker and 
ordered everyone to stay inside. Guards were posted at each entrance, a 
precaution I do not remember ever having been taken before. Soon extra 
ammunition was brought and distributed among us. Obviously something 
out of the ordinary was going on. We stayed in the bunker throughout that 
night. 

The next morning we learned that enemy sappers had overrun portions 
of the base. On this night the goal of the sappers appears to have been to 
destroy as much of our heavy equipment as possible. A number of 
helicopters were housed in an area that was three hundred to five hundred 
yards from our battalion, but closer to the perimeter. When morning came, 
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several of these helicopters were found to have undetonated explosives 
attached to them. I never did learn just why none of them had exploded. 
Some may have been duds, but I suspect that the real explanation was that 
the sappers were driven back before they could finish preparing the 
charges. 

After a long and exhausting night, we discovered that the incident was 
not quite over. There was concern that some of the enemy might not have 
been able to get out and might still be hiding inside base camp. Every 
battalion in the camp was required to make a sweep of its own area. It was 
during this procedure that I had my only experience at doing a job similar 
to that of a tunnel rat. 

The term tunnel rat came from the tunnels the VC and NVA dug in 
which to hide during the day. The tunnels became their living quarters, 
providing shelter, storage, even hospital facilities. The Vietnamese people 
are short by American standards. Often their tunnels were constructed to 
make it difficult for most Americans to enter the concealed openings, so 
the job of “tunnel rat” emerged. Normally the shortest man in the unit 
would be selected as a tunnel rat. His job was to go into the tight quarters 
of the enemy tunnels to ensure that they were empty (and of course 
sometimes they were not). At 5’ 2” I had the quality most needed by a 
tunnel rat, an aptitude which I was not thrilled to possess, but which on 
this day I was to make use of. 

An underground drainage tunnel, made of round corrugated metal, ran 
through our area. It was easily wide enough for a man to get through and 
tall enough to allow a short person to walk along, if he kept his head 
down. Since the possibility existed that the NVA might be hiding, 
someone had to check out this tunnel. Another man and I were selected for 
the job. Each of us was to enter at opposite ends of the tunnel and walk 
forward until we met near the center. As I have considered the experience 
in later years, I believe it was unwise to use two men for this job. If two 
men enter a tunnel from opposite ends, each understands that somewhere 
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along the route they will meet. If Charlie is hiding, however, he must 
know that anyone coming through would be the enemy. While Charlie 
would naturally fire at the first person he saw, the two of us would be 
forced to withhold fire for a fraction of a second to keep from firing on 
one another. And that critical difference could easily mean death. 

Holding my M16 — loaded, round chambered, safety off — I slowly 
began the walk through the tunnel. I only went about fifty yards or so, but 
the tunnel made a couple of turns which made it impossible to see the 
other end. While I knew that I must be careful not to shoot the other 
American, I was also aware that should I encounter a cornered enemy 
soldier, a moment’s hesitation could mean my death. While in two other 
instances I was to be more frightened than I was this day, I cannot ever 
remember feeling so utterly alone. Finally, I caught a glimpse of another 
man — wearing an American uniform. No one else had been in there. This 
tunnel rat could retire from the job. And glad he was to do so. 

The following night the NVA attacked once again. This time we were 
prepared for them, and the attack failed.  
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Convoys 
 

Highway 19 was a major transportation artery and one of the few paved 

roads in that part of the country. It followed an east/west route that cut 
through the heart of Vietnam. The journey from Pleiku to An Khe and on 
to Qui Nhon was in certain places breathtaking. Colorful Vietnamese 
villages, sometimes decorated with cheerful gardens, gave way to lush 
tropical vegetation which would at certain points be replaced by steep 
wooded slopes on one side and sharp drop-offs on the other, as the road 
snaked its way around and through the mountain passes of the Central 
Highlands. 

The huge supply depot at Qui Nhon served as a vital link to bases 
throughout the Central Highlands. Even a cursory glance at a map, 
showing the major highways of South Vietnam (such as the map on the 
next page) should be enough to demonstrate how vital Qui Nhon was to 
military operations in the area. Located on the coast of the South China 
Sea, Qui Nhon was a major port through which the military unloaded 
equipment and supplies for all of central Vietnam. In addition, Highway 
19 was itself a vital route. Dividing Vietnam as it did, this roadway would 
have been a major prize for the enemy. Had they been able to control 
Highway 19, the North Vietnamese would have virtually split Vietnam in 
two, cutting off the northern part of South Vietnam from the southern half. 
South Vietnamese and American forces were no less aware of the 
highway’s strategic importance, and so one of the 4th Division’s primary 
responsibilities was to keep that highway open at all costs. Ambushes 
were not uncommon, and everyone required to travel along Highway 19 
knew there was always the potential for an attack from the enemy. 

Periodically I was ordered to accompany convoys engaged in picking 
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up ammunition and equipment and resupplying firebases along this route. 
Although I was primarily a battery clerk, in the army’s eyes I was a soldier 
first and a clerk second. All of us were made to understand that every 
soldier in Vietnam was first of all to be ready to engage in supporting the 
military aspects of the war. 

 

 
Map of South Vietnam 

 
Most of the convoys in which I participated involved resupply runs 

between Qui Nhon and various locations within the Central Highlands. 
Although I was to participate in convoys to different areas, generally they 
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centered on traveling from Camp Enari to Qui Nhon and then on to 
various LZ’sG (or Landing Zones), firebases, or to Camp Radcliff at An 
Khe which served as the base camp for the 1st Cavalry. From Qui Nhon, 
Highway 19 provided a direct route to An Khe and then on to Pleiku. 
From there Highway 14 could be used to link up with Kontum north of 
Camp Enari or LZ Oasis, a large permanent firebase south of Camp Enari, 
or even with Ban Me Thuot further to the south. Highway 19 had to be 
kept open at all times. Of course, Charlie would like to have controlled the 
highway and would frequently attempt to ambush convoys making these 
runs. 

Two areas along the route almost seemed to have been designed to 
help Charlie. These two spots were An Khe Pass and the Mang Yang Pass. 
The area south of the Mang Yang Pass was officially called Dak Payou 
Valley, but it had been given another designation which better described 
how anyone going in there felt. It was normally referred to as “VC 
Valley.” A complete convoy run to the coast would take us approximately 
eighty miles from Camp Enari to a supply area west of Qui Nhon, where 
we would load up with ammunition. Then we would drive to one of a 
number of firebases or LZ’s in the area. It was at this point that we became 
more of a target for Charlie. Destroying a convoy filled with ammunition 
would have been a real prize for him. 

Convoy duty gave me mixed feelings. It offered a break from the 
monotonous routine of base camp, as well as providing an opportunity to 
see other areas of Vietnam. At the same time, leaving base camp always 
increased the possibility of seeing action, usually from an enemy ambush 
along the road. In fact that was the reason I was assigned to go. Although I 
was technically authorized to drive a truck, I normally rode “shotgun” next 
to the driver. Once I did act as driver for the convoy commander. In that 
instance I drove a jeep which was much easier for me at 5’ 2” to handle 
than a two and one-half ton truck, commonly referred to as a deuce-and-a-
halfG.  
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The convoy commander of course always drove in the lead. The 
danger for the lead driver is increased, because: 

 
(1) You are in the lead and therefore the first target for the  enemy. 
(2) The commander is sitting beside you. 
(3) If the road is mined, your jeep will have a greater chance of  being 
the first vehicle to hit it. 

 
Normally, however, I was assigned “shotgun” duty, which meant that I 

had little responsibility and could enjoy the ride. The name pretty much 
explains my reason for being in the truck. Who hasn’t seen an old Western 
movie with someone “riding shotgun” on the stagecoach. That was 
precisely my function. In the event of an attack, it was my responsibility to 
fight off the enemy, freeing the driver to take us out of the danger. 

We had help along the way. The roads were patrolled by American 
and ARVN tanks and APCs. At first the sight of a lone tank along the side 
of the road gave me an ominous chill. Eventually, however, it became a 
reassuring sight. 

Highway 19 was paved, but even so, the eighty to one hundred mile 
trip from Pleiku to Qui Nhon would normally take five hours, not exactly 
what one would expect on a highway in the States. Of course Highway 19 
was far from an Interstate. Pot holes were perhaps the least problem one 
would be likely to encounter, but there were enough of them to present a 
hindrance. A convoy consisting of several deuce-and-a-half’s and five-ton 
trucks simply could not make good time under such circumstances, 
especially loaded down with artillery shells. 

Much of the war in Vietnam involved what we would today refer to as 
terrorist activities, and the dirt roads of Vietnam were ideally suited for 
use by the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong. Land mines and the 
possibility of enemy ambush were always the greatest concern. Of course 
paved roads do not lend themselves to being mined, so Highway 19 
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provided little danger in that regard. Unfortunately, the army was not 
always considerate enough to locate a firebase near a highway. Dirt roads 
were the rule in Vietnam, and a mine can be hidden in the middle of a dirt 
road very quickly. It was a relatively safe and virtually certain way for the 
NVA to score a victory. Even if a minesweeper cleared a road, it would 
not always stay that way. The enemy could simply go in after the 
minesweeper, dig a hole, and place a land mine, all in a matter of minutes. 
Sometimes it was only a jeep that hit the mine, but if Charlie was lucky, 
he could get a deuce-and-a-half loaded with ammunition. That made it all 
worthwhile. Of course every vehicle would be carrying two men, who 
would almost certainly be injured and most likely killed. While I have not 
been able to verify the statistic, I have been told that almost one in ten of 
the Americans killed in Vietnam lost their lives to land mines. 

 

 
Artillery firing. Polei Kleng 

 
By far the most dangerous aspect of a convoy run was the threat of 

enemy ambush. Given the right circumstances, a well-planned ambush 
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could decimate a column in a matter of minutes. One man in our battalion 
related to me an incident that happened when he made the same run I was 
to make several times, the road from Camp Enari to An Khe. Somewhere 
along the route, the column was hit by an enemy ambush. This particular 
man, a motor pool mechanic, jumped from his own truck, pulled out two 
wounded men from another truck that had been hit by enemy fire, then led 
a counterattack against the NVA. As a result of his actions that day, he 
was virtually assured of receiving a Silver Star, and he was being 
recommended to receive a Distinguished Service Cross. His response 
when I questioned him about it was simple, and I can still remember the 
exact words: “I don’t want no dumb medal!” 

 

 
Beside an 8 inch howitzer 

My first convoy proved to be uneventful, but provided an opportunity 
to learn a great deal, both about the Vietnamese countryside and U. S. 
military technology in Vietnam. This convoy was made in June 1969, and 
was a resupply run to a firebase around an area called Polei Kleng. Our 
drop off point was a helicopter landing strip located in an isolated part of 
the jungle. 

On one of my first convoy runs, I learned firsthand just how loud an 
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artillery battery can be. The noise of even a single 105 howitzer is 
deafening, and a battery of six guns firing simultaneously must be heard to 
be appreciated. But in this instance we were not dealing with 105s. We 
had settled in at a firebase for the night, and there was no place to sleep 
except in the bed of the truck in which I had been riding. Unfortunately, 
our truck was parked approximately twenty yards away from an 8 inch 
gun facing our direction. Just about the time I was getting down for the 
night, this monster weapon began firing. It continued to fire at about two 
minute intervals throughout most of the night. I do not remember how I 
slept that night, but I made it through somehow. 

 

 
Chinook Helicopter 

The helicopter became a familiar sight in Vietnam, because it was 
ideally suited for jungle warfare. The army made use of a variety of 
helicopters to perform different jobs, from the small LOHG (Light 
Observation Helicopter) to the ChinookG, which was large enough to 
transport both personnel and cargo to virtually any location, no matter the 
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terrain. Its versatility made the helicopter indispensable in Vietnam. 
During that early convoy I got my first good look at a most unusual 

helicopter referred to as the FlyingG Crane. From the air it gave the 
uncanny appearance of a giant flying locust out of a 1950s creature movie, 
but the Flying Crane could, if required, pick up and move a railroad 
boxcar. On a more practical level, it was an effective means of 
transporting and setting up a 105mm or even a 155mm howitzer battery 
into the most inaccessible locations quickly and efficiently. 

 

 
Flying Crane 

 

The UH-1 or HueyG portrays perhaps the most common image of the 
helicopter in Vietnam. The Huey was originally designed to carry grunts 
into and out of LZs, although it was later modified with the addition of 
M60 machine guns and 20mm cannons. From the beginning, one of the 
Huey’s most important uses was to medevacG wounded soldiers from the 
battle site to military hospitals. 
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Huey Helicopter 

 
On a more personal level, the CobraG gun ship was to be a welcome 

sight on at least three occasions. This helicopter, sometimes referred to as 
the Snake or Huey Cobra (because its rotor head and blades were taken 
from the UH-1) was a true combat helicopter, armed with rockets and 
miniguns. Its firepower was truly spectacular — and deadly. Its versatility 
allowed the Cobra to come to the aid of troops in virtually any terrain, 
bringing an arsenal of firepower to support soldiers under fire. There is 
perhaps no way of calculating how many American and ARVN lives were 
saved (or NVA and VC lives lost) due to the maneuverability and 
firepower of the Cobra. In one particular instance the very presence of 
these awesome weapons may have prevented an NVA ambush of a 
convoy in which I was riding. 
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An Khe and Mang Yang 
 

While most convoys completed their journeys without incident, we could 

never assume that we were safe from the enemy. As mentioned earlier, 
along Highway 19 were two areas that gave cause for particular concern. 
One was the Mang Yang Pass that lay between Pleiku and An Khe; the 
other was An Khe Pass which was located between An Khe and Qui 
Nhon. Two incidents during separate convoys were to have special 
significance for me. 

The Mang Yang Pass lay about twenty-five miles east of Pleiku. It was 
just about the half-way point between Pleiku and An Khe. The landscape 
was austere, but in a way that, under different circumstances, would have 
been breathtaking. It was about eight miles long and was characterized by 
sheer rock cliffs, lining both sides of the road. The U. S. maintained a 
firebase on the east side of the Mang Yang, while the ARVN forces had 
one on the west. Even with these precautions, driving through the Mang 
Yang always made me a bit nervous. The steep cliffs offered the NVA an 
ideal setting for an ambush. During that part of the run our trucks would 
be completely exposed, while the enemy had excellent cover and the 
inherent advantage of high ground. 

Once we made it through the Mang Yang, the next stop would be An 
Khe and Camp Radcliff. If this was not the destination of the convoy, we 
would normally continue east toward Qui Nhon. Before completing our 
journey, however, we first had to make it through An Khe Pass. An Khe 
Pass once again gave the enemy the advantage of high ground, but this 
time the road was a ten mile stretch of sharp turns along a winding 
mountain road. One area of the pass was a true “dead man’s curve” that, 
according to one helicopter pilot from the air “actually looked like a bobby 
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pin complete with the zigzags.”12 The area went by the name “Ambush 
Ally” and provided yet another tempting opportunity for the NVA to 
attack. The terrain of the An Khe Pass did allow a degree of protection 
that was not possible at the Mang Yang. Also, An Khe Pass had 
permanent outposts along the tops of the hills, often guarded by ROKs. 

 

 
Mang Yang Pass. The picture is blurred, because the truck in which I was riding hit a rut 
or pothole just as I took the picture. 

 
On a complete run I had to travel through both places. During these 

times I found myself constantly scanning the steep cliffs, searching for 
signs of movement or the reflection of the sun off a rifle barrel, all the 
while praying that no one was out there. Just describing the scene can 
bring back some of those same feelings, even after all these years. 

On one of the later convoys our orders took us to an area outside Qui 

                                                      
12 I wish to acknowledge the assistance of John H. Moore who provided a 
detailed description of these two areas. In 1970-71 John was a captain in 
Troop D, 1st Squadron, 10th Cavalry. He served as pilot of a Cobra 
helicopter, protecting convoys in this area. 
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Nhon where we loaded our trucks with howitzer rounds which we were to 
deliver to a firebase near An Khe. The trip to the resupply area was 
uneventful, but once there we encountered the first of a series of delays 
which were to result in some problems. The reason for the delay was never 
explained, but by the time we got the trucks loaded, it was midafternoon. 
Then it was on to the firebase. Although I cannot now remember the name 
of the firebase, it was somewhere just east of An Khe Pass. There, of 
course, the ammunition had to be unloaded. 
 

 
Mang Yang Pass in the background. Smoke from a recent airstrike can be seen. 

 
It was now late afternoon, and twilight was fast approaching. Being an 

enlisted man, I was almost never in a position to learn why decisions were 
made, so I have no knowledge of the reasons for our not simply remaining 
at the firebase that night. In light of subsequent events, I suspect that the 
decision had to do with intelligence reports indicating enemy activity in 
the area. I never did learn how much danger we were really in, but the 
situation became frightening enough even without enemy action. 

By the time the convoy arrived at An Khe Pass, afternoon had turned 
to evening, and there was virtually no daylight left. Without anything 
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being said, every man in that convoy knew our situation had become 
precarious. I could not help but recall once again the adage we had all 
heard before, “The night belongs to Charlie.” Our situation was even more 
dangerous, because our convoy was now a long, exposed column, making 
its way, essentially unprotected, along a winding mountain road after dark. 
We had become an inviting and vulnerable target — and every man knew 
it. 

The danger included more than enemy attack. Turning on our 
headlights was out of the question, so the trucks were forced to use 
blackout lights. The headlights were covered except for small slits which 
emitted just enough light to keep the truck ahead in sight. Going through 
the dead man’s curve that night was particularly frightening. I’m not sure 
whether I was more scared of Charlie or going over those cliffs. The 
highway was invisible, and steep cliffs awaited the slightest error in 
navigating the road. In order to see the truck ahead, we had to travel very 
close together, increasing the danger of a collision with other trucks, as 
well as making a more favorable target for the enemy. 

I cannot begin to describe the relief I felt as we finally passed through 
the entrance to Camp Radcliff. We had made it through without any 
opposition. At the time I could not understand why. I was to discover at 
least part of the reason later during the night. 

After settling our trucks in the designated area, we were provided with 
a late supper and given directions to the nearest bunkers in case they 
should be needed. I was to spend the night in the bed of my empty deuce-
and-a-half. It proved to be somewhat hard, and my only pillow was my 
flakG jacket, but none of that mattered. Exhaustion seems an anemic word 
to describe what I felt at that moment. Hours of traveling on a narrow road 
in a lumbering truck, loading and unloading fifty pound howitzer shells, 
and finally a truly frightening race for the relative safety of Camp Radcliff 
had left me completely drained — physically, mentally, and emotionally. I 
lay down, grateful for what I thought was to be a welcome sleep. I was too 
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optimistic. 
Sometime in the early morning hours the base siren provided its own 

shrill explanation for at least one of the reasons our column had not been 
attacked the night before. Charlie had already made other plans and 
apparently decided that he wanted to go after the base more than he 
wanted an empty convoy. Looking to my right, I could see the effect of 
massive explosions, both incoming and outgoing, interspersed with 
hundreds of rounds of small arms fire. The sky was further illuminated by 
flares designed to disclose the NVA positions to perimeter guards and 
base camp guns. It was one of the most spectacular rocket attacks I 
witnessed in Vietnam. The only one approaching it in magnitude was the 
night at Camp Enari when sappers had infiltrated the base. 

My next reaction may be difficult to explain now; it was to me even 
then. While my memory of certain events has faded over the years, the 
experiences of this one night still stand out in clear detail. Perhaps one 
reason for my clarity on this point was my recognition at the time that I 
was making a decision that really made no sense, and I specifically 
remember thinking that in future years it would be hard to justify, perhaps 
even difficult to believe. 

As I studied the firefight going on at the perimeter, I also observed that 
the fighting appeared to be concentrated on an area of the camp rather 
distant from my location. The perimeter near my truck remained 
absolutely quiet — no sign whatever of enemy activity. Of course, this did 
not mean there was no danger. It would have been just as logical to 
consider the possibility that the attack on one side of the camp was merely 
a diversion to allow sappers to overrun the camp from another direction, 
which would have placed me in the worst possible situation. Logic as well 
as military procedure dictated that I should already have been inside a 
bunker, which would offer at least some protection. My previous 
experience, however, caused me to hesitate. I knew that going to a bunker 
would likely mean spending the rest of the night there with nothing to do 
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and no opportunity for some badly needed rest. Since I was not regularly 
assigned to Camp Radcliff, I had no specific duties to perform (although 
that point was probably strained under the circumstances). The next day 
would bring the return trip to Camp Enari, and I was exhausted. What I 
really wanted at that moment more than almost anything else was a few 
hours of sleep. Observing that the fighting had begun to die down, I made 
one of the few decisions I was able to make on my own during my tour in 
Vietnam. I lay back down in the bed of the truck and went back to sleep. 

It would be quite easy twenty-five years later to dismiss my actions as 
stupid, irrational, perhaps even callous — and to a degree such an 
evaluation is accurate. However, my decision that night was based on 
conditions that do not lend themselves well to logical analysis. I 
understood enough at the time to realize that later on I would probably 
look back and question my decision. I remember quite well thinking that 
in coming years I would likely not understand my own actions, but, at the 
time, going back to sleep seemed the most important thing to do. So I did. 

The next day came, and orders called for us to return to Camp Enari. I 
had already traversed the route several times, so ordinarily this would not 
have been a cause for excessive concern (except for a little extra vigilance 
through the Mang Yang Pass). On this day, however, in light of everything 
that had occurred the previous day and night, everyone was convinced that 
Charlie was out there and apparently spoiling for a fight. Briefings before 
convoys were usually routine, sometimes nonexistent. On this day, 
however, before we set out, everyone involved in the convoy was called 
together and addressed by the officer leading the convoy. If his purpose 
was to scare us, he succeeded (at least as far as I was concerned). He 
bluntly warned us that we could expect to be attacked somewhere along 
the return trip. The lieutenant then proceeded to give orders regarding 
what was expected of us when we were hit, instructions at the same time 
comforting, if also frightening. Under no circumstances was anyone to be 
left behind, whether dead, wounded, or simply cut off. If a truck was 
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disabled and blocking the road, it was to be pushed aside, using other 
trucks to ram the disabled vehicle if necessary. I was told later that the 
army employed a common method of dealing with individual responses 
under such circumstances. If a soldier obeyed orders under fire, he 
received a medal; if he deserted his buddies, he was subject to a court 
martial. 

Needless to say, after what we had already experienced, not one man 
in that convoy took our orders lightly. After the briefing ended, it was with 
a great deal of apprehension that I climbed in the cab of my truck. I 
checked my rifle, just to be sure it was ready. Normally we would have a 
magazine of ammunition inserted into our M16, but we were not allowed 
to chamber a round, and, of course, the safety must be kept on. I violated 
some army regulations that day; I would be surprised if virtually any man 
on that convoy did not. I waited until we had driven a short distance from 
Camp Radcliff, then took my M16 and chambered the first round. The 
safety was still on, but now the weapon could be fired by a single 
movement of the safety switch. In an ambush seconds count and getting a 
round in the chamber within the confines of the cab of a moving truck is 
difficult enough. How much time would the procedure have taken during a 
firefight? I determined not to have to find out. 

All too soon we found ourselves approaching the Mang Yang. If we 
were going to be attacked, this would most likely be where it would 
happen, and I could not help but think of the two thousand French soldiers 
that had been slaughtered here in 1954. My right hand kept a firm grip on 
my M16, as I gazed at the steep cliffs coming up. If ever a person wanted 
to be somewhere else that day, I certainly did, but I was also determined to 
do my part, whatever happened. Other men were with me, and I had a 
responsibility to them as well as myself. 

Just as we entered the Mang Yang, I saw one of the most beautiful 
sights that could be imagined. Three Cobra assault helicopters swooped in 
behind us. All the way through the Pass they scouted the convoy. If the 
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NVA were there (and there is virtually no doubt they were watching our 
every move), they apparently decided that the benefits of attacking an 
empty convoy did not justify matching themselves against the firepower of 
three Cobras. The convoy made it through the Mang Yang Pass and on to 
Pleiku without incident. 

To this day I remain convinced that those helicopters prevented a 
firefight. The experience is one that time has failed to erase. The emotions 
of deliberately heading into an area where combat seems certain are truly 
difficult to relate. While I am thankful that nothing happened, that fact 
does not lessen the intensity of emotions I and the others on that convoy 
felt that day. 
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A Premonition 
 

Somewhat later I was ordered to ride in another convoy, this one 

involving resupplying very remote firebases in Vietnam. In order to be as 
accurate as possible, I will attempt to relate the events themselves with as 
much objectivity as I can. The possible implications of the incident have 
more significance. 

One Sunday evening I was called to headquarters and informed that I 
would be leaving with a convoy the next morning. I am inclined to believe 
this was the final convoy in which I participated while in Vietnam, but I 
must admit that I cannot now be sure of that. I am certain, however, that 
this was one of my later convoys, and that it probably occurred sometime 
in early 1970. 

I had ridden on at least half a dozen convoys while in Vietnam and, as 
I have already mentioned, generally looked forward to the relief from the 
office routine. This time, however, my reaction to the news was different. 
Of course I said nothing at the time. Orders were orders and were to be 
obeyed without question or hesitation. 

As I walked back to my barracks to prepare for the trip, I could not rid 
myself of an irrational sense of foreboding. I recognize how this must 
sound to the reader. While I have always possessed deeply religious 
beliefs, they have not extended to what are ordinarily regarded as 
paranormal events such as ESP, telepathy, or similar phenomena. And I 
have generally maintained a skeptical attitude toward premonitions. Yet 
this is precisely the feeling I had at that time. I need to emphasize that this 
experience was unique; nothing like it ever occurred again, either in 
Vietnam, or at any time since my return. Other times I was to encounter 
dangerous situations, such as the journey through the Mang Yang Pass just 
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described. But in that instance there was reason to anticipate danger. My 
anxiety was based on direct knowledge of enemy activity in the area. This 
time, however, there was no objective reason for special concern. 

The feeling of unease was so overwhelming that, after making the few 
preparations necessary for the convoy, I took one last action. Before going 
to sleep that night, I wrote a letter to my parents — a letter never intended 
to be mailed. It was a goodbye letter, designed to be found and delivered if 
I did not return. While this may sound melodramatic, it is nonetheless true. 

The convoy set out the following day. While I cannot remember the 
exact route of the convoy, it was not the customary run along Highway 19. 
This time we were sent to resupply more remote firebases which meant a 
great deal of travel along rugged single lane dirt roads, leading ever deeper 
into the heart of the Vietnamese jungle. The first night was spent at a 
firebase along the way. It was on this night that I heard a wild animal 
growling in the jungle. Some of the men were convinced it was a tiger. It 
seemed unlikely that a wild animal such as a tiger would even approach 
close enough to a firebase for us to hear it, but the growling continued for 
over an hour. Finally, either the sound stopped or I went to sleep. 

The next morning we were scheduled to deliver supplies to an even 
more remote firebase. While “hurry up and wait” may be an old cliché, it 
accurately describes how the army functioned much of the time. That 
morning we lined up the trucks and were ready to go when word came that 
we would be delayed. Eventually news spread through the convoy that our 
holdup was due to a minesweeping operation along the road. 

The road we were to be traveling was a single lane, made of nothing 
but dirt, and barely wide enough for the trucks in the convoy to get 
through. If we met any vehicles along the way, one would be forced to 
pull off the road to allow the other to pass. Riding on such a road made 
minesweeping seem a prudent precaution. 

So we waited. Normally I would ride in a deuce-and-a-half, which was 
the most common sized truck in use. This time, however, I was in the only 
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five-ton truck in the convoy. This was a much larger vehicle that literally 
covered the entire roadway. While other trucks might through sheer luck 
miss a mine, there was virtually no chance that the one in which I was 
riding could fail to hit it. Also, I was near the head of the convoy. The 
convoy leader was always in a jeep at the front. I was in the third or fourth 
truck behind that lead jeep, a fairly vulnerable position. 

I can still recall being baked by our two-hour wait in the sweltering 
Vietnamese sun. This memory helps to date this convoy. The monsoons 
which normally lasted until September had ended, so it must have taken 
place sometime after that, and I am almost certain it happened after I had 
returned from R & R in January 1970. 

We finally received orders to move out. I do not remember any other 
time we penetrated so deeply into the jungle. After an hour of following 
the truck ahead, I could not have given a clear idea of just where we were. 
The road was narrow and filled with bumps, dips, and holes. The dust and 
heat had become overpowering. We had to keep the windows down 
because of the heat, but mountains of dust stirred up by the trucks filtered 
through the open windows, so that in a very short time we were caked 
with it. 

Nothing had occurred out of the ordinary, but I was still unable to 
shake the sense of unease I had felt the night before we left. In no sense 
am I exaggerating this feeling, and I am certainly not projecting it back in 
my memory. The event has quite literally haunted me over the years, and I 
can still remember the intensity of concern that had been combined with 
what amounted to almost a sense of resignation. I did not know what to 
expect, but, at least at that time, I had no doubt that this convoy held 
danger — perhaps more. 

We had been driving along this tiny Vietnamese road for almost two 
hours when the agony of the heat and the monotony of the ride were 
shattered by a loud explosion. My immediate thought was that our convoy 
had become the target of incoming rockets or mortars, but I was close 
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enough to the front of our column to realize that nothing had hit within 
sight. The convoy immediately stopped, and instinctively I readied my 
M16. Stopping a large column of vehicles, particularly under the threat of 
enemy fire was certainly not safe, but no reasonable alternative existed. 
The sound I had heard definitely came from our front. To move ahead 
without knowing what was happening would have been foolish. Besides, 
other than the one explosion, we had experienced no other evidence of 
attack. The situation was indeed strange. 

We must have spent between fifteen and thirty minutes stopped (and I 
thought relatively defenseless) in the road, awaiting further orders. Finally 
word filtered back to the column from truck to truck that a jeep traveling 
toward us on that same road had struck a mine. It had been no more than 
half a mile from our position when it went over the mine. Of course both 
men in the jeep (a lieutenant and his driver) were killed. 

Eventually, our convoy began moving again. Within less than a minute 
we passed the spot. Apparently, part of the reason for the delay had been 
to clear the area so that we would not see the full effects of the explosion. 
Concentrating my gaze on the road, all I saw was a huge crater that forced 
our trucks to maneuver around the side of the road. Other men said later 
that the mangled remains of the jeep had been towed off the road, but 
could still be seen. 

The effect that sight had on me has remained to this day, especially in 
light of my earlier premonition. I could not help but consider how close 
my truck had come to hitting that mine. We had been on that road for the 
past two hours. There is of course no way of determining how long the 
jeep that hit the mine had been traveling. Logic tells me that there is a 
strong likelihood that even had our convoy arrived at the site first, one of 
the other trucks would have struck the mine. But if it is possible one of the 
other trucks might have been hit, it is virtually certain that my truck, the 
only five-ton in the convoy, would not have escaped. 

But more than any other factor, I continue to be burdened by the strong 
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premonition of disaster that came to me that Sunday night. Recognizing 
that it is unlikely that I will convince many of my readers, I still maintain 
that somehow I escaped death that hot day in Vietnam — tragically at the 
expense of two other lives. It would be comforting to believe that this 
feeling is nothing more than the result of a fertile imagination, coupled 
with the stress of ten months in a combat zone. But the overwhelming 
strength of that feeling has never left me, and to that degree I have never 
been able to put the incident behind me. Even today I remember the sound 
of that explosion, and the sight of the crater left by the mine. 

The following day, our convoy returned to base camp. I destroyed the 
letter I had written to my parents and never related the incident to them. 
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Patrols 
 

A normal tour in Vietnam lasted a year. As long as that year seemed to 

us, it actually allowed for little time to turn new arrivals into effective 
soldiers. The army assumed we had been already been trained. So it was 
that early in May 1969, barely six weeks after landing in Bien Hoa, I 
found myself on patrol, trudging the jungles surrounding Camp Enari. 
Perhaps half a dozen times I was to participate in these patrols, about the 
same number as the convoys. These were far less aggressive than the 
search and destroy missions that characterized the infantry and have been 
depicted in numerous movies, from Hamburger Hill to Forrest Gump. The 
patrols in which I participated were reconnaissance patrols, whose purpose 
was to ensure that a large enemy force did not move into the area 
undetected. Even so, at the time there seemed ample reason to dread them. 
I always perceived that these patrols, consisting of a single squad of 
relatively lightly armed men, offered the greatest potential for danger of 
any of my activities in Vietnam, even though in my experience such was 
not to be the case. 

Although they only lasted a little less than forty-eight hours, these 
were called three day patrols, because they covered portions of three days. 
A typical patrol would begin shortly after lunch. We would be taken by 
truck to a prearranged drop off point, which would vary, depending on the 
specific area we were assigned to scout. Also, common sense dictated that 
there not be a single location from which to begin patrols, because such 
repetition would inevitably invite an enemy ambush. The entire patrol 
might involve trudging through an area of 10 to 12 klicksG (a klick was 
one kilometer or 5/8s of a mile). Our purpose was to look for signs of 
enemy activity or buildup. We would walk several klicks to reach a 
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predetermined location where we would camp for the night. The following 
day would be spent in scouting operations within our assigned area, 
followed by another night in the jungle. The morning of the third day, we 
would search an area that would end at an assigned pickup point around 
noon. There a truck would take us to base camp, where we would receive 
the remainder of the day off to rest. 

Patrols were grueling, especially for a soft college kid who had never 
done any camping in his life. Trudging miles through jungle terrain is 
difficult enough, but it is even harder when loaded down with over forty 
pounds of equipment. The added strain of having to remain constantly on 
the alert for enemy activity made them even more stressful. 

The basic weapon for army troops in Vietnam was the M16 rifle. I also 
carried a bandolier of ammunition which probably weighed another five 
pounds. Additional equipment included two hand grenades as well as a 
ClaymoreG mine and one or more tripG flares which were used to secure 
the perimeter at night. Food and water were of course necessary. I began 
the trip with a full canteen of water (which added a pound or two), and the 
patrol was designed to bring us to areas where we could refill with safe 
drinking water at regular intervals. Finally, we had to carry food (either C-
rationsG or LRRPs) for five meals, along with enough Sterno to cook the 
LRRPs. As the food and Sterno were depleted, it became easier to pack, 
but little weight was lost from the food. A poncho was rolled up and 
tucked away to be used in the likely event of rain during the rainy season.  
Finally, there was sleeping gear — an air mattress and sleeping bag, all of 
it carried in a pack attached to an aluminum frame strapped to the back. 

After trudging for an hour or so through a mosquito infested jungle 
that was ninety degrees or more most of the year, hacking a path through 
bushes, wading sometimes knee deep through streams, constantly on the 
alert for an ambush, while carrying around that extra forty pounds, all of 
us felt we were at the edge of exhaustion. I look back at what I perceived 
as the brutality of Basic Training with its long forced marches, seemingly 
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endless hours of physical training and can now understand why it was 
necessary. Of course, any real grunt would have laughed at us. We were 
out for three days, whereas they might not come back to base camp for 
three months — or longer. We had forty pound packs, while a true grunt 
was lugging around seventy-five pounds or more. In fact, one likely 
explanation for the name “grunt” is as a description of the sound the man 
made when he hoisted his pack.13 

We did rest periodically, whenever we came to a secluded and easily 
defended position. By the time we stopped, all of the men were exhausted, 
but even so, we could never let our guard down. We knew we were in 
Charlie’s world now, and he could make his presence known at any 
moment. We rested and recovered our strength, but there was little talking 
and absolutely no idle chatter. Each man knew that our mission, while 
routine, was serious and possessed the potential for danger. I cannot recall 
an instance when any one of us ever forgot that. 

Procedure required the radio telephone operator (RTOG) to report to 
battalion headquarters every couple of hours. “Sit-rep negative” was the 
anticipated message. It stood for “Situation Report negative,” in other 
words, no enemy activity reported. Specific rules had been laid down for 
responding to enemy sightings. An enemy force numbering five or more 
required us to call into battalion for instructions, which likely would have 
meant an air strike. But if there were no more than four of the enemy, we 
were to take care of them ourselves. That meant attack and kill every man. 
Certainly prisoners would be taken if possible, because they could provide 
valuable intelligence regarding enemy plans. But this was not a police 
action, it was war, and the rules of war (if there really are any) provided a 
license to kill. 

A little before dark we would set up camp and report our position to 

                                                      
13 Edward F. Murphy, Dak To: America’s Sky Soldiers in South Vietnam’s 
Central Highlands (New York: Pocket Books, 1995), p. 51. 
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base camp (in code of course). Each man would select an area so that we 
were distributed roughly in a circle. Although an air mattress added extra 
weight and bulk to the pack, it was a welcome addition at night. The open 
ground was often cold and wet, but always extremely hard. The army issue 
sleeping bag was heavy enough to keep us warm even on the cool nights 
sometimes experienced in the Highlands. Each man was responsible for 
preparing his own meal. C-rations of course required no preparation (and 
tasted like it), but LRRPs came in a plastic bag which was placed in water 
and heated to boiling over a can of Sterno. 

Before it became too dark to see clearly, we secured the perimeter. 
Each man placed his Claymore mine to the front of his immediate area so 
that, when setup was complete, the mines formed something of a circle, all 
of them facing away. If there was any doubt as to which way to face the 
Claymore, all we had to do was read. On one side of the molded plastic 
was the message, “FRONT TOWARDS ENEMY.”  A wire led from the 
mine to each man’s sleeping area where a handheld detonator was 
attached. As a further precaution, tripwire was strung several inches off 
the ground so that it completely surrounded the area. Each man’s flare was 
connected to the wire and set so that a slight push against it would set off 
the flare, signaling an intrusion, as well as illuminating the area. The flares 
could be vital, because, depending on the phase of the moon and whether 
or not there were clouds, it could be dark indeed. We were far enough out 
that there was not even a glow from base camp, and the night sky could be 
so black that visibility was limited to only a few feet. The mines were also 
connected to the tripwires. If anything snagged that wire, more than flares 
would go off. 

Once darkness fell there was nothing to do except fight the mosquitoes 
and try to sleep, which was usually not too difficult, because we were 
normally exhausted. Did we dream? Of course we did. Twice I remember 
dreaming that I was back home in Atlanta, only to awaken to the blackness 
of the Vietnam sky. The loneliness I felt on those two occasions cannot be 
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described. If all went well, our sleep would remain uninterrupted, except 
for two hours during the night, when each of us took our turn at keeping 
watch. 

Night watch was an essential, but unpleasant part of army life. The 
duty was not difficult. It involved nothing more than staying awake for 
two hours and looking out for the possibility of enemy activity. However, 
it was during these times that I was to experience my greatest bouts with 
depression. I can still feel the blackness of those nights, staring intently 
into a darkness that seemed to have no beginning and no end, hoping that I 
might pass the time without hearing or seeing anything out of the ordinary. 
Even so, the very stillness of the night and the silence of my surroundings 
brought forth thoughts and images of better times, another world that 
seemed as foreign to this one as an alien landscape on another planet. 
Vietnam was precisely twelve hours ahead of the east coast of the United 
States, so if it was 3:00 a.m. in Vietnam, I knew that in Atlanta it was 3:00 
p.m. of the previous day. I could not help but wonder what my parents 
were doing right then. It would have been easier had there been no change 
in time, if I had known they were asleep. But to think of them going about 
everyday activities, unaware that at that moment I was peering intently 
into the depths of a hostile night, provoked a profound loneliness. If my 
year in Vietnam was a lifetime, a night on patrol must surely have been at 
least a month. Three day patrols? They hardly seemed like it! 

The following morning the procedure was reversed. Disarm the 
Claymores, take up the flares, eat a hurried breakfast, pack up, and begin 
the routine again. On the third morning we would end up at the designated 
pickup point and wait for the truck that would take us back to Camp Enari, 
where we had the rest of the day off. 

My first patrol took place in May 1969, one of the few events that I 
can date to the month with a degree of accuracy. While the exact date 
cannot be absolutely verified, I am reasonably certain the patrol covered 
the period May 8 to May 10. I am able to date this patrol because it 
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corresponds to one of the more famous battles of the Vietnam War. 
May 1969 was a period of heavy enemy activity throughout much of 

Vietnam. Captured NVA soldiers had indicated that the 9th NVA 
Regiment was moving toward the old Imperial capital of Hue in the 
northern part of South Vietnam. Officials were concerned that this might 
be a prelude to an attack like the one during Tet of 1968 when Hue was 
actually captured by the Communists. To counter such an attempt, the 
101st Airborne, along with a battalion of the 1st ARVN Division, initiated 
Operation Apache Snow.14 The day after my first patrol ended, May 11, 
1969, Company B, 3rd Battalion, 187th Infantry, an element of the 101st  
Airborne, was on patrol in the A Shau Valley, about 150 miles north and 
slightly west of Pleiku. While moving up the slope of Hill 937, they were 
attacked by soldiers of the 7th and 8th Battalions of the NVA 29th 
Regiment.15 The next ten days saw some of the deadliest fighting of the 
entire war. Hill 937 was given the name by which it is remembered by the 
men who, after ten days of continuous assaults, finally succeeded in taking 
it. It has come to be known as “Hamburger Hill.” 

Whether Hamburger Hill was part of an overall NVA offensive, I 
never knew. I do remember that we were on a heightened state of alert. On 
one of the days during this time, I was relieved of my clerical duties and 
given a special assignment. While I never left base camp, I was provided 
with a small truck and ordered to stand ready. Intelligence indicated that 
there was a large enemy force in the area, and we could expect an attack 
that day. If Camp Enari was attacked, my orders were to drive a squad of 
men to reinforce the perimeter. Fortunately the precautions proved 
unnecessary, but the experience, coming as it did early in my tour, helped 
                                                      
14 Samuel Lipsman, Edward Doyle, and the editors of the Boston 
Publishing Company, The Vietnam Experience: Fighting for Time 
(Boston: The Boston Publishing Company, 1983), p. 17. 

15 NAM, pp. 385-390. 
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me develop an appreciation for the reality of life in Vietnam, even in base 
camp.   

 

 
Waiting for pickup after my first patrol. May 10, 1969. 

 
I suspect my experience with patrols was perhaps not typical. 

Certainly it would in no way compare with the search and destroy 
missions of the grunts. I have already related how I perceived that these 
patrols were likely to be the most dangerous parts of my tour in Vietnam, 
yet it was not to be so for me. As much as I dreaded and feared them, the 
patrols in which I participated remained relatively uneventful. There are, 
however, three incidents connected with these patrols that stand out. 

One of these occurred on what I believe to have been the last patrol in 
which I participated. It was one of the factors that caused me to decide not 
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to extend my tour in Vietnam in order to get an earlyG out of the army. If a 
soldier chose to extend his tour in Vietnam so that he returned to the States 
with less than five months remaining in his enlistment, he would not be 
reassigned, but would be relieved from further active duty in the army. 
One of my duties as battery clerk was to type the requests for extension for 
the men who elected to do so. I had typed my own request early, but could 
not quite bring myself to sign it and submit it for approval. During the 
period in which I was struggling with the decision as to whether or not to 
extend, one of the patrols from base camp was ambushed by the NVA and 
suffered several casualties. I was part of the next patrol sent out. I knew 
that if I did not extend, this would likely be my last patrol, but if I did 
extend my tour in Vietnam, I would have to participate in at least one 
more patrol, possibly two. I must admit that I simply lost my nerve. 
Without even telling anyone that I had prepared my extension papers, I 
destroyed them, deciding that I could endure the army for a few months 
after returning to the States. 

While this decision may be perceived as somewhat cowardly, another 
episode which took place perhaps halfway through my year in Vietnam 
represents my service in perhaps a more favorable light. This incident 
occurred during one of my visits to the firebase to help men who needed to 
prepare various documents, but who could not get to base camp to fill out 
the necessary forms. My battery commander, observing the number of 
requests I had taken, inquired about the amount of paperwork involved 
and whether or not I had enough time to get it all done. Then, apparently 
grateful for the help I had given his men, the captain proposed a solution 
which I had never considered and would never have dared to suggest. He 
asked if it would help if I were excused from going on any more patrols. 

One must understand military discipline and protocol to appreciate my 
situation. I had no opportunity to weigh such a suggestion, to consider the 
pros and cons. An offer had been made; an answer was required. Although 
I do not believe I displayed any emotion, the captain’s offer had in reality 
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generated complex feelings. Certainly the amount of work was enormous. 
When I returned from a patrol, most of that work would still be waiting for 
me. The real issue, however, had little to do with the work required. The 
captain’s suggestion had raised the possibility of being relieved from what 
I perceived as the most hazardous single assignment I was likely to be 
given. In an instant I was required to give a response, and I knew that the 
answer I gave might actually determine whether or not I returned from 
Vietnam alive. 

While my emotions were a jumble, my mind remained clear. Only one 
response was possible. I thanked the captain for his offer, but declined to 
be excused from further patrols. In my life I have committed many errors 
in judgment, and have made perhaps too many compromises. Such, 
unfortunately, is the human condition. However, at least in this one 
instance I knew that, whatever the consequences, I could not accept 
exemption under such conditions. If another patrol from our battalion had 
been attacked, I would never have known whether or not some other man 
had died in my place. I could not bring myself to accept such a possibility, 
nor do I believe I could have easily lived with the implications of such a 
decision afterward. I certainly make no pretensions to being a hero. My 
actions seem small when compared to many who faced vastly more 
dangerous circumstances. For the most part, however, I can look back and 
say with honesty that I did what was required of me, as did the vast 
majority of men and women in Vietnam. 

Only in one instance did I ever encounter even a hint of enemy action 
while on patrol. It occurred on the first day of the patrol. We had been 
dropped off and had spent perhaps two hours trudging through the jungle, 
so thick in places that a machete was required to cut a path. Nothing was 
said by anyone, but after a while, each man on that patrol came to 
understand that something or someone was out there, perhaps observing 
our movements. 

For me the first evidence that something was not right came as 
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exhaustion began to set in. That forty pound pack began to become quite 
heavy. Normally we would stop to rest periodically before setting out 
again. This time, however, the patrol leader did not stop. On and on we 
marched. Eventually I began to wonder how I found the strength to take 
the next step. But that, after all, is what Basic Training was for; to show us 
that we could exceed what we thought were our limits. 

As I puzzled over why we did not stop for rest, I suddenly noticed how 
utterly quiet everything had become. The jungle is a living place. It is 
home to countless species of wildlife. Birds, crickets, and even small game 
hopping through the brush ahead of us, all were a normal part of the 
environment in which man was still the alien. Perhaps it is more accurate 
to say that “we” were the aliens. We knew that to Charlie this jungle was 
home, and he could survive and maneuver within it unseen until he wanted 
to reveal his presence. Then it was usually too late. Although I normally 
did not pay attention to the noises in the jungle, their absence became 
obvious — and ominous. It was a stillness that could almost be felt. The 
silence was reinforced because not one man on that patrol said anything. It 
wasn’t necessary — nor was it safe. 

On a number of occasions I found that the particular stress induced by 
the perception of danger made time virtually stand still. On we marched. 
Was it fifteen minutes? Thirty minutes? Truly I cannot say. At some point 
we came out into a small clearing and literally dropped to the ground in 
absolute exhaustion. It was shortly after this that our rest was interrupted 
abruptly by the sound of small arms fire coming from an area of the jungle 
very near our location. Every man in that squad, including me, was 
instantly face down on the ground. Instinctively we formed a circular 
perimeter by facing outward at different angles to be able to observe a full 
360̊ from our location. My immediate thought was that we had come 
under sniper fire, and I am still not convinced this did not happen. Perhaps 
it was another patrol not far from us. A helicopter from Camp Enari 
appeared and surveyed the area, but apparently found nothing. After a few 
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minutes it returned to base camp. 
Whether our patrol had been spotted by a squad of NVA or, perhaps 

more likely, one or two soldiers, I shall never know. In light of the 
circumstances, our patrol leader elected to call in to battalion headquarters 
and obtain new coordinates for our night location. It meant some extra 
marching, and by the time we arrived at the site we were exhausted once 
again, but all of us appreciated the wisdom of not spending the night 
where we had originally planned. Even so, I do not believe I slept very 
well that night. As it turned out, the rest of the patrol was completely 
uneventful. Once again, some unseen hand had seemingly been protecting 
me from danger. It seemed to happen a lot in Vietnam. 

 

 
Rice Paddy 

 
My most memorable patrol was also to be the shortest, because for me 



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

143 
 

it only lasted about eighteen hours and all because of a Vietnamese rice 
paddy. The rice paddies of Vietnam became a common sight in news 
reports. Perhaps reporters saw them as symbols of Vietnamese culture. 
Rice, which is a staple of the Asian diet, requires a great deal of water to 
grow, and it is grown in rice paddies, which are cultivated areas crossed 
with small ditches which serve as irrigation channels, allowing water to 
flow throughout the fields and water the rice plants. 

It was the first day of our patrol. We could not have been gone much 
more than two hours, when the squad leader ordered us to cross a rice 
paddy in our path. This meant jumping down an embankment that was 
about three feet high onto the built up area of the first row of furrows. 
Now three feet is certainly not a great distance to jump, but doing so while 
encumbered with a forty pound pack makes it somewhat difficult to 
maintain one’s center of gravity. Also, the rice furrows were only about 
twelve inches wide. Some combination of these factors caused me to miss 
my jump. The back part of my heel caught the furrow, but not enough of it 
to keep my balance. The next moment I found myself face down in the 
rice paddy. 

A searing pain in my foot immediately told me that I had another 
problem to deal with. I could feel the bone in my foot move when I tried 
to put weight on it. The medic felt that I had probably dislocated it. The 
squad leader wanted battalion to send out a helicopter to pick me up, but 
HQ was reluctant to do that, since it might give away our position. We 
were ordered to proceed to our night location. A truck would pick me up 
in the morning. 

We were still about three hours from our night location, and I could 
barely walk. The men in my squad deserve a great deal of credit. They 
actually tried to carry me, which was of course impossible in the thick 
jungle terrain. Eventually, one man took my pack, and another was 
assigned to stay with me while the rest of the squad went on ahead. Using 
my rifle as a makeshift crutch, I maneuvered through the jungle as best I 
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could, trying to ignore the pain, while acutely aware that two men (one 
crippled) separated from their unit would make an inviting target if 
Charlie spotted us. Eventually, we caught up with the rest of the squad. 
What I felt most was intense relief, although I cannot now say whether 
that relief came most from being able to join the security provided by the 
rest of the squad, or simply being able to rest my foot. 

I had to decide whether or not to remove my boot. My foot was 
already swollen. I could get the boot off, but I knew that once off, I would 
not be able to get it back on again. I decided that since I could not walk 
much better with the boot on than off, I might as well relieve some of the 
pressure (and hopefully some of the pain as well), so I removed the boot. 
As we settled into our night location, I could not help but consider how 
vulnerable my accident had made me. If we were attacked, what would 
happen if the squad had to withdraw to a more secure area? Would the 
other men have no choice but to leave me? While such a possibility may 
have been unlikely, mere statistics offered little comfort that night. The 
NVA normally did not take prisoners unless they felt they could get 
information, in which case being captured would be worse than being 
killed. Whatever the situation, I knew I could expect little mercy from the 
NVA. That night seemed eternal, but finally the sun rose to another day. It 
had been an uneventful night, but one that I shall never forget. We 
marched a short distance where a road intersected. There a truck picked 
me up and took me back to Camp Enari. 

A doctor at the hospital took an x-ray of my foot. I had suffered a bad 
sprain, but the foot was not dislocated. He put it in a cast, and I had to 
walk on crutches for a couple of weeks. That was to be the only injury I 
suffered in Vietnam. 

There remains, however, one more element connected with the 
incident which, in a way, demonstrates the human aspects of warfare 
which we seldom saw as soldiers and which civilians almost never 
understand. Camp Enari hired Vietnamese workers for a variety of jobs, 
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including cleaning up in the mess hall. There was a mama-sanG who 
regularly worked in our battalion mess hall. Age was difficult to determine 
for many of the Vietnamese peasants, at least for an American, but I 
would guess that she was about sixty years old. While it was not her 
responsibility to help me, the first day I went through the line with my 
crutches, she silently took my tray and carried it to a table for me. She 
“appeared” to speak as little English as I did Vietnamese, but I thanked her 
as best I could, and my smile was returned. This ritual was repeated for the 
two weeks I was on crutches. I believed then — and I still believe — that 
she was motivated by a genuine desire to help. In other words, she was a 
simple, kind, peasant woman. Shortly afterward, I noticed that this woman 
had not been in the mess hall for a few days, so I asked the mess sergeant 
about her. I was shocked to learn that she had been arrested as a Viet Cong 
agent. I do not like to think about what happened to her. 

The experience changed my thinking in another way. In war it is 
essential that the enemy be regarded as simply the enemy — not another 
human being. The enemy cannot be considered human, he is the enemy — 
“VC,” “NVA,” “Charlie,” “gooks.” We had all sorts of names for him, 
because that somehow made it easier to fight him. This simple woman had 
put a human face on the enemy. Of all the aspects of Vietnam I have 
forgotten, I am still able to see this old woman’s face, but I have never 
been able to envision her as an enemy.   

There are those who characterize warfare as a completely unnecessary 
evil. We would do well not to dismiss such idealism as totally naive. At 
least this view recognizes the intensity of war’s destruction, certainly on 
the countless innocents who perhaps suffer most, but also on those who 
participate in the combat. If Vietnam served any useful function, perhaps 
it was to force the American public to accept the reality that war creates 
unspeakable casualties — broken limbs, shattered lives, overwhelming 
grief for a husband, a father, a brother who will never return, or who 
returns to live out the remainder of a still young life from the confines of a 
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wheel chair or a VA hospital bed. And yet, even those who never suffer 
physically cannot fail but be affected by the experience. 



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

147 
 

 
 
   

Water Point 
 

Strange that those assignments which I expected to be the most dangerous 

never turned out to be, while one fairly routine duty was to bring me 
closer to danger than any other experience I had in Vietnam. 

The security system at Camp Enari was extensive. Guard towers 
placed at regular intervals along the perimeter provided the first line of 
protection from enemy attack. Most battalions had to furnish soldiers on a 
rotating basis to man these towers at night. Behind the towers were the 
backup guard positions, foxholes which were not occupied except during 
an actual attack. While our battalion had to furnish men for standby duty 
as backup guards, we were exempt from perimeter guard, because we had 
a special assignment — guarding the water point for base camp. 

The water supply for Camp Enari came from a small lake located 
about two miles outside the camp and overlooking it. Three bunkers 
placed in a semicircle facing toward base camp provided security for the 
water supply. While the importance of protecting the water supply is 
understandable, I always felt that the water point guard served at least one 
other vital role. Because of the layout of Camp Enari, many of the attacks 
we experienced were made from the side of the camp facing the water 
point. A large heavily forested hill called Banana Mountain overlooked 
the camp and provided an ideal area from which Charlie could stage and 
carry out an attack. 

Camp Enari employed what was, by 1969 standards, a sophisticated 
anti-personnel radar system. I was told that it could pick up the movement 
of as few as four individuals even in the jungle terrain surrounding the 
camp. Of course the radar could not penetrate a large solid object, and so 
Banana Mountain provided excellent cover as well as concealment. The 
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enemy could use the shelter of the back side of the mountain to move 
undetected to within striking distance of Camp Enari. In a matter of a 
minute or two the NVA could launch half a dozen rockets into base camp. 
While this was primarily a harassing tactic and presented little direct 
danger to any specific individual in a base as large as Camp Enari, I never 
felt the same degree of confidence at the time as I can write of the 
experience now. I wonder if a person can ever get to the point where he 
takes the whine of incoming rockets for granted. I never did. 

 

 
Water Point Outside Camp Enari 

No one ever said the mission of the water point guard included 
reconnaissance, but it obviously served that purpose. The bunkers at the 
water point provided three extra opportunities to observe (or come in 
contact with) the enemy, perhaps providing Camp Enari with precious 
seconds advance warning of impending attack. If fulfilling that role placed 
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those of us in the bunkers in greater danger, such was the necessity of war. 
 

 
Camp Enari from the water point. A Claymore mine is visible in the area near the bottom 
of the picture. 

 
   What I have called a bunker was built from a CONEX shipping 

container originally used to transport goods on oceangoing freighters. 
These were made from corrugated metal and were perhaps a ten foot cube 
(ten feet long, ten feet wide, and ten feet high), usually with one or two 
small windows cut into the side. A hole was dug, sufficiently large for the 
container to be placed inside so that the bunker would be partially 
underground, adding a degree of protection, and (as I was to discover) 
stability. Above ground sandbags surrounded the bunker. A roof provided 
protection from rain, but it was supported only by four metal posts. This 
allowed an unobstructed view for a full 360̊, an essential factor for guard 
duty. 

The bunkers were also protected in other ways. Each bunker was 
surrounded by a chain link fence that was six to eight feet high. Perhaps a 
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hundred yards further out was a section of concertina wire (barbed wire 
wound in large circular strands). The concertina wire was made even more 
effective by the addition of large numbers of soft drink and beer cans, 
which would jingle loudly if anything brushed against the wire. Also, the 
ground was lined with trip flares, which would be set off by the slightest 
pressure. The perimeter protection was completed by several Claymore 
mines which could be detonated from the bunker. Each bunker was well 
fortified. Certainly a large enemy force could have taken any one of the 
bunkers, but at a cost in lives. 

Inside the bunker was a small arsenal. An M60 machine gun was 
permanently mounted and could direct fire in virtually any direction. In 
addition, we had access to a grenade launcher, with both high explosive as 
well as shotgun rounds. Of course each man brought his own M16 rifle as 
well. Field phones linked each of the three bunkers, and the central bunker 
could call Battalion HQ in base camp. If all these precautions seem to 
reflect a degree of overkill, I can only emphasize that on two separate 
occasions I was to be glad of the protection they offered. As I mentioned 
earlier, four men in a bunker could not under any circumstances hold off a 
dedicated assault by a large force of NVA soldiers. While the weapons 
and ammunition in the bunkers might well have provided a tempting target 
for Charlie, he had to weigh the goal of capturing that arsenal with the cost 
in casualties of doing so. Also, the base camp defenses would be available 
to assist us, as I was to discover. 

The routine for water point duty was simple. After dinner, eight of us 
would be transported by truck to the water point. Since the center bunker 
had a permanent guard, we would be divided into two groups of four men 
and assigned one of the side bunkers for the night. Upper and lower bunks 
lined the two side walls. After determining the shifts for guard duty, we 
had free time until dark. I usually passed the time reading, writing letters, 
or conversing with the other men. There was no electricity in the bunker; 
so once darkness fell, there was nothing to do but sleep. In each bunker 
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three men slept while one took the first shift on guard duty. 
 

 
M60 Machine Gun 

 
The man on guard went up top. For the next two hours, he was to be 

on the alert for enemy attack. A sight, a sound, anything out of the 
ordinary was cause for concern. The local Vietnamese population knew 
better than to be out after dark, so if we saw or heard anyone, we assumed 
it was the enemy. 

Even though we were told to treat any movement as enemy activity, 
such an assumption had its limitations. It brought us into direct conflict 
with what many of us in Vietnam felt was one of the more idiotic rules of 
engagement of the Vietnam War. 

Some elements of the anti-war movement in the States painted all GIs 
with a broad brush. In the minds of many Americans we had become the 
willing participants in what came to be regarded as murder. Even today it 
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is not uncommon for the American role in Vietnam to be described by the 
emotionally charged word “genocide.” Certainly atrocities were 
committed and regrettably untold numbers of civilians became tragic 
victims of that war. We never seem to learn that such is an inevitable cost 
of any war. 

 

 
Setting up a Claymore mine 

 
Improved technology did its part to impress the horror of Vietnam on 

the hearts and minds of Americans at home. Vietnam became the first war 
to be broadcast every evening over color television. For many Americans 
it came as something of a revelation that war is not brass bands and 
stirring parades, but instead the whine of incoming rockets, the thud of 
artillery, and tragically, often the agonizing cry of an injured child. 

In response to this loss of innocence, it was perhaps predictable that 
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the American people would seek to simplify the conflict. One extreme was 
the ultra-nationalistic view of the blind patriot, the “my country, right or 
wrong” mentality. This group saw the pictures of bleeding and dead 
American soldiers, and responded with horror at what was being done to 
Americans in Vietnam. The other extreme came to view Americans as 
simply aggressors. The picture of little Pham Thi Kim Phuc running naked 
down the road, the scars from napalm clearly visible across her body 
remains a classic image of the destructiveness of the war. 

Extremes seldom reflect reality, and I suspect that the way the media 
portrayed Vietnam is no exception. But the anti-war movement certainly 
had an impact on the conduct of the war. Recognizing that every military 
action was likely to be scrutinized by an increasingly skeptical press, the 
military felt compelled to project an image that gave as little support as 
possible to the attacks being made on the war in the United States. This 
policy was to have a direct effect on the performance of my duties in 
Vietnam. 

Common sense would seem to dictate that while on guard duty, any 
movement outside the bunkers would be interpreted as enemy action and 
responded to accordingly. The bunkers were provided with extensive 
security features, but they were still vulnerable. While it would be difficult 
for a hand grenade to reach the bunkers from outside the concertina wire, 
we were well within range of small arms fire. Also, if the enemy had 
access to a grenade launcher or mortars, our bunkers provided excellent 
targets. In such a situation, the life of every man in the bunker could easily 
depend on the instantaneous response of the one on guard. 

Army regulations, however, prohibited us from firing unless we were 
actually being fired upon, without first obtaining approval from battalion 
HQ. For those of us in the outer bunkers, this meant calling into the center 
bunker, who then had to relay the information to battalion HQ and request 
permission to fire. The center bunker would then have to communicate 
that permission to the guard who initiated the call. Under the best of 
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circumstances this procedure could not have been accomplished in less 
than a full minute, a totally unacceptable delay. Our informal instructions 
were simple and practical. If we saw anything, we were to fire at will with 
the assurance that HQ would back us up later. While I have no doubt that 
the individuals involved would deny it today, these were the instructions 
we were given. They reflect nothing more than the common sense that 
should have governed the realities of combat. However, the political 
climate in the United States forced the military to impose unrealistic and 
even dangerous restrictions on the men fighting that war. While the 
military was often portrayed as genocidal killers, in my experience 
American combat soldiers who fought in Vietnam were burdened by 
constraints that bordered on being criminal. Such were the realities of that 
strange war. 

On a lighter side, one incident that occurred during water point guard 
illustrates how difficult it really was to recognize the enemy. This episode 
took place while I had the lastG watch. Last watch was the name given to 
the final shift of guard duty for the night. It ended with daylight. 

On this particular night nothing out of the ordinary had been reported 
during any of the previous watches, so I had little reason to anticipate 
trouble. Perhaps I am only admitting my own fearfulness when I relate 
that I never took anything for granted. Who knows how many men lost 
their lives because they let their guard down, even for a few seconds? 
Even so, as my shift progressed, and the morning drew ever nearer, it was 
difficult not to feel a sense that one more night had been passed. Surely, if 
Charlie intended to attack, he would not do so with daylight only minutes 
away. 

It was that time of the morning when the darkness of night had just 
begun to dissolve. Although the sun had not yet risen, enough reflected 
light was available to enable me to see at least as far as the concertina wire 
surrounding the bunker, but at this point I was still seeing shadows more 
than substance. Suddenly I heard a rustling in the wire outside. This by 
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itself was not a cause for alarm. The noise made by the cans attached to 
the wire as they were blown by the wind was not unusual. I grew 
accustomed to the particular sounds the cans made in the wind. While I 
cannot now explain the difference, anyone who has been in similar 
circumstances will understand. We recognized the sounds the cans made 
when blown by the wind; in some respects it was soothing. The noise I 
heard on this night had not been made by the wind. This sound was due to 
something hitting against a wire. 

I had been concentrating my gaze toward the left side of the bunker, 
but I recognized this sound as emanating from the right, more toward the 
direction of the center bunker. I can still feel the tightness in the throat, the 
tensing of the muscles, as I raised my M16, switched it to full automatic, 
chambered a round, and virtually in the same motion, turned the safety to 
the off position. There was no opportunity to raise anyone else inside the 
bunker. Even a second’s distraction could not be permitted. I stared 
intently at the area from which the sound had come, waiting for one more 
repetition, just to pinpoint the direction of fire. Recognizing that not only 
my life, but the lives of the men sleeping below me might depend on my 
next actions, I waited for one more slight movement to give me the proper 
aim. Suddenly in the half light of the morning, I saw what I was seeking. 
As I raised my rifle to fire, I was able to see clearly enough to recognize 
the source of the noise, and I let out a short laugh that did not come close 
to reflecting the relief I felt. One very lucky Vietnamese bunny will never 
know just how close he or she came to becoming rabbit hash. I extended a 
unilateral cease fire to my four-footed former enemy and allowed him safe 
conduct through our lines. Later, the episode made for a good story with 
the other men. 

My experiences at the water point were not always to be so uneventful. 
The best I could hope for was to spend a long and monotonous watch, 
during which I endured perhaps some of the loneliest times I have ever 
known. Two hours is a long time, especially so when it is spent alone in 
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the silence of contemplation. Time seemed to pass with unmerciful 
slowness. There was little to alleviate the boredom and loneliness of those 
endless hours of guard duty. Often one of us would bring a radio to listen 
to AFVN. The volume had to be kept very low of course. We were still on 
guard duty and had to be able to listen for unusual noises. The music 
helped some, but often the popular tunes merely reinforced the sense of 
isolation, the feeling that all this would never end. Thoughts inevitably 
turned to happier times, almost forgotten faces of family and friends, 
wondering what my folks were doing in the World where it was 
midafternoon, not the dead of an interminable and frightening night. And I 
seem to recall that often the radio was playing such haunting lyrics as 
Peter, Paul, and Mary singing, “Lord, I’m five hundred miles from my 
home.” Certainly there was a great deal of self-pity included in such 
moments, but at the time it seemed a luxury I could allow. And despite the 
depression that often accompanied such thoughts, it was necessary to hold 
on to the persistent hope that memories brought. The World was real once; 
perhaps it would be again. Just get through tonight. Try not to think of 
tomorrow. 
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My Most Frightening Experience 
 

When I first wrote of the events described below, I was not able to 

pinpoint the exact date. As I have previously related, I never kept a diary 
or notes of any kind, because I did not perceive these events as being 
something I would ever care to revisit. All I could remember at that time 
was it was sometime in the summer of 1969, probably July or August. 
Some years later I was able to determine the exact date quite by accident. 
At the time I was part of an online group of Vietnam veterans who had 
served in the same part of the Central Highlands. One of them posted 
information about the exchange of MPCsG (Military Payment Certificates) 
which occurred on August 13, 1969. Older issues of MPCs were 
exchanged for newer issues approximately every six months, so this 
allowed me to date these events precisely. I did remember that we were 
delayed returning to Camp Enari the next day, because the base was 
locked down as older MPCs were replaced by the newer issue. It seems 
strange how events years later enabled me to date the events of this night 
precisely. 

The evening started out no differently from other nights at the water 
point — settling in, scheduling the shifts, and finally getting down for the 
night. It was Tuesday evening, August 12, 1969. In the United States plans 
were being finalized for a concert scheduled to begin in three days near a 
small town in upstate New York, from which it would get its name. It has 
come to be called “Woodstock.” 

When my turn came for guard duty, the man I relieved told me he 
thought he had seen movement outside, but he wasn’t sure. I will not say I 
ignored the warning; few of us ever did that in Vietnam. At the same time, 
we all knew how easy it was to see and hear things that were not there. In 
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this instance I responded with perhaps a heightened degree of alertness, 
without being overly concerned. Although I cannot specifically remember 
my actions early in my watch, I seem to recall listening to the radio that 
night. A light rain had settled in, accompanied by a gradually increasing 
fog bank that continued to thicken and eventually reduced visibility to no 
more than a few yards. The roof of the bunker protected me from the rain, 
but the fog had become more of a concern. I felt more isolated than usual. 
Even as I stared into the darkness, I could not escape the realization that 
the fog made that exercise almost futile. 

 

 
At the Water Point, August 12, 1969. Banana Mountain can be seen in the Background. 

 
Rain and fog became our enemy, but they could easily serve as 

Charlie’s ally. Perhaps that was why everything happened with no 
warning. I neither saw nor heard anything out of the ordinary, but 
suddenly the siren at Camp Enari wailed out its familiar warning. Within 
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moments at least one or two of the men in the bunker were up on top with 
me. I could still see nothing, but rather than being comforted by that fact, 
it only increased my anxiety. The NVA could be coming through the wire 
at that very moment, and we would not have known it. Soon base camp 
began setting off large numbers of flares which did little to penetrate the 
rain and fog. Instead of illuminating the area, the flares gave the sky an 
eerie, almost apocalyptic glow. They lit the night sky, but did nothing to 
reveal the immediate area in front of us. 

All this time, I could hear the sound of machine gun fire from the 
guard towers surrounding Camp Enari. Whether the shots were aimed at 
specific targets or simply reflected random firing into the darkness I 
cannot say. It is possible that the towers may have possessed knowledge of 
the enemy from base camp radar which we were denied, because before 
long the attack took on a new and terrifying form. What happened next 
made me feel that we had become the target. Without warning the area 
immediately in front of our bunker exploded. It was our own base camp 
artillery firing, presumably to support us. Again and again the flame and 
noise of exploding artillery shells from the base camp guns shook the area, 
landing it seemed within a few yards of our bunker. 

This could only be interpreted one way. While the fog made our front 
invisible, it was not so to base camp. Charlie was out there. Where? How 
many? What was their mission? And what of our part in it? Of course, 
these thoughts did not come in any kind of orderly progression. My 
emotions at that time were a jumble of fear, while still attempting to keep 
my wits about me. What was I to do under fire, with the enemy totally 
obscured by rain and fog? 

For the moment that question was answered for me and for the other 
men with me. Just how many shells were fired I cannot say. It seemed like 
hundreds, but of course, that is impossible. Time seemed to stand still, so I 
have no conception of how long this went on. My entire life seemed to be 
confined within exploding artillery shells, firing so close to our position 
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that the bunker shook with every blast. The force was so heavy the bunker 
seemed to rock from its foundation. At virtually the same moment, those 
of us on top of the bunker pressed our bodies as close as possible to its 
sides, seeking some degree of protection from the force of exploding 
artillery. How many times I had practiced firing artillery, never dreaming 
that I would find myself just out of range of those deadly shells. Again and 
again the bunker was rocked by explosions. Sand shaken loose from the 
bags designed to protect us deposited layers of dust as the artillery from 
Camp Enari blasted away at a spot somewhere in front of our bunker. We 
knew that if even one of those guns miscalculated the range just a fraction, 
the shells would be on top of us, and we would be killed. “FriendlyG fire” 
it is called. And yet there was no other choice. Even then I was grateful for 
that support, as I prayed fervently that we would be spared. 

Perhaps a more seasoned veteran reading these words may have 
occasion to find them overly dramatic, but I feel compelled to relate my 
thoughts at that time. I could not help but consider the danger of an assault 
on our position. What if the NVA, failing to overrun base camp, decided 
to settle for us — perhaps as a form of revenge? This was more than an 
abstract possibility. Our position was the center of fire, and I am certain 
that only the blackness of the fog prevented me from seeing the NVA who 
must have been only a matter of yards from our position. At that moment 
it seemed almost inevitable that our position would be overrun. I began to 
consider the ever growing possibility that death could come at any 
moment. Yet I must admit that even this was not my greatest fear. What if 
we were not killed after all, but captured alive? Never in my life have I 
known the terror that thought generated. We were not officers, not pilots 
who could be used for political ends. We were merely enlisted men who 
were of little value to the enemy. 

I had determined early in my tour that under no circumstances would I 
allow myself to be captured alive. Now that thought surfaced again. At 
that point I knew that my death was a real possibility, that I might never 
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see another sunrise. The only question seemed to be the circumstances 
under which it would occur. 

As usual, I was never to know just what happened. How long the 
firefight continued I cannot even hazard a guess. The expected attack on 
our bunker never came. Gradually the firing from base camp slowed; 
eventually it stopped altogether. Those of us in the bunker surveyed our 
situation. We still did not know exactly what had happened, or where the 
enemy was. It all occurred on my watch. In fact, it was still my watch. 
After a certain amount of time passed without any further signs of action, 
the other men, at least two of them, knowing their turn on guard was 
coming, decided to go back down and attempt to rest, although sleep was 
probably out of the question. I was alone again. The rain had let up, and 
the fog had begun to lift, so that for the first time I could see just a little 
distance from the bunker. 

 

 
M79 Grenade Launcher 
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I am a little more certain about the time involved in the next part of the 

adventures of that night. About a half hour passed, during which nothing 
out of the ordinary occurred; all was quiet. I began to think that it was all 
over, and I had somehow made it through a real firefight — and without 
even firing a shot. Suddenly somewhere to the left front of the bunker I 
saw the glow of a flashlight. While I knew the light must have been 
beyond the concertina wire, there was no means of accurately determining 
just how far away it was. The way it wove from side to side indicated that 
the person carrying it was walking. I hoped it was a single straggler from 
the force that had attacked Camp Enari, but I had no way of knowing 
whether that flashlight represented one man, a platoon, or more. Did the 
person carrying it even know we were there? Although unlikely, it was 
just possible that in the darkness, this man may have been unable to see 
the bunkers. If he had become lost or disoriented during the attack, he may 
have used the flashlight to see well enough to make it back to his 
comrades. 

Whatever the circumstances, that flashlight was still carried by the 
enemy, and knowingly or not, it was headed directly toward my bunker. 
The theoretical had become real. For the first and only time in Vietnam, I 
did what I had been trained to do, but had hoped to avoid. I still could not 
accurately judge the distance. I loaded the grenade launcher with a 
shotgun round. This was, I now recognize, a foolish action. The shotgun 
round was designed for close up fighting and had a very short range. I 
aimed the round at the light and fired. Predictably, there was no response. 
Likely the NVA soldier never even knew he was being fired at. The light 
kept coming. Instinctively I fell back on the security of my M16, a weapon 
with which I was comfortable. While on guard, I always kept a magazine 
in the rifle. I had chambered a round during the firefight earlier and had 
never removed it. I now switched the safety to the off position. I still could 
not see a person, only the light, which was still moving forward. Nor could 
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I determine just how many men might be with the one carrying that 
flashlight. Facing so many unknowns, I decided to place the rifle at full 
automatic, meaning that once the trigger was pulled, it would continue to 
fire until the trigger was released, much like a machine gun. My hands 
were shaking so much I steadied the rifle against the wall of the bunker. I 
used the flashlight as my aiming point and squeezed the trigger, emitting a 
small burst of fire, perhaps five or six rounds. 

This time the light went out, and I neither saw nor heard anything else 
that night. Considering the event now many years later, I hope that my fire 
alerted the one carrying the flashlight, and that he turned it off himself. 
However, I know another possibility exists, and from the perspective of 
my own actions, it does not matter which is true. The thought that I may 
have killed another human being that night gives me no satisfaction. Even 
though the incident occurred during wartime, and I was charged with 
protecting not only myself, but also the men with me, I regret that the 
events of that one night made my actions necessary. I shall always carry a 
degree of guilt, and not knowing the results perhaps makes that worse. 

The next morning we were delayed in our return to base camp, 
because this was selected as the day that the current series of MPCs was to 
be exchanged for a new series, so it was late morning before we returned. 
The men in the office had already heard about what happened. In a strange 
sort of way, I believe they were envious. I would have a story to tell that 
they would not. Even in Vietnam, it seems, there was a sense that combat 
is somehow romantic — after the fact. If I did not know better before, I 
did after the incident. I answered the men’s questions and tried to act as if 
it was nothing of importance. Compared with other men, who experienced 
more direct combat than I, this episode may seem small. But I knew in my 
own heart that a line had been crossed and that I would never be the same 
again. 

 
       *       *       * 
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Two other times I was to witness an enemy attack while at the water 

point. One was a less threatening replay of the previous attack; to the other 
I was only a witness, yet it still had a profound effect on me. 

One of these two attacks occurred in winter 1969, in early December. I 
can date this event with some accuracy, because I had only recently 
purchased a camera through the PX. It was my first 35mm camera, and I 
was excited about taking it with me on R & R. I was going to spend 
Christmas in Hong Kong, and I wanted to be certain I knew how to use my 
new camera. I bought a roll of black and white film to use as a test. 
Planning to take a variety of shots around the base, I carried my new 
camera with me one night when I was assigned to water point guard. 

One of the curious aspects of my water point experience was that 
attacks on base camp always seemed to occur on my watch. While I can 
understand how tempted the reader must be to explain such a statement as 
the result of exaggeration perhaps intensified by failing memory, I remain 
convinced that it is true, one of the curious coincidences of my Vietnam 
experience. 

Once again I heard the base camp siren, a barrage of small arms fire 
from the guard towers, followed by the repetitive thump of mortar shells 
falling in the ditches in our front, although this time nearer base camp, and 
therefore less threatening to me. I recall yelling to the men asleep below, 
“Hey guys, Camp Enari’s getting hit.” Moments later the sky was lit by 
perhaps a dozen flares which were periodically replaced as they fell 
silently to earth. Eventually a Huey Cobra came and hovered just overhead 
of the bunker I was in. 

This was fairly late in my tour of duty, and perhaps this best explains 
my response. First of all, the NVA were not nearly as close as they had 
been during the previous attack. This time I did not perceive that the water 
point was a primary target. And then there was that helicopter overhead. 
Unless a person has been in a similar situation, it is impossible to 
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appreciate the security the mere presence of an assault helicopter brought. 
Having already witnessed the awesome firepower of just one of those 
beautiful but terrifying whirling fortresses, I knew we had enough power 
to take on a sizable foe.  

Perhaps there was another reason. I had already been through this 
before. Is it just possible that we can actually get used to combat? Can we 
become so accustomed to killing that it becomes routine? The 
overwhelming experiences of countless other veterans in other — more 
acceptable — wars, indeed the current headlines of our newspapers, 
confirm that this is so. The unpleasant reality is that in so short a period of 
time I had to some degree grown accustomed to the reality of combat. It 
had become acceptable. Only once did I ever fire directly at another 
human being, and that one experience has remained with me to this day. I 
cannot but wonder whether or not that incident would seem less 
significant to me if it had been repeated. What would I have done had I 
been with Lt. Calley’s platoon at Mai Lai and had been ordered to kill 
everyone in that village? I was never placed in such a horrifying position, 
and I thank God I was not. I did, however, learn enough about myself that 
I am reluctant to judge others too harshly. 

My next action must certainly rank as sheer stupidity and should not 
be dignified with any other name. Seeing the destruction taking place 
before my eyes and without considering the possible consequences, I 
grabbed my camera and leaped to the top of the bunker, where I began to 
snap picture after picture, not sure whether they would show up in the 
eerie light of the flares, but determined to get a record of what was going 
on below me. Suddenly it occurred to me that the flares were illuminating 
more than the valley below. I stood, silhouetted and completely exposed in 
front of the bunker, facing the enemy with absolutely no cover or 
concealment. Coming to my senses, I scrambled down and quickly availed 
myself of the protection of the bunker. 

The next day I took my film to one of the men in our battalion who 
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had access to a darkroom. Perhaps there is poetic justice in the fact that I 
indeed had some things to learn about my new camera. I had loaded the 
film over the sprockets, instead of under them. Not one shot of that roll 
came out! In some respects that is unfortunate. The pictures would have 
been an exciting addition to my collection — as well as a reminder of how 
foolish and uncaring we human beings can be.  
 

*       *       *       * 
   

The last actual combat episode I witnessed is the one which perhaps more 

than any other I recall over the years. For me the incident has taken on the 
character of a symbol of all we attempted to do in Vietnam, but ultimately 
failed to achieve. 

The incident I now relate is in some aspects so incredible I feel the 
need to emphasize that it really did take place. This is not a made up story, 
nor the half remembered imaginings of a dream. Yet, having said that, I 
must also confess that in some respects, the incident is both the most vivid 
visual memory I have of Vietnam, yet it also possesses a dreamlike 
quality, perhaps as a protection from facing the full reality of all I know 
occurred. 

In attempting to recall the events of that night, I am again unable to 
separate impressions from reality with absolute accuracy. Once more I had 
water point duty. It seems to my failing memory that I had been listening 
to AFVN and that the music was particularly melancholy that night. Or 
was I just getting fed up with war and loneliness and the routine of a life 
of which I could scarcely have conceived less than a year before? 

There were no firebases in the area, but the landscape was dotted with 
small villages, inhabited by poor Vietnamese farmers and MontagnardG 
tribesmen, primitive people who lived a virtually stone age existence. 
While the necessities of war meant that each village had to possess some 
limited defenses, none of these villages served any real military function. 
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Yet they were all too frequently the target of NVA and VC terrorist acts. 
As so often happened, the attack came under the protection of the early 

morning darkness. But how different this one was to be. I was becoming 
accustomed to events happening without warning; that seemed to 
characterize Vietnam. I was jolted from the privacy of my own thoughts 
by a sudden flash of lights far off to the left, to the right of Banana 
Mountain, but further out. I have never been especially competent at 
estimating distances, even in daytime, but I suspect this village must have 
been at least five miles away. 

The lights I had observed were small arms fire, enemy tracers arcing 
inward toward a common point, which remained invisible to me, but 
which I had no doubt was a Vietnamese village. The sheer number of 
tracers indicated that the village must have been under attack by at least a 
battalion of NVA. For two or three minutes, an agonizing eternity to me, 
all the firing was one-sided. The invisible village was saturated with small 
arms fire, and probably mortars as well. But there was no response. Not 
one single tracer could I see coming from the village itself. Where were its 
defenders? Had they been caught so off guard, they had become 
disoriented and were unable to coordinate a response to such a massive 
NVA assault? Was the village at this moment being overrun, while I could 
only watch in helpless frustration? 

For perhaps the first time in Vietnam, I felt genuine anger at such 
senseless killing. Attack Camp Enari if you wish; it at least would be a 
military target. Even plan an assault on the very bunker where I was 
standing, for I was after all their enemy. That would have been an act of 
war. But why this senseless slaughter of innocents? This was not war; it 
was terrorism in its most naked form. I wanted to do something, anything 
to stop that seemingly unending stream of tracers firing unmercifully into 
the darkness. 

Perhaps the strangest element of this particular drama, however, was 
the absolute silence around me. I could see it all, but it was like watching a 
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colorized version of a silent movie. The village was too far away for sound 
to carry, even though the attack itself was clearly visible. Perhaps it is that 
silence that has given this event some of its dreamlike quality, though little 
imagination was required to know what was going on at that very moment. 
Hopefully, there would be some ARVN troops there to help defend the 
village, perhaps even a squad of U. S. Army or Marines. But I knew those 
bullets and mortars were even at that moment falling primarily on old 
men, women, and defenseless children, simple people who knew or cared 
little about the politics that had turned their homeland into a battleground. 
For the most part these humble people simply wished to be left alone, to 
raise their families, plow their fields, and live out their poor, simple lives 
as their ancestors had done. It was not to be. Books and movies typically 
portray war from the standpoint of the soldiers fighting it and perhaps their 
families at home. We would do well to consider that in most wars the real 
tragedy falls primarily on the people living in the war zone. Consider that 
by even conservative estimates more civilians were killed in South 
Vietnam during the war than all the ARVN and American soldiers 
combined. War is terrible enough on the soldiers fighting it. This night I 
perceived something of just how horrible it could also be for the people of 
Vietnam. 

After what seemed an eternity, the fire was returned from the village, 
pitifully small in comparison, but at least there were defenders in there 
putting up some sort of fight. After a few more minutes a helicopter 
gunship took off from Camp Enari and turned toward the area. The NVA 
deserve credit for their courage and determination. I expected that with the 
coming of the chopper, Charlie would vanish into the darkness from which 
he had come. Instead, as the helicopter approached the area, I watched in 
genuine amazement as the enemy shifted their fire and actually directed it 
at the approaching helicopter. Courageous their actions may have been, 
but even such a large force was no match for an assault helicopter. I 
cannot now remember which came first, the rockets or the miniguns, but 
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within seconds the firing that had so far been unchallenged ceased. I had 
no idea how many of the NVA had been killed or wounded as I watched, 
an observer of events I could see, but still not hear. 

The rage I felt at this unprovoked attack on innocents was 
overwhelming. It took all my resolve not to shout in triumph, but I was a 
soldier, and my first duty was to guard my own area. I looked on, silently 
assessing the equally inaudible carnage being played out before me. I can 
see it to this day as vividly as on that night so long ago. Indeed, it remains 
an image I would remove from my memory if it were possible. Until I sat 
down to write these words, I do not recall ever relating this incident to 
another human being, because I know how impossible it is to express its 
deep significance. The episode remains my personal equivalent of the 
chaos in 1975 atop the embassy in Saigon. It represents my own symbol of 
failure in a war that has come to be synonymous with failure. 
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Homeward Bound
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R & R 
 

While this book primarily relates my experiences in Vietnam, I hope I 

may be indulged some memories about my R & R, which provided a few 
days of blissful escape from the reality of Vietnam. Everyone became 
eligible for one week’s R & R after being in Vietnam for six months. 
Soldiers would be transported to and from their selected destination by 
chartered commercial jet at government expense. We had to pay for all 
other expenses while on R & R. Since there was little need for money in 
Vietnam, most unmarried soldiers had the bulk of their salary kept on 
account, so when the time came for R & R, virtually anyone would have 
accumulated several hundred dollars which could then be drawn out and 
used for hotel, food, shopping, or whatever expenses were incurred. 

There were several destinations from which to choose. These included 
Hawaii, Tokyo, Singapore, Bangkok, Hong Kong, Tokyo, or Sydney, 
Australia. Most of the married men chose Hawaii, and the military even 
made special arrangements to allow wives to fly to Hawaii at half fare to 
be with their husbands. 

Two considerations caused me to delay my R & R until I had been in 
Vietnam for nine months. Since I arrived in March, nine months would be 
December. There were of course limitations, both on the number of people 
who could go on a particular date as well as to each city. The deciding 
factor was a seniority system based on how long one had been in Vietnam. 
I thought that if I waited for nine months, I would be pretty high on the 
list. The strategy worked, because I was able to get R & R during 
Christmas. 

The second reason for delaying my R & R also turned out to be valid, 
at least in my case, but may be somewhat more difficult to explain. For 
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nine months I had endured Vietnam. The initial fascination with living in 
such an exotic location had quickly given way to the tedium of twelve 
hour days and the realities of a combat zone. My world had changed to the 
point that rocket attacks, while never commonplace, were accepted as part 
of that life. The security of “the World” in which one could go to bed 
without worrying about a rocket or sapper attack seemed almost a dream. 
It certainly was not real now. Had it ever been? As much as I wanted to go 
anywhere to get out of Vietnam, I was concerned that depression might set 
in when I had to return. I reasoned that the less time I had remaining to 
serve in Vietnam when I returned from R & R, the easier that time would 
be to bear.  

 

 
Red Cross Recreation Center, Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam, Dec. 21, 1969. Two Red Cross 
“Donut Dollies” in the background. This was the day before I flew to Hong Kong. 

 
Initially I had intended to spend R & R in Tokyo, but I ultimately 

decided on Hong Kong, a decision I have never regretted. For a sheltered 
southern boy, Hong Kong represented the epitome of beauty and 
excitement. A foreign city, accurately reflecting Chinese culture, but one 
in which virtually everyone spoke some English; Hong Kong was the 
perfect place to visit. It combined the beauty and mystery of the Orient 



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

173 
 

with the efficiency of a British colony.  
The military provided a choice of several hotels and had even 

negotiated special rates. I opted for the Empress Hotel on Kowloon 
peninsula. At ten dollars a night (remember this was in 1969 dollars) the 
Empress was slightly more expensive than most. It was a first class hotel, 
and I felt like I was in heaven. I had a queen sized bed, private bath, 
complete privacy, and most of all, absolutely no duties. I could get up 
when I wanted, eat when and what I wanted. For one week my time was 
my own. More than that one dared not ask. 

 

 
Chinese Junk with Hong Kong in the background 

 
Hong Kong was a tourist’s paradise. I went on a number of tours. On 

one I teamed up with two Australian soldiers who were also on R & R 
from Vietnam. Some highlights of that week include a trip to the 
Communist Chinese border (three years before President Nixon went to 
China), Christmas shopping at the China Fleet Club (a series of shops 
administered by the British government ruling Hong Kong), and an almost 
vertical ascent by cable car to the top of Victoria Peak for a spectacular 
view of the city at twilight. 
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Looking across the border into Communist China 

 

 
Slum areas largely inhabited by refugees from Communist China 

 
I particularly remember the Tiger Balm Gardens, an exhibit covering a 

huge area, consisting of large, richly painted stones that had been carved 
into a variety of figures. While it is difficult to describe in a manner that 
could allow the reader to appreciate, the Tiger Balm Gardens were truly 
beautiful. 
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Hong Kong served one other important function. It reminded me that 
there was still a world outside, where war was not the normal state of 
affairs. It was not home, but if Hong Kong existed, perhaps home existed 
too. And just maybe I could begin to hope I might see it again. Only three 
more months to go. They were to be three extremely long months. 

 

 
Tiger Balm Gardens 

 
A long distance call to my parents on Christmas Eve 1969 in some 

ways increased my homesickness. My mother expressed her relief that I 
had not seen any action. I had said nothing about it in any of my letters. 
While I did not lie, I gave a vague answer and changed the subject. While 
being able to talk with them for a few minutes after nine months of letters 
provided a boost, I could not help but think about the next three months. 
How short that seems now; at that time it was an eternity. 

If I had been depressed when I first landed in Vietnam, that day was 
nothing to compare with the return flight from Hong Kong when I once 
again saw the coastline of Vietnam from the airplane window. It was then 
that I was glad I had waited until so late in my tour to take my R & R. It 
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was difficult enough to go to Vietnam not really knowing what awaited 
me, but harder still to return, after such a brief reminder of what the World 
outside Vietnam was like. At least I could take some comfort in reminding 
myself that three months was not nearly as long as the nine months I had 
already endured. That thought helped — some. 

 

 
Hong Kong Harbor 
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My Last Few Weeks 
 

I  count my last days in Vietnam from the time I returned from  R & R in 

Hong Kong, even though a number of significant events still awaited me. 
The last two to three months were spent at Camp Radcliff at An Khe. This 
was the same camp in which I had slept in the back of the truck during a 
rocket attack. Most of the battalion had already made the move, but I was 
selected to stay behind at Camp Enari to take care of final aspects of the 
relocation. While I cannot remember exactly when the move took place, 
an examination of my photographs from Vietnam leads me to believe it 
was in January of 1970. I do know that I spent comparatively little time at 
Camp Radcliff. 

My time at An Khe can only be described as uneventful, for which I 
am thankful. Even my duties became lighter. There was no more guard 
duty, and once my replacement arrived, even my normal duties were 
reduced. My replacement came at least a month before I was scheduled to 
leave. After an initial training period of perhaps a week or more, he 
basically did the work, while I was only there to be consulted whenever a 
question arose. That left me with plenty of free time for the first time in 
almost a year. 

I was now a Specialist 5 (SP5), having been promoted on February 17, 
1970. A SP5 is equivalent in grade to a buck sergeant (three stripes), so I 
now equaled or outranked most of the men in my unit. While I received a 
small pay increase, the real benefit was that being a noncom 
(noncommissioned officer), I now had few work details. Once my 
replacement arrived, I had free time as well. My situation was definitely 
improving. 

As time went on and my replacement became more proficient, I was 
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no longer required to stay in base camp. It was pretty much a free ride, but 
my attitude had changed. In this respect also my reaction was not unusual.  
When a man had about a month left before his DEROSG (Date Eligible to 
Return from Overseas), he could claim to be “short.” The term referred to 
time left to serve in Vietnam. During this last month I was to experience 
some strange and even irrational concerns. 
 

 
Barracks and my office, Camp Radcliff at An Khe 

 
The feeling seemed to hit during that last month, and it reflected the 

time when you could allow yourself the luxury of thinking about the 
World as a real place and considering the possibility that you really might 
get back to it. Returning home consumed more and more of my waking 
hours. Perhaps the World was not just a fantasy I had made up to keep my 
sanity; and just maybe in another month I would actually go back to it. But 
once that thought seriously implanted itself in your mind something 
changed inside. Fear was no stranger to any of us. Although usually 
subconscious, it was to be a constant companion; it had become almost a 
friend in a perverse fashion. I could deal with fear. This was something 
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more primitive, a deep-seated whisper that, having made it this close, I 
would not last to the end. Of course the feeling was irrational, but how 
much of that year had been rational? I was no longer the same person I 
had been when that plane had landed in Bien Hoa so long ago. Then I had 
been twenty-three years old, just out of college — and I felt I would live 
forever. Now I knew better. My age was now twenty-four, but I was much 
older. Two incidents illustrate how that change affected those last days. 

By this time most of Camp Enari had been turned over to the ARVN’s, 
but a convoy was scheduled to go back for some reason. Having little to 
do, I decided to go back with them. It was simply a way to fill the day. 
Without really thinking much about it, I grabbed my M16 and a bandolier 
of ammo and jumped in the back of the truck. Along the way it occurred to 
me that twice during the same day I would have to travel through the 
Mang Yang Pass. It would be one thing to be wounded or killed in the line 
of duty, but what an absolute waste if I were to die simply because I had 
wanted a day away from base camp. That thought just served to increase 
my anxiety, because after all, didn’t my foolhardiness justify such a 
punishment? Despite my apprehension, both legs of the journey were 
uneventful. Even so, the experience perhaps prepared my response to the 
next one. 

The vast majority of classified documents I handled were 
“Confidential,” the lowest level. Once, during those final days in Vietnam, 
our Adjutant gave me an envelope marked “Secret” and directed me to 
hand it to the helicopter pilot bringing in the daily mail pouch from the A 
Battery firebase. Despite the prominent role the helicopter played in 
Vietnam, it had passed me by during my entire army career. I truly longed 
to ride in a helicopter, and here at the end of my tour was the perfect 
opportunity. I walked to the chopper pad and waited for the helicopter to 
arrive. When it did, I handed over the envelope as ordered. I then asked 
the pilot if he would allow me to ride back with him to the firebase. The 
pilot readily agreed; however, he reminded me that his was a daily run. He 
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would not be returning to base camp until the next day. That meant I 
would have to spend the night at the firebase. Of course I had done that a 
number of times during the past year, but now things were different; I was 
“short.” Here was undoubtedly my only opportunity to ride in a helicopter 
in Vietnam. But should I risk one last night at the firebase? After some 
thought, I declined. I simply could not take another risk unnecessarily. 
Does that decision make me a coward? I can no more judge now than I 
could then. I do know that had I been ordered on a patrol or convoy, I 
would have obeyed. But I was not about to take any more unnecessary 
risks. I was going home. 
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Short! 
 

The day that had seemed little more than an illusion a year before had 

now finally come — or so I thought. My DEROS almost got delayed 
because of some special orders that had been issued at my own request. 
Troops could go in or out of Vietnam at two places, the 90th Replacement 
Battalion at Long Binh (where I had come in) or the 22nd Replacement 
Battalion at Cam Ranh Bay. My original orders called for me to leave 
Vietnam through Cam Ranh Bay. Most flights returned to Oakland, 
California. Those men with less than five months remaining in their 
enlistment would be processed out of the army, while the others would be 
given new uniforms and then thirty days leave before reporting to their 
new duty station, usually in the United States. Once a week, however, a 
flight left Long Binh (actually the terminal was at Bien Hoa) with Fort 
Dix, New Jersey, as its final destination. I figured I could save money on 
my final flight home if I could be processed out on the east coast, so I 
requested that I be placed on that flight. On March 15, 1970, I received 
amended orders, designating that I be sent to Long Binh. Finally I had my 
official orders. In part they read, “Scheduled departure is 1600 hrs [4:00 
p.m.] on 20 Mar 70 for flt G2B4.” I saved a copy of those orders along 
with my boarding pass. Reading these documents can still call up some of 
the original excitement I felt when I finally received them. 

Generally returning soldiers left for their departure location a couple of 
days early and waited to be placed on a return flight, but I had already 
been assigned a particular flight. Even so, I was still told to leave early. 
On Wednesday morning, March 18, 1970, I reported for processing out at 
An Khe. Army bureaucracy decided that I did not need to leave that early, 
so I was instructed to return to my unit for one more day. Naturally I was 
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disappointed. I had already said my good-byes and was really psyched for 
the trip. But one does not argue with the army. So on Thursday morning I 
tried again. This time I encountered no problem and headed to the airstrip 
and its tiny terminal. There I discovered that the plane that was to take me 
to Bien Hoa would not leave until 6:00 p.m. that evening. I had another 
full day to sit and wait. While I could have returned to my unit, I had my 
duffel bag with me. Also, I simply could not make another appearance 
after what had happened the day before. So I sat and waited. I began 
reading a book which I would finish on the trip home. It was The High and 
the Mighty, a book about a plane that almost crashes in the Pacific Ocean. 
While that might seem a strange selection, I thought I had been through 
enough that simply reading about danger was not a big deal. 
 

 
Boarding Pass for Return to the United States 

The day dragged on interminably. Finally, sometime around 5:45 p.m. 
the plane landed that was to take me on the first leg of my journey home. 
It was a camouflaged C-123. The seats were nothing more than webbing 
made from canvas, but that did not matter. I would have gotten on 
anything, as long as it was taking me toward Bien Hoa. This plane was 
scheduled to fly to Tan Son Nhut Air Base in Saigon, near Bien Hoa. 
When the plane made its approach to Saigon, there was a small amount of 
daylight left. When I had landed at Bien Hoa a year earlier, I had not been 
able to see Saigon from the plane. Now viewing it from the air, I was 
awed that such a city could exist in Vietnam. After the jungles of the 
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Central Highlands and the markets of Pleiku, I was amazed to see large 
buildings and freeways — with cars driving on them. Obviously, Vietnam 
offered much more variety than I had experienced. 
 

 
Revised Orders for Return Flight from Cam Ranh Bay 

 
By the time we landed, it was completely dark, which presented me 

with another problem. There was still a war on. If I doubted it, the signs in 
the terminal, giving instructions about what to do during a rocket attack 
reminded me. That also meant that a dusk to dawn curfew was in effect, 
and I still had to get to Long Binh. Two opportunities for accomplishing 
this presented themselves. 

The official procedure was to take the next plane which was scheduled 
for around 2:30 a.m. I resigned myself to another very long wait. At least 
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the terminal at Tan Son Nhut was more comfortable than any other I had 
seen in Vietnam. The airport even had flush toilets! 

 

 
The C-123 which took me from An Khe to Tan Son Nhut Air Base in Saigon 

 
Eventually a Vietnamese Papa-sanG approached and offered to drive 

me to Long Binh, for a price of course. Even in the United States, such an 
offer might not be construed as unusual. Most large cities have a number 
of unlicensed taxis. While operating on the fringe of the law, there is 
normally nothing suspect about them. Also, this was Vietnam, a third 
world country in which the black market represented a significant part of 
the national economy. In these circumstances an unlicensed cabbie just 
might provide a quick solution to my problem. But I was also conscious 
that because this was Vietnam, care had to be exercised at all times. 
Anyone might be a VC. A rich (by Vietnamese standards) American 
provided a tempting target. I seriously considered the possibility that one 
way or the other I might end up at the bottom of a ditch with my throat 
cut. That possibility may sound extreme, but it did not to me then, nor 
does it today. I was too close to home to take any more chances. I declined 
the offer and sat down to wait. 

I tried to sleep. I was certainly tired enough, but my adrenaline level 



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

185 
 

was too high. The hours crawled by. Finally, the controller announced the 
flight for Bien Hoa. I loaded my duffel bag and took the shortest plane 
ride of my life. Bien Hoa was only eighteen miles from Tan Son Nhut. 
The only reason for having a plane scheduled was because the curfew 
made it impossible to travel during the night by any other method. The 
plane never made it to cruising altitude. It took off and within a few 
minutes landed at Bien Hoa. 

 

 
Front of baggage ticket, showing “FROM TAN SON NHUT” 

 

 
Back of baggage ticket, showing “TO BIEN HOA” 

 
How that terminal had been transformed! When I first landed, Bien 

Hoa airfield was nothing more than an airstrip, a control tower, and a tin 
covered shelter which passed for a terminal. Now there was a real terminal 
with a waiting room and plastic seats. A lot had changed during that year. 



GARY COTTRELL 

186 
 

Although I was to fly home from Bien Hoa, I still had to process out 
through the 90th Replacement Battalion at Long Binh. This was another 
journey of about twenty miles — and it was still night. My situation 
illustrated the “hurry up and wait” mentality which has always seemed to 
be the time-honored tradition of the army. Anticipation was becoming 
almost unbearable. Fatigue and frustration were beginning to take their 
toll, especially since my plane back to the States was scheduled to depart 
from this very terminal in only thirteen hours. But there was nothing to be 
done about it. Finally, perhaps around 6:00 a.m., just as dawn was 
breaking, a military bus arrived. It was just like the one that I had 
originally taken from this same terminal a year before. I had become adept 
at hitching rides, so I wasn’t about to let this opportunity pass. The driver 
was probably glad to have some company on the trip back to Long Binh, 
and I was certainly thrilled to be making the journey. In the half-light of 
the dawn the driver literally sped through the streets, never stopping and 
seldom slowing down. His M16 was the only weapon either of us had. At 
last we entered the huge military facility at Long Binh. I could now begin 
my final processing out for home — or so I thought. 

At that hour, it was difficult to find out where I needed to go for 
processing. Eventually, by trial and error, I got everything done. During 
part of the procedure, I and another man, who was also going home, found 
ourselves in a large warehouse where we had to turn in some of our 
equipment. The soldier assigned to help with the processing was out cold. 
I could not tell if he was asleep, drunk, on drugs, or some combination of 
the three, but after several attempts, we recognized that we were not going 
to rouse him. As best we could, the two of us went through the procedure 
and signed the log, indicating the equipment had been returned. The final 
step was to turn in my completed paperwork along with a copy of my 
return orders. It was done. I enjoyed a long delayed breakfast. There was 
nothing to do now but wait. 

Most men arrive at Long Binh at least a day prior to their return. This 
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was done to ensure that under no circumstances would anyone be held past 
his DEROS. The procedure was the reverse of the one when I had first 
arrived in Vietnam. Assemblies were held twice (or perhaps three times) 
daily. If a man’s name was not called at the assembly, he was usually 
assigned a work detail until the next assembly. 

 

 
Terminal at Bien Hoa 

 
Since I had been held back one day already, I had been careful to point 

out my orders for that specific flight when I turned in my papers, but 
knowing the army, I still worried that I might not make it. Every part of 
the process had been a hassle. Why should it be any different now? My 
concern was unnecessary. My name was called at the morning assembly, 
and I felt that I just might make it. Those of us scheduled for the afternoon 
flight were taken aside for final instructions. We were presented with two 
certificates of appreciation, one signed by President Richard Nixon, the 
other by General W. C. Westmoreland, at that time Army Chief of Staff. 
Of course the signatures were not originals. The army also gave us a 
booklet called Tour 365, which summarized the Vietnam conflict, from 
the U. S. government’s perspective of course. We were allowed to shave 
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and shower — with hot water even! The army probably wanted us to be 
presentable when we landed in the States. At that time, we were allowed 
to fly home in fatigues, but later I understand troops returning to the States 
were required to wear the khaki uniform. I am certain I had lunch that day, 
but I remember nothing about it. A year had passed, and it was finally time 
to go home.  



A YEAR IN VIETNAM 
 

189 
 

 
 
 

Freedom Bird 
 

The planes that brought us to Vietnam had no name. Perhaps no one 

could think of anything bad or depressing enough. But when those same 
planes were used to take us home, they were called “FreedomG Birds.” I 
remember reading a story from Stars and Stripes, the official newspaper of 
the military, about a soldier whose father was a commercial pilot and 
periodically flew the charters to and from Vietnam. When asked if he was 
going to fly his father’s plane home, the soldier’s reply was something 
like, “I would like to fly with my Dad, but when they tell me I can go, if 
his plane isn’t the next one out there, that’s too bad.” His attitude pretty 
much summed up the feeling all of us shared. 

Sometime around early afternoon, I entered that olive drab bus one last 
time. Gazing expectantly out the window at what I knew were the final 
images of Vietnam I would carry with me, I could hardly contain my 
excitement as the bus raced through the streets, past open air markets, and 
finally came to a stop at Bien Hoa Air Base. It was now Friday, March 20, 
1970. Periodically I would pace to the door at the gate where I and a 
couple of hundred other men were waiting. After about an hour our 
Freedom Bird landed and pulled up to the gate. It was a Seaboard World 
DC8 and without a doubt the most beautiful plane I have ever seen. 

What happened next may sound callous, even cruel. As the plane 
unloaded its cargo of young men, looking just as bewildered as I 
undoubtedly had almost exactly one year before, a cheer went up from all 
of the men waiting there, accompanied by thunderous applause. No ill will 
was intended. These were our comrades, and we wished them well. But 
they were also our replacements; the seats they had just vacated would be 
taking us back to the World. The applause was not for them really; it was 
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for us. That which had seemed an impossible dream a year ago was now a 
reality. I managed to get near the front of the line and, by doing so, 
claimed a window seat. I wanted to be able to see us leave the Vietnamese 
coastline. The officers were all in the front section in first class. That was 
fine. I wouldn’t have to deal with them during the trip. Although the flight 
was scheduled to depart at 16:00 hours or 4:00 p.m., as I remember, we 
actually left approximately an hour earlier. 

Shortly after we boarded, the jet engines were turned on and air 
conditioning began to blow through the vents overhead. The cool air felt 
like pure luxury. As the DC8 taxied down the runway and then picked up 
speed for the takeoff, I held my breath. The plane was loaded to capacity, 
not only with people, but with heavy duffel bags. With ever increasing 
speed the jet ate up more and more of the runway, but we were still on the 
ground. When the plane finally became airborne, there could not have 
been more than three hundred feet of runway left. As the plane banked 
during takeoff, I could see Bien Hoa from the air for the first time and the 
countryside surrounding it. My determination to watch the coastline of 
Vietnam slip behind me forever was not to be realized. I never made it to 
cruising altitude. I had not slept for at least thirty-six hours, and that last 
night at An Khe was understandably not restful. I was exhausted — 
physically, mentally, and emotionally. 

Besides, it was so quiet in the plane. I remember well the haunting 
silence that had ensued after we took off from Tokyo on the last portion of 
the flight to Vietnam the year before. This time the silence was still there, 
but I think I understand the reasons for it. I suspect each of us had our own 
private thoughts; anticipation of returning home, sobered by 
remembrances of those who would not be returning — at least not like we 
were. Every one of us had our individual stories we could have related, but 
none of us did.  

The next thing I remember was waking up four hours later. By now it 
was dark outside, the plane was descending, and I could see spread out 
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before me the shimmering lights of Tokyo. This, of course, was the short 
hop for the Vietnam shuttles. They would fuel up in Tokyo, fly on to 
Vietnam, take off again almost immediately and return to Tokyo. Here we 
had a two hour layover to allow the plane to refuel for the long leg of the 
journey. The next stop for us would be Seattle, Washington — the World! 

The food was good, the men surprisingly well-behaved, and the 
stewardesses (we still called them stewardesses in those days) terrific. I 
asked one of them if the Vietnam flights were reserved for the new flight 
attendants, the equivalent of the night shift. She replied that it was just the 
opposite. These were volunteer flights, and generally the stewardesses 
with more seniority got the duty. After a while I began to understand why 
that might be. I had not been the only one sleeping, so there was virtually 
nothing for the attendants to do during the first leg of our flight. Even after 
most of the men woke up, the atmosphere was so casual that the attendants 
seemed under little pressure. They served the meals, chatted with the men, 
and did little else. But they were American girls, and they made us feel at 
home. 

Finally the moment came. The captain’s voice came over the loud 
speaker, informing us that in just a couple of minutes we would be able to 
see the west coast of the United States. I had planned this part of the trip 
too. I wanted to snap a picture from the window of the United States 
coastline just as we passed over it. In just about a minute I could see it, 
still far in the distance. But soon, the coast became clearer and very 
quickly it slipped beneath the plane. At the same time the plane was 
descending in preparation for the landing at Seattle International Airport. 
None of my plans seemed to come to pass on this trip. My camera hung in 
my hand, my picture forgotten, as I stared almost disbelieving at cars 
driving on freeways and the lush green landscape of the Northwest. The 
overwhelming elation at finally seeing the United States again was so 
great I completely forgot about taking a picture. Soon we had landed. It 
had been a fourteen hour flight, but because we had crossed the 
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International Date Line, we had landed in Seattle approximately 2:30 p.m. 
of the same day, Pacific Time — about one-half hour before we left 
Vietnam. 

Our plane was to continue on to Fort Dix, New Jersey, but because of 
our journey over the Pacific Ocean, we had to refuel in Seattle. Although 
we would clear customs in Fort Dix, we were allowed to take a shaving kit 
off the plane and wait in the Seattle airport. After a quick shave, I looked 
for a vacant pay phone, which at that time was not easy to find, because 
virtually every other man on the plane had the same idea. Of course I was 
calling collect. Finally I claimed a phone, deposited a dime and gave the 
number to the operator. After a moment I recognized my mother’s voice. I 
was still a continent away, but I was home. 
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The War That Will Not End 
 

The one welcome I remember most occurred when I finally did arrive 

home. As I remember it, my entire family was waiting to greet me at the 
Atlanta airport — my father and mother, my sister, and my two brothers, 
along with their families. I shared the spotlight with Colonel Harland 
Sanders, the founder of Kentucky Fried Chicken, who was also at the gate, 
but that was all right with me. The odyssey that had begun from that same 
airport a year earlier was now at an end, or at least that was what I 
thought. 
 

 
Atlanta Airport March 1970 

 
When I returned that day in March 1970, the war in Vietnam was far 

from over. U. S. military involvement would continue for another three 
years, and the South Vietnamese Army and government would hold off 
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the North Vietnamese onslaught for two years after that before the end 
finally came amid the panic atop the United States Embassy in Saigon in 
April 1975. 

Those three years between 1970 and 1973, when the Paris Peace 
Accords were signed, were chaotic times for this nation. Opposition to the 
war started long before I went to Vietnam, but the year I was there only 
intensified it. The weekly casualty reports numbered in the hundreds and 
injuries in the thousands, all played out nightly in color on television 
screens across the nation. More and more Americans became disillusioned 
with a war for which an honorable end seemed less and less likely. 

For many people, returning Vietnam veterans provided an easy target 
for the frustration they felt. It was not long before I was to discover that 
the war had not ended for me. Two events in particular were to emphasize 
that reality. 

One occurred at the Port Authority bus station in New York City. 
After I had landed at Fort Dix, New Jersey, and endured several hours of 
processing, I was free to begin a thirty day leave before reporting to my 
next duty assignment which was to be Fort Stewart, Georgia. The 
emotions I was experiencing at that moment were nearly overwhelming. 
No words exist to describe the exhilaration as well as the strangeness of 
returning to the States. Jet lag had again taken its toll, and the physical 
exhaustion from the past three days had also caught up with me. Around 
3:00 a.m., no more than four hours after completing processing at Fort 
Dix, I was waiting for a bus when I was approached by a hippie. We were 
both in uniform; although I doubt that he would have recognized that his 
dress was as much dictated by his culture as mine. The media portrayed 
hippies as espousing peace and love. That love apparently did not extend 
to soldiers in uniform. Most of his words to me would not be printable, but 
the general message was one I was to hear more than once. He did not 
hesitate to express his opinion about the war, the army, and me in quite 
explicit terms. 
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Fortunately, one of “New York’s finest” intervened on my behalf, but 
the incident has remained with me. This was not quite the welcome home 
from Vietnam I had envisioned, yet it was the first I received. Virtually 
every Vietnam veteran can relate similar stories, many of them more 
disturbing than mine. I discovered that a lot of Americans shared this 
man’s view, and most of the rest were simply tired of hearing about 
Vietnam. It was a feeling I have never quite been able to forget. I was 
certainly no hero, but neither did I think of myself as the butcher many 
Americans wanted to make returning soldiers out to be. If I have my own 
guilt to deal with regarding Vietnam, it is, if anything, too real for slogans 
or platitudes to describe.  

One other incident occurred during the July 4 weekend at Fort Stewart, 
Georgia, where I had been assigned to finish out the remaining few 
months of my enlistment. I returned from Vietnam on March 20, 1970. 
After thirty days leave, during which America witnessed the near tragedy 
of Apollo 13, I reported for duty in late April. On May 4, four students at 
Kent State University were killed while protesting the war by members of 
the Ohio National Guard. As the July 4 weekend approached, antiwar 
demonstrations were planned at a nearby college, and the authorities were 
concerned that they might turn violent. The army selected a group of men 
for riot training and ordered them to remain on standby in case they were 
needed.  I was included in this group. The training we received lasted no 
more than an hour, and we were given little in the way of instructions in 
dealing with a civil disturbance. 

My response to being ordered to participate in riot control was intense 
anger. After a year in Vietnam, I had made it home. The danger was over 
— the war was over — for me at least. Now some of us, who had spent 
the last year trained to kill the enemy on sight, were selected to confront 
what was essentially a civil matter, something for the police or at most the 
National Guard. Besides, I had no desire to fight with students. Within two 
months I was to become a student myself. I had already been accepted for 
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graduate school at the University of Tennessee. In September I would be 
leaving the army to begin studying for a master’s degree in English 
literature. Fortunately we were not needed for riot control, but I cannot 
help but feel that for the army even to consider sending Vietnam veterans 
into such a situation was unconscionable. It simply was not right, for the 
students, or for the soldiers. 

Those two events, as well as others that have occurred over the years 
left me wondering just where I fit into the strange new country the United 
States seemed to have become. Just how was the Vietnam veteran to be 
perceived? Was he hero or coward, a defender of freedom or the 
perpetrator of genocide? Some writers, representing both views, seem able 
to provide simple answers to these compelling questions with far more 
confidence than I. The war in Vietnam was real for me, and reality often 
tends to be more difficult to understand than the peculiar mythology we 
call history. I can only hope that a reasoned judgment may eventually 
provide an honest evaluation of the complexities of the issues involved, as 
well as the motivations of those who served. More than that, I cannot ask. 

As these pages have forced me to consider again those events of so 
long ago, I still struggle with just how to view my participation in such an 
unpopular war. The very human emotions of us all complicate the issue. 
Surely there were soldiers who served in Vietnam who brought no honor 
to themselves or their country, while others justly deserve to be recognized 
as heroes. In the same way, can anyone deny that among those who 
opposed the war, some did so from sincere conviction, while others hid 
their fear of battle or their contempt for authority behind a facade of 
principle? 

Wherever truth lies in such complicated issues, I remain convinced 
that those who opposed the war were unjust to vent their frustration on the 
soldiers who fought it. Attempts have been made in recent years to make 
up for some of the indignities to which returning veterans were subjected 
during that period. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial has become one of 
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the most visited sites in Washington. Various states and local communities 
are also beginning to erect monuments to those who served. Most veterans 
care little for monuments, but the affirmation they represent is welcome 
even at this late date. For me, it is especially gratifying to be able, after so 
many years, to admit that I served in Vietnam and to talk about that 
experience. Fifteen years ago this book could not have been written. 

Yet, it is disturbing to find that veterans are still not immune from such 
insults, as I discovered as recently as November 1995, when an individual, 
upon learning that I had served in Vietnam, remarked with a tone 
bordering on contempt that his brother had fled to Canada rather than be 
drafted. One wonders if the bitterness of that period will ever come to an 
end, and just what might bring about such reconciliation. 

For many years I harbored a dream of returning someday, to walk 
again the streets of Pleiku, to see the preserved barracks at An Khe, to ride 
once more along Highway 19 from Pleiku to Qui Nhon and enjoy the 
luxury of actually stopping at the Mang Yang Pass. To pause and to 
remember certainly, but also to see them as the beautiful, tranquil places I 
imagine they must now be. 

While I must now accept the reality that such a return is unlikely to 
take place, perhaps it does not matter. As in all circumstances, one 
ultimately must find peace within himself. This I have sought to do. For 
many years I tried to dismiss Vietnam from my life. This was more than a 
futile attempt; it was a mistake. Forgetting Vietnam is not possible. 
Making peace with it is perhaps a more desirable goal. This book has 
been, at least in part, an attempt to begin that process. 
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A Bridge Over Troubled Water 
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Looking Back on Vietnam 
 

V ietnam was in many respects different from other wars in which 

America fought. One difference in particular was the music to which the 
soldiers listened. Much of the music relating to the war was protest or at 
least anti-establishment music. Such songs as “Where Have All the 
Flowers Gone?” and “The Age of Aquarius,” whether we agreed with their 
message or not, reflected a part of American culture during the 60s. The 
American soldier in Vietnam had little music designed specifically for 
him. The only exceptions that come to mind are “We Gotta Get Out of 
This Place” by The Animals and “Galveston,” sung by Glen Campbell, 
whose haunting lyrics describe a young soldier in Vietnam remembering 
his girl back home. 

 
I still hear your sea waves crashing 
While I watch the cannons flashing 

I clean my gun 
And dream of Galveston.16 

 
Most of these songs have long since faded from popularity, but they 

retain their power to take me back to my youth, and particularly to the 
events that have been related in this book. Merely replaying such songs as 
“Galveston,” “Leaving on a Jet Plane,” “500 Miles,” or “Homeward 
Bound” invariably transports my mind back to that one year from March 
1969 to March 1970 that had such a significant impact on my life.   
                                                      
16 J. Webb, “Galveston,” Glen Campbell: All-Time Favorite Hits (Canada: 
CEMA Special Markets, 1991). 
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When I returned from Vietnam, Simon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge over 
Troubled Water” was near the top of the charts. Even at that time, the song 
generated feelings which were intensely personal, if difficult to verbalize. 
While I cannot say just what the message of that song was intended to be, 
for me “Bridge over Troubled Water” has always reflected my own search 
for peace — a journey I must admit I am still making. That song speaks to 
me of my own quest to make peace with my participation in Vietnam and 
with the war within me that has never really ended. The time has come for 
me to give my final judgment of those two issues. 

Should the United States have ever become involved militarily as we 
did in Vietnam? I am no more competent to judge than anyone else who 
lived through those horrific times, and I must admit to being far from 
objective. As time passes, that question is perhaps able to be addressed 
with less passion than it was during the turbulent years of the 60s and 70s, 
and the judgment is not always negative. One example was an editorial in 
The Wall Street Journal written in response to Robert McNamara’s 
assertion in his book, In Retrospect, that United States military 
involvement in Vietnam was “wrong.” The article reads in part, “If the 
French period is counted in, the war in Vietnam delayed a Communist 
takeover in Indochina for three decades between 1945 and 1975. . . . The 
400 million people of Southeast Asia would not enjoy great prosperity 
today, and have such a bright future, if Americans and free Vietnamese 
had not fought to stem the Communist tide in Vietnam during those 
years.” These words were not written by a military or political leader, 
attempting to justify the Vietnam War. Rather, they are the evaluation of 
Mr. Ton That Thien, currently on the faculty of the University of Quebec, 
but until 1975 the managing editor of the Vietnam Guardian in Saigon.17 

Current political analysts typically dismiss the Domino theory, but can 

                                                      
17 Ton That Thien, “Who Really Lost the War in Vietnam?” The Wall 
Street Journal, May 18, 1995, p. A16. 
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we say that it was totally misguided? While all of Southeast Asia did not 
fall under Communist domination as was sometimes predicted, a large 
portion of it did. South Vietnam — Laos — Cambodia — at least these 
three dominoes did fall to the Communists; and the result was not peace. 
Soon the newly reunited Vietnam was engaged in a war with China, while 
in Cambodia the Communist Khmer Rouge carried out what, by any 
definition, can only be termed as genocide on their own people, and on a 
horrendous scale. 

At the same time, after spending the past twenty-five years seeking to 
justify Vietnam, honesty compels me to admit that, as a military exercise, 
it was flawed. The actions as well as the motives of any particular soldier 
who served in Vietnam (or, for that matter, of individuals who opposed the 
war) are intensely personal, and only if we desire simplistic arguments can 
they be reduced to political rhetoric. The philosophy that guided our 
military actions in Vietnam, however, can be more readily evaluated, and I 
fear we have yet to learn the appropriate lessons that experience should 
teach. 

We must all accept the reality that Vietnam will never be considered a 
“good war,” whatever such an oxymoron could possibly mean. Veterans 
of Vietnam, even more than most Americans, surely have come to 
understand that no war can ever honestly be described as “good.” War, 
under any circumstances, and for any cause, must be considered an evil of 
gigantic proportions and can only be justified when its absence would 
result in the perpetration of an even greater evil. 

Perhaps a word to those who opposed the war as well as the rest of 
America may be appropriate — and I speak not as an enemy. Will a time 
ever come when those who served in Vietnam can have the burden of the 
war’s failure removed from them? In some respects the passage of time 
has failed to heal the friction that divided this country during those years. I 
could wish that each of us might stand before that black granite Wall and 
see ourselves reflected in its polished surface, for truly all of us who lived 



GARY COTTRELL 

202 
 

through those times played a part in its creation. Perhaps a long overdue 
step is to be willing to talk about it. This is what I have attempted to do. It 
is time for all of the wounds to heal. 
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Lessons Learned 
 

Certainly all of us would prefer that our lives be filled with happiness and 

tranquility, but most of us do not have to live very long before we discover 
how unrealistic it is to harbor such expectations. For everyone tragedy and 
hardship come in some form. Even if we could avoid the difficulties of 
life, such absence of trial would not really be beneficial, because it is in 
the conflicts of life that lessons are learned and character forged. What 
then did I learn from Vietnam? Did anything good come from the 
experience? A number of examples come to mind. Some were personal, 
even physical, while other experiences have affected my character, the 
very manner in which I approach my life. 

Partially because of Vietnam, I have developed a capacity both to 
appreciate the strengths of this country, as well as to recognize her faults. 
Since Vietnam I have never been able to hold to a blind patriotism that can 
express itself in simplistic sayings, such as “My country, right or wrong.” 
In earlier times, it was perhaps easier for the government to hide its 
mistakes and imperfections. After Vietnam that was no longer possible. 
And with the explosion in communications brought about by new 
technology, mistakes by our leaders, as well as flaws in their character, are 
even more difficult to hide. The United States is not a perfect nation; it 
never has been. 

Even so, for all her imperfections, the United States remains an island 
of prosperity surrounded in large part by a world of misery. However 
much we may hear about life in third world countries, conditions there 
cannot be appreciated from looking at a magazine or viewing a television 
documentary. Certainly poverty exists here, but nothing I had experienced 
before prepared me for what life is like for the majority of people who 
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inhabit this planet. 
Even the conflict we encounter in the United States should cause us to 

pause and give thanks. While the very freedom of speech guaranteed to us 
too often comes out in the form of hatred, it also means that all ideas can 
be expressed and subjected to open scrutiny. That is not possible in many 
countries. And our nation has routinely experienced the transfer of power 
without even a thought of violence, a blessing that untold millions would 
welcome 

Like most young people in their twenties, when I graduated from 
college, I felt my future was before me, and all options were open. 
Vietnam taught me that I am mortal, that life is a privilege, not a right. We 
have no guarantees, nor does this world provide any real security. If we 
seek security in this world, we must inevitably fail, because no matter how 
famous we are, how much we may achieve, or how wealthy we become, 
eventually death comes to us all. I was forced to face my own mortality 
earlier than most, and it has forever altered how I view life. Perhaps one of 
the many tragedies of war is that it almost invariably destroys both the 
youth and innocence of those who fight it. Children may be sent to war, 
but men return, and often those at home cannot appreciate the depth of the 
change. 

Yet, as much as I loved life and feared death, I came to understand that 
there are things worse than death. Once again, I recall the terror with 
which I contemplated the possibility of being captured by the NVA. While 
I certainly am not proud of my reaction, I trust the reader will understand 
the fear that might provoke such a response. However, if I regret the depth 
of my fear, I also recall with a degree of pride my unwillingness to be 
exempt from patrols, even though I felt that decision could conceivably 
cost me my life. I learned that there are some things I will not do to 
preserve my life, and I take comfort in that knowledge. 

In Vietnam I discovered that I am capable of more than I imagined, 
both for good and for evil. How often we say of ourselves or someone 
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else, “He or she is a good moral person.” I now question whether 
goodness can be known until it is tested. Although it only happened once, 
I discovered that I possessed the capacity to kill another human being. 
How easy it is to minimize such an action. After all, the purpose of war is 
to kill the enemy. Perhaps in time I would have come to perceive the issue 
in that light, but I only had the one experience, and it changed me forever. 
While perhaps I should not feel guilt for my actions, I regret them 
nonetheless. They reveal a part of my character I wish I had never been 
forced to confront. 

At the same time, I learned that even under pressing circumstances, 
there were limits beyond which I would not go. I could kill the enemy in a 
firefight, because that is the nature of war. I could not protect myself 
against that ravaging band of children, even though my life was also 
threatened by them. They were still children, and something inside of me 
would not permit me to retaliate against them. 

Vietnam taught me fear as well as courage. I understand now that 
these are but two aspects of the same virtue, for courage cannot truly exist 
without fear. I am certainly no hero. I know that partially because I had the 
privilege of meeting men who were. But I was able to follow my orders 
and perform my duties, even though at times I was terrified at the thought 
of what might be the result of following those orders. I can look back on 
my Vietnam experience with the satisfaction of knowing that I did my job 
under difficult circumstances. In doing so, I feel I served my country and 
supported my comrades, and in that I take pride.   

In Vietnam I learned that certain old-fashioned virtues such as 
integrity, duty, and honor still have value. Certainly these concepts have 
been severely tested, both during and after the war and perhaps with 
reason. We live in a cynical age, a time in which patriotism is perceived 
by many as quaint, if not actually misguided. Politicians are no longer 
even expected to be men and women of character, and government often 
seems detached from the realities of most peoples’ lives. However, 
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Vietnam veterans understand perhaps better than most that these virtues 
are not bestowed by any government; rather they come from within each 
of us. Personal integrity may not be fashionable, but I hold it in high 
regard. I won no medals for valor, and like all veterans have lived with the 
negative image of the war in which I served. But I look back upon that 
service with pride. 

Perhaps the most significant lesson that came from my Vietnam 
service was the recognition that there really is no security in this world. 
My faith in God has always been the controlling force in my life. Vietnam 
did not lessen that faith; my experiences there strengthened it. Several 
times in this book I recounted situations in which I could do nothing to 
help myself. I still marvel at what many would consider the coincidences 
that helped me get through difficult and sometimes dangerous 
circumstances. 

Yet even this faith cannot be held flippantly. If I was not sent to the 
firebase, another man was, and what happened to that man I shall never 
know. My truck did not hit the mine on that dusty road, but only because a 
jeep did, killing both men riding in it. While this knowledge sobers my 
trust, it remains an essential part of my life. 

Life is real, and actions have consequences, both for good or ill. But I 
have learned that everything does not depend on me, and on more 
occasions than I can relate, circumstances have worked out better than I 
could have accomplished on my own. That recognition has been perhaps 
the most enduring result of Vietnam on my character. 
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DEROS 
 

Possibly few men in Vietnam knew what the letters in DEROS stood for, 

but every one of us understood what the word meant. It was the day we 
could go home. While certain memories of Vietnam will remain with me 
for the rest of my life, that time has finally come for me. The war in 
Vietnam was a significant event in my life as it was for this nation, and I 
take my leave with a curious mixture of regret and satisfaction. 

Across the sea of memories that have filled my life since Vietnam, 
there remains one defining moment that, as I look back, seems almost 
prophetic. As I think back on that time, now more than a quarter of a 
century ago, I can almost feel again the twin emotions of relief and 
anticipation as I boarded the DC8 that was to take me back to the World 
— back home. From some forgotten recesses of my mind, I experience 
again the exhilaration I felt as the plane became airborne, and for the first 
time I could see the countryside surrounding Bien Hoa. What surprised me 
most at that moment was the large number of bomb craters visible from 
my small window. Were they the product of a recent rocket attack, or had 
they been there when I first arrived? If so, why had I not noticed them as 
that earlier plane had descended? Had it really been only one year before? 
For whatever reason, the desolation that had been invisible on the ground 
could be seen in sharp relief when I got far enough away. 

Perhaps that image best describes the effect Vietnam has had on me, 
and I suspect on many others who have lived with the experience over the 
years. Now that I am far enough away, I can see perhaps more clearly how 
Vietnam has affected my life and character. While I have gone on with my 
life, part of me did not leave Vietnam in 1970. Perhaps it never will. 

Vietnam must always evoke to some degree a sense of guilt for that 



GARY COTTRELL 

208 
 

which we who fought there failed to achieve. Even after so many years, 
the haunting scenes from the roof of the embassy in Saigon still cause pain 
when I view them, and the memory of watching in eerie silence the 
merciless attack on that tiny village in Vietnam is an image that I shall 
carry with me to the day of my death. In the end I must turn from the 
temptation to blame others for what I did or failed to do. If I were 
somehow transported back to the steaming jungles of Vietnam in 1969, 
would I do anything differently? While it is tempting to surmise, this is a 
pointless question. Life offers us its choices only once, and so I look back 
on Vietnam with both pride in the small successes, as well as regret for the 
failures that are embodied in what has come to be called simply Vietnam. 

The reality remains that the war in Vietnam did not accomplish that 
which it was intended to do. To deny our failures or attempt to gloss over 
them will not change the mistakes made by all of us who lived through 
those chaotic years. What I must do, in the end, is accept responsibility for 
my own actions and learn from the failures and from the successes that 
came from my Vietnam experience. 

The same can be said for everyone who lived through those years. The 
errors of the past are a permanent part of all our lives. They remain just as 
much for the aging protestor as for the graying veteran, for the United 
States government and the students of Kent State, for Jane Fonda and 
Ramsey Clark, for Bill Clinton and Robert McNamara. 

As I have grown older, as the hair turns grayer, the eyesight dimmer, 
and the sounds of helicopters, rockets, and miniguns fade into the misty 
shadows of history, I have experienced an almost compelling need to 
remember that which for so many years I attempted to forget. Indeed, the 
Vietnam experience was so painful that we should not be surprised that 
our entire nation sought to put the war behind it by simply forgetting, if 
not denying it. Yet in denial we have perhaps forgotten those events that 
warrant remembering. If Vietnam represents a loss of innocence and a 
betrayal of trust, it just as surely provides examples of courage and valor 
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that have always been part of the American character. Vietnam never was 
about stirring speeches and marching bands. It was a dirty, thankless war 
in a remote part of the world about which America knew little and perhaps 
cared less. The war in Vietnam should never be glorified, but it deserves 
to be remembered, and those who served should be able to look back on 
their experience with pride in the dedication of their comrades and the 
nobility of their intentions. That too is part of the legacy of the Vietnam 
War. 
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The Wall 
 

The forecast called for the temperature to reach near 90̊, but it was only a 

little after 8:00 in the morning, so we could still expect one or two hours’ 
reprieve from the worst of the heat. There was a chance of rain later, but 
that was most likely to come in the afternoon. Preston and I had picked an 
almost perfect day for this particular visit. Tuesday, August 12, 1997, was 
the day we selected to visit the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, the black 
granite monument erected in 1982 to honor the Americans who served in 
Vietnam, and especially those who lost their lives in that war. 
 

 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, August 12, 1997 

For my son, Preston, this was to be the second day of a three-day 
sightseeing trip, an opportunity for him to see firsthand some of the 
buildings and monuments that reflect the history of the United States. We 
had already been to Arlington Cemetery, Ford’s Theatre, the National 
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Archives, and the Capitol Building. 
I had selected early morning to visit the Wall for two reasons. One was 

purely a matter of logistics. Most of the buildings and museums do not 
open until 9:30 or 10:00. This was something we could see at an early 
hour. The other reason was my own, and it was personal. I felt that early in 
the morning, the Memorial might not be crowded, and that was the way I 
wanted to see it. 

Even though it was a little after 8:00, the National Park staff had not 
opened the information booth at the entrance. Off to the side, tents had 
been set up where vendors were selling souvenirs. For some reason, I 
stopped there first, wandering silently; not buying, just looking. 

One of the vendors had the small slips of paper and markers used for 
making rubbings from the Wall that contains the names of every one of 
the 58,202 [in 1997] men and women who never returned from Vietnam. 
No one charges for this service. 

I had wanted to make three rubbings. The most personal was of a boy 
from Virginia. He and I had been in the eighth grade together. After high 
school I had gone to college, while he entered the army. He was killed in 
1966 at the age of nineteen. 

Our first stop was the flag pole and near it the statue of the three 
soldiers, which was a later addition to Maya Lin’s original design. I 
paused there long enough for Preston to take my picture. Then it was time 
for the Memorial itself. 

The Wall has two arms, the east wall aligned with the Washington 
Monument, and the west wall pointing toward the Lincoln Memorial.18 

Each arm of the Memorial descends gradually below the surface of the 
surrounding earth. The largest panels, which are just over ten feet high, 

                                                      
18 Lydia Fish, The Last Firebase: A Guide to the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial (Shippensburg, PA: White Mane Publishing Co., Inc., 1987.), 
pp. 21-22. 
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contain 137 lines of names, the shortest only one line.19 The names are 
inscribed not alphabetically, but chronologically in the order in which they 
died. No rank is given for any name on the Memorial. On the Wall they 
are all equal. 

Preston and I were alone, except for one woman pushing a baby 
stroller. Could she have been a tourist? Tourists do not usually come 
alone. Was she looking for a father, a brother, an uncle? 

I knew the locations already, so it was not difficult to find the names, 
but they were all too high for me to reach. I left the names with one of the 
vendors. The Park has volunteers who will make rubbings and mail them 
to those who cannot come to the Memorial in person, or, as in my case, 
when the names are too high to reach. 

That part of my mission accomplished, Preston and I went back to the 
Wall for one final look around. By now others were beginning to arrive, 
and we shared the Wall. A group of what appeared to be Japanese, 
obviously tourists, betrayed by the cameras hanging from their shoulders, 
were looking around. Yet even among tourists, the Wall seems to 
command respect, almost a sense of reverence. 

Another man came toward Preston and me, slowly scanning the 
panels. I asked if I could impose on him to take a picture of me and my 
son, and he willingly complied. Neither of us asked, but I think he was a 
Vietnam veteran. He looked to be my age, early to mid-fifties. And he was 
alone. Tourists visit the Memorial in groups; veterans and families often 
come alone. The experience seems difficult to share. 

Visiting the Wall for the first time can be an emotional experience, 
especially for veterans or family members. Just what did this visit mean 
for me? More than anything else, I felt a sense of belonging. In a few 
moments my son and I would walk just across the street to the Lincoln 
Memorial, and then on to a tour of the FBI Building. The previous day, we 

                                                      
19 Firebase, p. 22. 
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had visited the Lee Mansion, the graves of the Kennedys, and the Tomb of 
the Unknowns. These sites belong to all Americans. We visit them not 
only for their history, but hopefully to understand something of the 
character, the dreams, as well as the sacrifices of those who built this 
country. In much the same way the Vietnam Veterans Memorial also 
belongs to everyone. It is an appropriate visit for tourists and high school 
classes on a field trip. The Wall can accommodate the curious, as well as 
tired shoppers who just want to sit on a bench and rest their weary feet. 

But here, as the hot August sun beat down, illuminating all the names 
on that black granite Wall and reflecting my own image back at me, I 
seemed to belong. I felt that this was my place. I had earned a special right 
to come here and pay my respects to those comrades who never made it 
back. In a strange, almost mystical way, I felt that on this day, in this 
hallowed place, I had finally come home. The physical journey had ended 
in March 1970, when my “Freedom Bird” had landed in Seattle, 
Washington. The emotional journey had taken longer, for me, as it had for 
our nation. Years of protests and sometimes insults had culminated in the 
first military defeat in the history of the United States.  Is it any wonder 
that many of us who fought in that war retreated inside our own wall of 
self-imposed silence? That time has now ended for me, and nothing 
symbolized it more than my personal visit to the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial. What began as an attempt to write of events that occurred more 
than a quarter of a century ago ended when I was able to visit those who 
were left behind. I think they would understand.  
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The Human Legacy of Vietnam 
 

North Vietnam 
Reliable figures are not available, but perhaps as many as 900,000 North 
Vietnamese soldiers were killed, including regular NVA troops and VC 
guerrillas. 
 

South Vietnam 
ARVN Troops 

Approximately 184,000 South Vietnamese troops died in Vietnam 
between the years 1961 — 1973. 
 

Civilians 
Of the 18 million civilians living in South Vietnam, approximately two-
thirds were displaced from their homes during the war. Conservative 
estimates suggest that during the years 1965 — 1974 as many as 250,000 
civilians were killed and another 900,000 wounded or injured. 
 

The United States 
2.7 million Americans served in Vietnam. 
300,000 were wounded. 
75,000 were permanently disabled. 
58,286 names are inscribed on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 
Washington as of 2014. 
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Terms Relating to Vietnam 
 

AFVN — “American Forces Vietnam.” Provided radio and television 
broadcasting to the troops in Vietnam. 

APC — Armored Personnel Carrier. 
ARVN — Army of the Republic of Vietnam. South Vietnamese Army 

troops. 
Abrams, General Creighton — Military commander of all American 

forces in Vietnam during the time I served. 
Bronze Star — A medal which can be awarded for service or valor. 

When a Bronze Star is given for valor, it is worn with a small “V” 
attached to the ribbon.  

C-rations — Canned meals carried by troops on patrols or in areas 
where hot meals were not available. C-rations required no preparation, 
whereas LRRP’s had to be heated in water. 

Central Highlands — The central section of South Vietnam which 
comprised what was referred to militarily as the II Corps area, and 
stretched from roughly 60 miles north of  Pleiku down to 80 miles north of 
Saigon. 

Cannon Cocker — The unofficial name for an artillery gunner. 
Chinook — A twin rotor helicopter primarily designed to carry troops.  
Clark, Ramsey — Attorney General of the United States between 1967 

and 1969. He became an outspoken critic of the Vietnam War and even 
traveled to Hanoi to demonstrate his opposition. 

Claymore Mine — A portable anti-personnel mine which could be 
carried by an individual soldier and set up and taken down quickly. 

Cobra — An assault helicopter, often armed with rockets and 
miniguns. Also referred to as the Huey Cobra or Snake. 
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Court-martial — A trial in which a soldier is tried for a serious breach 
of military law. Soldiers are subject to the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice (UCMJ) in addition to normal civil laws. A court martial would 
involve a violation of the UCMJ. 

DEROS — Date Eligible to Return from Overseas. It meant your one 
year tour in Vietnam was up. You could go home. 

Deuce-and-a-half — Two and one-half ton truck.  
Distinguished Service Cross — The second highest award for valor, 

ranking just below the Congressional Medal of Honor. 
Early Out — While the normal tour in Vietnam lasted one year, every 

man had the option of extending that time. If a soldier requested that his 
tour be lengthened so that he stayed in Vietnam until he had one day less 
than five months remaining in his enlistment or induction period, then 
when he returned to the States, he would be discharged from the army. 
Otherwise, he would be reassigned for the balance of that time, usually 
somewhere in the United States. For me, extending for an early out would 
have meant spending an extra two months in Vietnam. 

Firebase — A temporary artillery base, usually supported by a 
battalion of infantry. 

Firefight — A fight with the enemy, usually involving small arms fire. 
Flak Jacket — A form of bullet proof vest, designed to provide 

protection against shrapnel and some small arms fire. 
Flying Crane — Officially, the CH-54 Skycrane. A large helicopter 

designed to transport large items such as tanks or howitzers to otherwise 
inaccessible locations. 

Fonda, Jane — Actress and daughter of actor Henry Fonda. She 
became militantly opposed to the Vietnam War and traveled to Hanoi to 
express her disapproval of American policy. One famous photograph 
shows her laughing with North Vietnamese soldiers while sitting on an 
anti-aircraft gun used to shoot down American bombers. Her actions 
earned her the nickname “Hanoi Jane.” 
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Foo Gas  (Also spelled “fougasse”) — An explosive compound that 
could be detonated electrically. Large drums of it were placed along the 
perimeter. It could be set off if the perimeter was in danger of being 
overrun. 

Freedom Bird — Unofficial name for the plane that brought a soldier 
back from Vietnam to the United States. 

Friendly Fire — Any weapons accidentally fired against one’s own 
troops. 

Giap, General Vo Nguyen — The military commander of all North 
Vietnamese forces for much of the Vietnam War. 

Grunts — Nickname for the infantryman in Vietnam. The name may 
have originated from the sound the man made when lifting his heavy 
backpack. 

Guerrilla — A group of soldiers, often small and loosely organized, 
that uses harassing tactics to fight the enemy. 

Ho Chi Minh — An early guerrilla fighter against the Japanese and 
French and the political leader of North Vietnam until his death in 
September 1969. 

Ho Chi Minh Trail — A series of jungle paths used by the North 
Vietnamese and VC to transport arms and supplies to resupply Communist 
fighters in South Vietnam. 

Huey — This helicopter became a familiar sight in news broadcasts 
from Vietnam. It was used primarily to transport troops to an LZ and to 
evacuate the wounded from a battle site after (or often during) a firefight. 

KP — Kitchen police. Usually an all-day work detail, helping the 
cooks prepare food and cleaning up. KP was often assigned as punishment 
for a minor infraction of the rules. 

Klick — Short for kilometer. 
LOH — Light Observation Helicopter. 
LRRP — Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol. LRRP's were also meals 

designed to be carried by men only on Long Range Patrols. While they 
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were more costly than C-rations, they were also better tasting. 
LZ — Landing Zone. A temporary location designated for helicopters 

to deposit men or supplies. Often an LZ would be in enemy infested 
territory, and the process of securing the area was extremely hazardous. 

Last Watch — The name given to the final shift of guard duty for the 
night. It ended with daylight. 

Lifer — A career soldier. 
M16 — The standard rifle of U. S. soldiers in Vietnam. The magazine 

held 20 rounds, but was usually loaded with 17 or 18. 
MP — Military Police. 
MPC — Military Payment Certificate. Once we arrived in Vietnam, 

we turned in our American money for MPCs which were a form of paper 
money which theoretically could only be used for purchases at military 
installations. Although they were designed to prevent American standards 
of living from destroying the local economy, the reality was that MPC was 
used everywhere in Vietnam. It was always received without question. 
Every few months, the U. S. government would seal off military bases and 
issue new MPC which made the old series obsolete. At such times the 
Vietnamese would beg Americans to change their MPC for the new series. 
Such tactics did little to hinder the black market or the unauthorized use of 
MPC for local purchases. 

Mai Lai — Scene of the most infamous atrocity committed by 
American troops in Vietnam. Virtually the entire village, including women 
and children were shot by American troops. Subsequently the platoon 
leader, First Lieutenant William Calley was convicted of the murders, but 
he only served four months in prison. 

Mama-san — An elderly Vietnamese woman. 
McNamara, Robert — Secretary of Defense under Presidents Kennedy 

and Johnson. McNamara is considered by many to be the architect of the 
Vietnam War, in that he was responsible for implementing the instructions 
of the president in regard to the conduct of the war. In his 1995 book, In 
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Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, McNamara asserts that 
he had believed the Vietnam War to be wrong even at the time he was 
serving as Secretary of Defense. 

Medevac — Medical evacuation of wounded or injured personnel, 
usually by helicopter. 

Medic — A soldier trained to administer rudimentary treatment to 
soldiers wounded or injured in the field. 

Military Payment Certificate — See MPC. 
Miniguns — This weapon had multiple barrels like the Gatling Gun, 

but each barrel functioned like a machine gun. The result was a weapon 
that could pour out four to six thousand rounds per minute. Every fifth 
round was a red tracer used to help assure that the weapon was hitting the 
target. When a minigun was firing, individual tracers disappeared into 
what appeared to be a stream of liquid fire. The sound resembled the 
sound of the finely tuned engine of a luxury car, a pleasant idling sound to 
the ear, but extremely devastating to the enemy. 

Monsoon — The rainy season. The monsoons normally began in May 
and lasted until September. During that time, we could expect to receive 
some rain, often extremely heavy, virtually every day, usually at night, 
and often with little warning.   

Montagnard — A race of people in Vietnam that lived a virtually 
stone age existence.  

NCO — Noncommissioned officer. Any enlisted person with a pay 
grade of E-5 or greater. Also referred to as noncoms. See Rank. 

NVA — North Vietnamese Army. These were regular army troops as 
contrasted with the Viet Cong (VC) who were essentially guerrilla 
fighters. 

PTSD — Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. A psychological response to 
any trauma. Symptoms include dreams, flashbacks, depression, and an 
inability to cope with everyday life. As many as 40% of Vietnam veterans 
have been estimated to suffer some degree of PTSD. 
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Papa-san — An elderly Vietnamese man. 
Perimeter — The area that defined the limits of a defensive area, 

whether a base camp, firebase, or LZ.  
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder — See PTSD. 
Purple Heart — An award given for being wounded or killed in 

action. 
R & R — Rest and Recreation. The military provided a week's stay at 

one of a number of locations including Australia, Bangkok, Hawaii, Hong 
Kong, Manila, Singapore, or Tokyo. 

ROK — Republic of Korea. South Korean troops which only ten or 
fifteen years before had fought their own war against the Communists. 
They had the reputation of being the most savage fighters in Vietnam. 

RTO — Radio telephone operator. 
Rank — Rank in the Army has three major divisions — enlisted, 

warrant officers, and officers. Designations are as follows: 
 
 
Enlisted 
Pay Grade   Rank 
E-1     Private 
E-2     Private 
E-3     Private First Class 
E-4     Specialist 4 or (only in the artillery)      

      “Corporal” 
E-5     Sergeant or Specialist 5 
E-6     Staff Sergeant or Specialist 6 
E-7     Sergeant First Class or Specialist 7 
E-8     Master Sergeant 
E-9     First Sergeant 
E-10    Sergeant Major 
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Warrant Officers 
Pay Grade   Rank 
WO-1     Warrant Officer 1 
WO-2     Warrant Officer 2 
WO-3     Warrant Officer 3 
WO-4     Warrant Officer 4 
 
Officers 
Pay Grade   Rank 
O-1     Second Lieutenant 
O-2     First Lieutenant 
O-3     Captain 
O-4     Major 
O-5     Lieutenant Colonel 
O-6     Colonel (sometimes a “Bird Colonel”    

       because the insignia of rank is a silver    
       eagle). 

O-7     Brigadier General (1 star) 
O-8     Major General (2 stars) 
O-9     Lieutenant General (3 stars) 
O-10     General (4 stars) 
   
Remington Raider — Nickname for a clerk. 
Rules of Engagement — Regulations which defined when and to what 

extent soldiers in Vietnam could fire on the enemy. 
 Sappers — Enemy soldiers whose job was to infiltrate a firebase or 

base camp. Sometimes they would attack totally naked (to prevent the 
barbs of the concertina wire from snagging their clothing and setting off 
trip flares). Once inside the camp, the fiercest hand-to-hand fighting might 
be required to overcome them. Casualties and damage could be extremely 
high. 
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Section Eight — A provision for being discharged from the military by 
proving that one is insane. 

Short Timer’s Calendar — Pictures or designs which individual 
soldiers carried to mark off their remaining time in Vietnam. The picture 
would be divided into 365 separate sections. The soldier would mark off 
or color in one section each day. When the entire picture was completed, 
so was your tour in Vietnam. 

Silver Star — An award for valor, ranking just below the 
Distinguished Service Cross. 

Smokey — A nickname for drill sergeants derived from their hats, 
which resembled the ranger hat worn by Smokey the Bear in forest fire 
prevention advertising. 

 Tet and Tet Offensive — Tet is the Vietnamese New Year. During the 
observance of Tet in January 1968, the North Vietnamese launched a 
massive offensive against South Vietnamese and American forces. 
Although militarily unsuccessful, this offensive was a major force 
influencing the growing antiwar sentiment in the United States. 

Tracers — Bullets treated to emit a bright glow when fired. Tracers 
were used to determine the accuracy of one’s fire. U. S. and ARVN tracers 
were red. NVA and VC tracers were usually green, although North 
Vietnamese forces often used captured American weapons and 
ammunition. 

Trip Flares — Flares which would be set off by the enemy hitting 
against a trip wire. These flares would be set up around defensive 
positions to alert soldiers on guard to enemy soldiers attempting to 
infiltrate the camp at night. 

Tunnel Rat — A soldier who was assigned to go into captured VC 
tunnels. Normally, the shortest men in a unit were given this duty. 

Vichy — The government installed to govern portions of France after 
it had been conquered by Germany during World War II. It was 
sympathetic to the Nazis.  
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Viet Cong or VC — South Vietnamese guerrillas fighting for the North 
Vietnamese. Also, see NVA. 

Westmoreland, General William C. — The American military 
commander in Vietnam prior to General Abrams.  

 The World — Written with a capital “W.” The World refers to 
anywhere besides Vietnam, but especially the United States. 
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