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He who is a friend is a friend always,And brothers are bornfor adversity.

Proverbs 17:17

1968. At the time we were running into other companies that were at least 50 percent black. We'd meet them out in theboonies and there'd be an immediate rapport:

“Hey, man, what’s going on?”

“Awright, awright”

“Where you from?”

“Chicago. ”

“San Francisco.”

“Yeah, man? Is that right?”

“Right on, brother. ”

“What’s going on, man. Hey, you guys been getting into any heavy shit?”

“Yeah, Charlie kicked our ass about three or four days ago, man. Beware!”

They’d be on one side of the stream:, we’d be on the other side. We wouldn’t stop long. The CO knew we’d start bullshitting and having fun. So everybody’s shouting:

“Where you from? What company, man?”

“Echo Company.”

“Yeah, we’re Bravo Company!”

Then we’d go off in opposite directions: maybe never see them again.


FOREWORD By Clark Smith

Brothers fought the war in Vietnam — and out in the field among the infantry grunts at least half of them were black. Notsince the Civil War, when inductees with money were allowedto buy their exemptions from the national draft, has the burdenof military service so directly fallen on a single group of Americans. No national advantage came from a black man’s fight inSoutheast Asia, but black casualties in Vietnam far exceededwhite casualties in proportion to black representation amongAmericans. Perhaps all American wars can be described as theCivil War was: “A rich man’s war, a poor man’s fight.” But thetendency to channel blacks into the infantry, to be sent to Vietnam, to serve overlong in combat units, suggests that the war inVietnam was too often a “white man’s war, a black man’s fight.”Blacks and whites fought in integrated units throughout theVietnam War. Their home away from home was the pack ontheir back; they humped the most rugged terrain in the worldand, during the war, certainly the most dangerous. They weresent to seek out and destroy an aggressive and resilient enemy.


But because of the firepower and air mobility of a technologically superior force, American tactics called for use of infantrymen as decoys. Instead of seizing ground and holding it as in previous wars, American troops sought to flush the enemy fromconcealed positions in order to destroy them with superior firepower. In response, the enemy developed the art of concealment, hiding and tunneling in the dense terrain, while fightinga hit-and-run defensive war of attrition. These conditions ofwar made the American infantryman more vulnerable. Hisoffensive capabilities were used against him.

American combat units had to seek out their Vietnamese adversary in unfamiliar areas, often under oppressive conditions, and draw them into a more conventional military encounter.Each army sought to fight the war on its own terms; eachclaimed great success, but at even greater human cost. Thesingle most powerful weapon of the American forces was theirmobility. Provided by the multi-purpose helicopter whichrapidly transported men and materiel over wide areas of Vietnam, it saved countless lives while working to destroy theenemy. The enemy’s single most frightening response was use ofthe booby trap and the ambush, which made a dangerous andunfamiliar terrain even more hazardous. The war became astruggle over “body counts”—Vietnamese and American. Forall the vast technological instrumentation by the Americanmilitary, the American infantryman played a crucial tacticalrole. Black Americans were at the center of this military vortexof death and destruction.

For the black soldier in Vietnam there were two wars. As infantry “grunt” he confronted “Charlie”—the Vietnameseregular or irregular soldier—across the length of Vietnam. Butthe black soldier also confronted an older adversary: racism.Though blacks have fought in all American wars, and in theKorean War in integrated units, never before had blacks playedthe paramount role they did in Vietnam. So if the military service was for blacks a vehicle for social equality in which rankreplaced race as a measure of respect and accomplishment, itwas also a locus of institutional racism in which competence challenged prejudice. It is fair to say that the black soldierproved himself equal to the task even when events worked to hisdisadvantage. His struggle for respect often was made againstboth racism and rank. The record is unclear on how many ofthe 50 percent of black infantrymen walked point or carried theinfantryman’s “artillery” — the M-60 machine gun. But blacksfilled these crucial slots in preponderant numbers. Their vitalrole is reflected in black battlefield casualties —and every gruntknows the hazards of walking point or carrying the firepower ofan infantry platoon. The job of rifleman and machine gunner isnot associated with civilian skills. Every Vietnam veteranunderstands the irony of this form of on-the-job training. Butit was in the heroic service to their country that an otherwiseunemployed nineteen-year-old soldier could gain respectagainst which accomplishments could be measured. Respectand accomplishment are the noblest adversaries of racism.

The struggle for equality is tied to war. The Gulf of Tonkin incident shared headlines with the murder of civil rightsworkers in Mississippi. The fracturing of the Civil Rights Movement and the murder of Martin Luther King coincided withthe turning point of the Vietnam War, which King began tooppose. In eight years of tough war, perhaps the toughest yearwas 1967. It was the year of the largest draft calls, a year inwhich the public view of the war began its negative drift. Theincrease in combat anticipated the Tet Offensive of 1968. Itwas exactly at that point that Stan Goff and Bob Sanders wentto war—at the halfway mark when the war had already begunto lose its purpose and resolve. But the nineteen-year-old recruits did not know that. Their attention was turned towardservice and survival. This concern took its distinctive path inthe Vietnam War. The rotational system devised by the military to service its manpower needs smoothly and efficientlymeant that, except for the initial units sent to Vietnam, everyVietnam GI was a replacement. He went to Vietnam as an individual, most likely among strangers. Though trained in the military skills, survival was as often a matter of luck. The historical irony of the Vietnam experience of black veterans like Stan andBob was that combat efficiency and military responsibilitymeant vastly increased risks. Because both Stan and Bob carried “the pig” (the M-60 machine gun), they were in positionsof great responsibility and jeopardy. They were trapped in atactical situation in which survival meant risk.

After four months in combat with the 196th Light Infantry Brigade operating in southern I Corps, Stan earned the Distinguished Service Cross for bravery under fire. Bob, an airbornetrooper with the 173rd Airborne in southern II Corps, earnedthe Air Medal for more than twenty-five combat assaults. Stanemerged from Vietnam combat unscathed. Bob was slightlywounded in his eleventh month of combat duty. They sharedwith both black and white soldiers that “unity and harmony”that promoted survival among combat units at a time whenracial incidents brought increasing disharmony to the rearechelon. Their accounts of their personal survival are notunique. In the dirty war in Southeast Asia, there were everydayincidents of bravery, loyalty, and self-sacrifice that rivaledthose of arrogance, brutality, and stupidity. The brothersunderstand this final irony of war.

Brothers is an attempt to give the black Vietnam veteran a voice in the history of the Vietnam War. Too often it is forgotten that the military executors of American foreign policyhad to base their success or failure in Vietnam ultimately on theman in the field with the weapon. And, as often as not, that manwas black. He was the “minority” executor of a Vietnam policywhich, ironically, prolonged the colonial tradition which for solong had burdened Indo-China. Though this development wasnot an accident. Brothers certainly was. Students at a localradio broadcasting school, given radio time as part of their educational program, interviewed me. But my statement aboutVietnam veterans was never aired. Instead, Stan Goff, also astudent at the school, heard the interview, and, without a wordto the other students, came to ask me to help him tell his story which, like those of other veterans, he felt had been suppressed.

At the time, as a professor at the University of California, I had organized the Vietnam Veteran’s Oral History Project.Through the cooperation of Dr. Louis Starr of Columbia University’s Oral History Research Office, I was able to havetranscripts of in-depth taped interviews with veterans. It was asimple matter, through the labor of Elizabeth Earley of theOral History Research Office, to add Stan Goff to the archivesat Columbia. His account of his Vietnam experience wasunique. With a Distinguished Service Cross, his photo blazonedacross the Pacific Stars and Stripes for all GIs to see, he was anofficial hero in the seemingly “heroless” war in Vietnam. Yethis experience came out of a more universal experience inwhich thousands of black infantrymen played a formidablerole. I felt their story should not be lost for they are heroes also.When Bob Sanders began to materialize out of the words ofStan’s taped account, at my suggestion, Stan accepted his friendas a full partner in our joint effort. Brothers then began toemerge as an oral history of both the universality of the Vietnam combat experience as well as a more unique documentation of the ambiguities of heroic action and its consequences.
Clark C. Smith


Winter Soldier Archive

Berkeley, California


INTRODUCTION




Stan came to California in 1966. He had grown up in Tyler, Texas. He got out of high school at nineteen, and, as he says,“the draft was really on me. ” He had been raised by his grandmother but his mother lived in San Francisco. He figured thatmaybe since he was his mother's only son, if he went to SanFrancisco he might get some type of deferment on her account.




When I got to San Francisco, I entered City College. But things didn’t go too well for me. My head wasn’t really into theacademic training the way it should have been. The basic truthis that in high school I didn’t develop the type of tools that Ineeded to really compete in college. So I wasn’t really a goodstudent. I had a confidence problem. So automatically I said,“Oh well, I wasn’t a good student in high school, so I’m notgoing to do too well at City College.’’ I was convinced of thateven before I got there. When the general education courseswent too fast for me, I dropped them. I did excellent in music;I’d been an excellent musician in high school. But for the otherstudies, my confidence wasn’t there. So I was subject to the draft. If you had a B average, or your father was wealthy, ormaybe you knew a congressman, then maybe you could get outof it. I knew there were bureaucratic loopholes, but I couldn’tget in on any of them. So I got my draft greetings. I just succumbed. What could I do?




Bob Sanders could not do anything either. In January of 1968 —at the time of the Tet Offensive, which was a turning point inthe war in Vietnam—Bob appeared at the induction center inOakland, California, scene of several angry anti-draft confrontations. Bob had been living in San Francisco, workingfor American Airlines.




When I got to the induction station, hell, I didn’t know what I was doing. I just got there, and went through all the regularprocedures, and got sworn in. I was sort of lost. At the time Iwas just about ready to get married to this black gal. She waspregnant and I was only twenty-one years old. I had been reading the newspaper, so I knew the war was going full scale. Iwould read about the draft and how many young Americanswas going to Vietnam. It seemed to me about 60 or 70 percentof all the draftees were on their way to Vietnam. When I got mygreetings, I figured I was on my way.

At the San Francisco airport I did unloading of the aircraft. I used to see all the gray boxes coming back from overseas withhuman remains. United, American, TWA were shipping themto all points. I used to load them myself. And I’d be saying tomyself, ‘Damn, man, maybe this might be me one day, comingthrough here, and my partners may be loading me here, shipping me home.” It was kind of frightening. On my lunch break,I would go up in the terminal. I would talk to soldiers cominghome from Vietnam. The stories I heard from them were scary.I learned later that most of the cats was telling me the truth.So when I got drafted, hell, I knew just about what was happening in Vietnam. When I got those draft papers, it really shookme up.


Stan
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INDUCTION: FT. LEWIS

Arriving at the induction center in Oakland was very, very depressing. I took the bus over from San Francisco. There wasthe huge grayish building with glass all the way around that I’dbeen avoiding for months and months. You couldn’t see inside.It looked bleak, and I cursed. It looked bleak because I wasbleak. A few guys were standing around outside, but insidethere was this huge sea of guys. They were sitting on bencheslike church pews, just like a congregation for young men only.It felt strange; here I was getting ready to be carted off. I was ablack and I thought about slavery. You know, the guys werepredominantly black. It’s right there. You don’t have to be academically accomplished to ask, “Aren’t there any other races tobe drafted aside from blacks?” At least 70 percent of the guys inmy group were black, and I’m being very conservative.

-In the room there was a general hum and murmur of people being processed. There was a big desk about twenty-five feetsquare. Names were called, forms filled out. It’s called processing. I did a lot of processing in the armed forces. I did nothingbut process all the damn time.


I saw Bob the first time inside of the induction center waiting to be processed. When I went to the front desk, he was sittingthere staring at me. I was staring around at the mass of faces,and all of a sudden, our eyes locked. His eyes were very coldand depressed. I could almost see the hurt and anguish he wasgoing through just sitting there. Maybe that was what caughtmy eye. I had no responsibilities myself. I wasn’t married. Ididn’t want to be there, but what the heck. I had just come outto the Gold City of San Francisco and I wasn’t having thatmany breaks. My mother was here but living in poverty. I sawthat he had a “Why me?” feeling, and I guess I felt the sameway.

Bob was sturdy, well-built, a very alert black; intelligence just written on his face. He seemed like a guy who would bevery fluent with the ladies. I used to love to play around myself.When you run with another guy that you know has no problemsabout women, you can have a hell of a lot of fun. He sort ofreminded me of myself. He probably thought the same thing.

When I saw him again five or six hours later getting ready to go out of the building, we looked at each other; no smile oranything. He was shaking his head and we both said at the sametime, “What the shit are we doing here, man?” We’d been inducted; we were in the armed forces. It felt so cold and lifeless.It was like we were programmed to die, just going out there todie, that’s all.

Anyway, we left the building and went on over to the USO. We were both a little reserved because I guess he didn’t wantme to think that he was harping on me, and I didn’t want him tothink that I was harping on him. Even though I liked him, Ididn’t want it to be obvious. It’s sort of strange what men gothrough. I guess we were both wary of a leech-type of guy. Iwanted to check him out from a distance. We were talkingsmall talk across the room. We met another brother whosename was Jamie and were kidding him about his real nice Afrothat he had: “He’s gonna have to get rid of that Afro, no doubtabout it,” “Yeah!,” “No kidding,” “Right on.”

Our orders were all the same. We were all going to FortLewis, Washington. I’d never been anywhere but Texas and San Francisco; here I was going to Fort Lewis, Washington. Wherethe hell was that? Was that the state of Washington, or was thatWashington, DC? I didn’t know. Somebody said Tacoma. Shit,where was that?

We flew right to this Air Force base near Tacoma and were bused out to Fort Lewis where we were met by a little turd of acorporal, a little skinny guy with a crooked nose.

He waited till we got off the bus, and then he started hollering, “OK, God damn it, get out, you’re in the Army now, stop slopping around, get your God damn ass over here.’’ He wasreal young; had a couple of stripes on him. He herded us aroundin front of the barracks; told us “OK, God damn it, you gonnaget all this long hair cut. You’re in the Army now and all thebullshit stops.” It was sort of a psychological induction. Gettingready to go gung ho.

A bunch of guys were milling around inside the barracks. Smoke was happening all over, and guys were finding outwhere other guys were from. Bob and Jamie and I were lookingaround at the white guys and we’re talking about them: “Oh,man, look at these God damn guys; I wonder where they’refrom?” The whole group was about 65 percent black, and we’rewondering how this was going to work out. Bob and I hadn’tbeen around a lot of white guys. Jamie had been, to a certaindegree. He was jumping right into it with those guys. Westarted hearing guys from the South, you know, from Alabamaand Georgia.

Then all of a sudden, a pretty lively card game got started on one of the bunks. It was high card, not poker. I was watchingthe game with intense interest. I guess Bob thought I could play.“You want to get in?”

I said, “Aw man, I haven’t any money.” I was playing it off, you know. I didn’t want to tell the guy I didn’t know anythingabout cards. “Oh shit, man, here.” I said, “All right, OK.” Sohe handed me three bucks. I said, “I’ll give it back to you,man.” He said, “Don’t even worry about it.”

I got into the game and every time I bet I’d invariably end upwith the highest card. I just had some kind of luck. I ended up with $140 right off the bat. And Jamie was doing a hundredmiles an hour. He must have won at least three hundred dollars.Later he almost broke me up. When Jamie got through with mybutt, I ended up with about ninety dollars. Then the drill sergeant came up and yanked us all back outside and told us tostand at attention. We were going to be issued our fatigues. Wethought we would find out where we were going to be stationedat the fort. Actually, all we found out was that we were going tospend the night in these holding barracks.

The next morning the drill sergeant started his routine, “All right, shitheads, get out of those God damn bunks, right now,on the double, move it.” Oh, shit, we thought, it’s getting started now. But we were pretty serious and alert, because we knewthis was the real thing. We didn’t want to screw up right offthe bat.

We were really straight, square guys. But we did a lot of growing up in the armed forces. We were really pretty innocentabout everything—government, society. We didn’t want tomake any trouble. We went out there and did what this guy saidto do and tried to make the best of it.

Bob and I ended up in the same platoon with a black platoon sergeant. We felt indifferent to this, but at least he was black.We knew and know now that all the drill sergeants were bastards. They were the roughest men we’d ever met throughoutour entire stay in the army. They were nasty. I mean reallynasty. But it was due to that intense training that we even gotthrough the Nam. Seriously!

There were about forty guys in our platoon, about fifteen blacks, fifteen whites, and ten other minorities. Drill SergeantPayne ran the 3d platoon —a Nam drill sergeant. I looked himover. He was a flamboyant type with a thick moustache, tanskin, lanky. Even though he was hollering and saying the samebullshit as the other sergeants, I got a different feeling abouthim; maybe because he was black. I don’t know. Maybe thisguy was okay—maybe he was just following the rules andwasn’t a bad guy.


Drill Sergeant Payne was with us for a while, and then all of a sudden he was gone, disappeared, or transferred, and we hadno drill sergeant. That was beautiful. Drill Sergeant Tadlockused to come over and put his foot in our ass. Then he’d go backand put his foot in his own platoon’s ass. The other drill instructors used to say we were motherless. Tadlock was a very slim,very solid, middle-aged guy. He was about forty years old andfit as a taut fiddle. I really admired the guy as a great specimenof a man. I mean on the inside too. He could convey his innerspirit to us. We found that he was damned serious and very concerned about the men. We could read it in him. Even thoughhe was very, very mean, we could tell that he was sincere. Hefelt that it was his responsibility whether we made it throughthe Nam or not. He felt that if he didn’t teach us right, we weregoing to go over there and get mutilated. That was his thing.It wasn’t us personally. He didn’t care whether our name wasJohn or Dick.

We would go out on long runs, all day long with a full pack. We ran to the mess hall. We never did walk on that fort at all.The only time we got a chance to walk was on Sundays. Atnight I would be hurting so bad I couldn’t even go to sleep. I feltI was maybe dying, my body was undergoing such a tremendous change.

Doing all those push-ups was really something. I would think that I couldn’t do but five or ten push-ups. Fifty pushups? Nobody could do fifty push-ups! And all of a sudden I wasdoing eighty-five; no problem.

In the beginning of basic I couldn’t run a square block without falling out. At the end I was doing the mile in six minutes flat. Six minutes flat, me? That was unheard of. You know, notme, man. And I was doing it. That was what the drill sergeantsmade possible.

Bob and I were constantly feeding each other encouragement to perform and not drop out. There were times when Bobwanted to give up—just quit and go AWOL. His old lady waspregnant and since they weren’t married, the army didn’t givehim an allotment. He was only making ninety-one dollars amonth and he worried about that. We knew that as draftees we’d be going to the Nam. That was no secret, but I told Bobthat if we made it back, we’d be okay and running off wouldonly be trouble. He could get married when he went home onleave so when the baby came the maternity thing would betaken care of by the government. So I talked him out of goingAWOL. We really stuck tight. He was counting on going homeafter AIT (Advanced Individual Training) and taking care ofeverything.

Besides physical training, Tadlock would have us go out on the range for bayonet practice. The guy showed us how onewrong move and we’d be dead. We learned hand-to-hand combat, how to kill a man fast, how to break down a weapon andput it back together. We learned how to fire the M-16 rifle andthe M-60 machine gun.

I remember one incident on the firing range. I didn’t have the weapon held right while I was firing. Drill Sergeant Mecklercame along and kicked me hard right in the side. He was aracist bastard and I really felt like shooting him down. All I hadto do was just turn right around. That was what my mindstarted telling me. And then I started realizing that I wasn’tplaying any more. This was a serious thing that I was into. Thiswas reality. A man comes up who had the authority to just kickme in the God damn ribs because he was who he was. All I hadto do was just roll over, and pull the trigger, and just blow thismotherfucker apart. I never felt that way toward anybody before then. But I just pretended like he was out there at thattarget, and I blew him away that way, because I knew if I didn’tdo it that way, all was lost with my life.

Out on the weapon training areas the atmosphere was different. The sergeants out on the range weren’t hard like the drill instructors. Most of them were into really teaching what theywere supposed to teach. We never heard any guy that had anattitude out on the range. I guess he wouldn’t stay out there toolong if he had.

The instructors were Vietnam combat veterans; they woretheir Combat Infantry Badges. We would listen to these guys because they had been over there. The instructors told us aboutthe units they had been in, what type of recognition the unitreceived. They’d say, “I saw a lot of guys get it.” They mightsay something like that to alert us to the fact that we had betterpay attention. “You can go to Vietnam and come back, if youremain alert. The strong can survive.” They were telling us thatmost of the guys that got it were the guys that slipped up someway, made a mistake or figured that they were Superman. Wecould understand guys getting it in an ambush. That wasnobody’s fault; who knew who was hidden inside the brush? ButI’m talking about guys that got killed when they took things forgranted. A guy gets blown away by not taking enough caution.So basically, they were telling us about their experiences in theNam and what we should do to better our chances.

The indoctrination finally took hold. We got to feel that these people knew what they were doing. Vietnam was alwaystalked about as a joke. Nobody wanted to be in the gloom. Oncewe were into the war mentality, and once we were on the base,psychologically our training got to us. Even though we didn’twant to succumb to it, we couldn’t help it. When you do something over and over again, you have been programmed. I didn’tknow it then, but the Army knew it. And I know it now. Wewere brainwashed. You tell me brainwashing don’t work? Bullshit. It worked. No doubt about it.

We were ready to go to Vietnam. Nobody was crying about it. Nobody was depressed about it, except some pussy guy, youknow, some mother’s baby. At first, yeah, I was concerned. Iwas scared. Then I wasn’t. For people to be able to do this toyou, you know that some brains are around there some place.And the instructors were very smart, too. They might not havehad the best grammar in the world, but these guys knew whatthey were doing. I found this out, and I started getting confidence in what these guys were telling me.

I remember going out to a firing range to train with an M-60, for instance. It was particularly interesting. The M-60 machineguns were set up in cages. We just did nothing but fire all day long. I remember being impressed at how devastating the weapon was. I had no idea that I would finally end up with it, butI was particularly interested to note how fast it fired. I learnedhow to break it down. In addition, I learned to fire the M-79grenade launcher.

The grenade range also interested me. When we got there, we saw big concrete-cubed areas and walked single file downinto this training zone to get ready to go into these concreteblocks to learn how to toss a grenade. Of course, we knew thateverything was pretty serious at this particular range. Nobodywas cursing at us. They were telling us, “Just single file rightdown here, take it easy,” you know, almost polite. We felt verystrange. Nobody wanted to frazzle us. Obviously, they didn’twant to have us too hyper. The instructors had on special helmets that were painted red or green, and we thought, Jesus,what was all this? It was an open mouth type of an experience.We heard these fragments going off—BOOM BOOM—andsomeone would say, “What the hell was that?” And someoneelse would say, “What the hell do you think? That’s a grenade,man.

Everything was very carefully planned. Only two or three guys went in at a time. Of course, before we went and involvedourselves in actual training, we would take a seat on thesehard-ass bleachers, and receive a full indoctrination as to whatwe were getting into. Training with weapons always beganwith a classroom session. We would go in and learn the theory,then we would learn the practical applications. The instructorstold us all about a grenade, exactly how many people it couldwipe out, its killing radius, what a grenade was made out of—lead and steel and wire and obviously the powder in it. Theytold us that the only thing we had to do was pull the little pinout. Then hold down the handle. Once you turned the handleloose, and the pin came out, that was it, goodbye! I mean there’sno surviving. Except if some guy throws himself on the grenadeto save somebody else. That’s the only way. What kills you isthe fragments or maybe the concussion. If you’re right on top of it, it will burst the ear drums, and that can kill you. But thefragments are what really do the damage.

The instructor told us of some guy that had dropped a grenade. He was killed and the instructor was half-mutilated. So he was telling us that we had to be awfully careful and not bullshit. If we did drop the grenade, we couldn’t blame an instructor for pushing our ass in there on it trying to get his ass out.He told us, “It’s you against him, if you drop that fucking thing.”

When we actually got ready to go into the concrete cubical, the instructor only took one guy at a time. I was sort of paranoid about it. I wondered if I would drop the God damn thing.That was a very critical point in my training, as I remember.When I got to the Nam, I didn’t think anything at all about thefact that the grenade was on my ass, because I felt protectedwith them. If I saw Charlie—pshewooo—hey, man, that wasthe quickest thing in the world, you know. They could wipe fiveor six guys out. And the thing about it, everybody was afraid ofa grenade—everybody. Hell, he could be super. He could begreen. Charlie, anybody. When you see a grenade coming atyou, man, that’s like it’s over.

It was sort of schizo-frantic for me to be sitting there waiting, when I’d never handled one before. I’d heard all kinds of storiesand seen grenades tossed in all kinds of World War II movies.Then I got to the cement cube, tossed my first egg, and it was allover. Actually, I wanted to toss some more. It was that simple.The instructor smiled at me, once he saw I was steady and therewas no problem: “See, it’s not that hard. It’s very simple.” Iguess throwing the grenade was one of the scariest and mostexciting moments in training.

Basic ended on a Friday, and on Sunday we were going to another part of the fort. My orders were written up for AIT(Advanced Individual Training) at Fort Lewis. Bob’s orderswere also. That was where we lost Jamie. He went down to FortBenning, I think it was.

The next day the drill sergeants hauled us out of the barracks,and Tadlock gave us his farewell speech: “We’ve trained you all. We know that we’ve given you the best training there is.You’re going to go perhaps to another company that is notgoing to be as sharp and strict with discipline as we are. Weknow that basically wherever you go, you will be able to handleany type of circumstance. You should be able to, anyway. Goddamn it, I know damn well that I’ve put it into you. If you don’tsucceed, then it’s your own God damn fault. And remember,there’s only two kinds of guys in the Nam—the quick and thedead.” And with that, the bus came. “Awright, God damn it,here’s that bus, get your God damn ass outa here.” That was it.

Tadlock was a very proud man. I never will forget how he stood there when we left him. His hands was on his hips and hewas just staring at all of us, head never did move. I could tell hewas just looking at all of us, and I guess he was just deciphering—who was going to make it back, who wasn’t. Then he turnedaround and walked away.

We were ready for anything. Even though they said AIT was going to be a lot less hassle, we thought, bullshit. We were linedup in formation. Some guy came out of the GO’s office, somekind of a special NGO that went to an NCO training school.They were losing so many sergeants in the war, they had to startthis special NCO school, like Officer Candidate School. Theseguys would come out of the NCO school like E-6s. So we hadone that was going to be the company sergeant E-6; “actingfirst,” they called him. I never will forget this son of a bitch. Hisname was Rocky. He was like an All-American, you know. Thecrewcut, blonde hair, blue-eyed kinda guy. They’re hyper. Hetook over and started hollering. “All right, FALL OUT, N Company.” We fell out, and he gave a big bullshit speech about AIT.Then the regular drill sergeants finally all came out and wewent back to our companies.

We got a black drill sergeant. Drill Sergeant Williams. Bob loved Drill Sergeant Williams. He was a very relaxed type ofguy. It didn’t seem like anything fazed him. He was an E-7,a combat veteran, a real pro. I think he said that he had been toVietnam two times. He had earned his stripes the hard way— not like some of these “special” little buck sergeants. Theycouldn’t tell him what to do, obviously. He had all this damnseniority, and like I said, he was a “field first” anyway. As company first, he was over Rocky, the acting company first. Therest of the drill sergeants were also black, which was veryinteresting.

Advanced Individual Training was predominantly black. That was why they had all those black drill sergeants, probably.Nothing but black guys in the whole fucking company. Thatwas particularly alarming to Bob and me. In fact, word wasgoing around, and it wasn’t a quiet word, that blacks werebeing drafted for genocidal purposes. Just to get rid of us —toeliminate the black male. And we believed it. There was a general consensus in 1968 that there must be a conspiracy againstblack youth. We didn’t see any black officers coming out oftraining; we didn’t see any black NCO trainees coming out. Wesaw lots of black drill sergeants, and they were all infantry, andthey all had their Combat Infantry Badges. They had earnedtheir stripes the hard way in Vietnam.

I think that those black drill sergeants had compassion for us, which is why they didn’t just get right down on us, not super-hard. I know a lot of times I felt proud for Williams. He was infor discipline, there was no doubt about that, as all the blackdrill sergeants were, but they didn’t grind us in the dirt. I didn’tknow it then, but I know it now. They understood the racial imbalance; all these black young men that they knew were goingto end up on the front lines. They wanted to make sure that wegot our training. Bullshit they didn’t put up with. No doubtabout that. The punishment that I did get was not from any ofthe black drill sergeants. One day, I passed the CO and I didn’tsalute him. I didn’t see his fucking bar. And he had me standup there and salute a damn mirror about four hundred timeswhile he stood next to me: “Good morning, sir. Good morning,sir, good morning, sir. Sir, good morning.” I felt so God damnembarrassed. That was the only time I got punished in AIT.






In AIT we didn’t worry about the drill sergeant coming around at night. We could also walk on the post at night. We couldwalk to the doughnut stand and have coffee. We could go anddown a beer after training was over. It was much more relaxed.As a matter of fact, I had a lot of fun in AIT. I mean, we couldgo inside of the recreation center to shoot pool and play cardsand bullshit and watch TV. That was after training was over.And as we went into the training more and more, they got morerelaxed with us. I could have got into the band, but the guywanted me to re-up for one more year. I was very interested inmusic, but I wasn’t about to sign anything at all. On the weekends we got a chance to go to the clubs. We even got a fewweekend passes to Seattle. I remember we met a young ladygoing into a club in Tacoma. We tried to make a pass at her.She looked down at our service shoes and threw her nose up atus. I wouldn’t forget that.

Pretty much of AIT was review but it was all practical application. The whole idea was to enable us to know how to take care of ourselves. We were learning to read maps and use theradio. We had to be able to orient ourselves and survive. In thelast class they said, “You’re going to play hide and seek today.The game involves all of the training that you’ve had in basicand some training that we’ve given you in AIT. We are going toput you out on this range, and you are to try to get across without getting caught. That’s all there is to it.’’

They drove us in trucks all the way out to these very dense woods in the middle of nowhere. There were lots of trees so tallyou couldn’t even see the tops of them; woods so thick that itseemed like an endless forest. I’d never been in woods like that.All they told us was which way to go without even a compass.And they told us not to run in groups because we’d be moreeasily detectable. “Either go by yourself or stick with onebuddy,’’ they said. We had to get through the obstacles in acertain amount of time. They told us that there were specialassault teams that were made up of guys that worked on therange. These kids had Vietnamese clothing on. Their job was totry and kidnap as many of us as they could possibly find. They had concentration camps set up on the range for the guys theycaught. At first a lot of guys were taking it as a joke. Then somegot caught, and we heard guys screaming. And we knew itwasn’t no bullshit; it was serious.

I started out with three other guys just walking in the direction I thought I was supposed to be walking. I’ll never forget those trees that were fallen down; I had to walk on them. Ithought I heard somebody coming at me, and I was down offthe tree and hidden at the bottom of it. I stayed there for I don’tknow how long—maybe thirty minutes or an hour. I looked upand saw some of my own guys. I waved my hand and whispered, “Where are you going, man?’’ “I dunno, man, whichway do you think it is?” “I think it’s in that direction.” “Hey,man, they caught some of those dudes; they ain’t bullshitting.”“I know, I heard some of those guys yelling.” “Let’s go, man.”I left the other three guys and, miraculously enough, I ended upgetting through by myself.

They had a few degrading things available for the guys they caught—basically just semitorture. They didn’t break anybody’s arm. They might have put a bit of cow manure on someguy’s face, or had him in a ditch of water, or hanging up in atree. They might have had him in all kinds of uncomfortablepositions, bullshit like that. They wanted everyone to knowwhat it would be like to get cut off from your unit. What wouldwe do? A lot of guys got lost in those woods. I remember theywere all into the night looking for some of them. Apparentlythere were just enough square miles to get us lost, but alsoenough for them to find us. Anyway, that was the biggest eventin AIT.

At that particular point in time, I started asking myself: “How do I feel about actually being ready to go? Can I protectmyself when I go to Vietnam? Do I know enough? Do I haveenough confidence in myself after AIT?” The answer was aresounding, yes. I felt that I was ready. I felt that I could protectmyself. I knew what I was doing. Obviously, there was still a






risk of getting wasted, but that was a chance that I would have to take. Hell, if I walked down the block I could be killed. Or, ifI walked down to the club and got into it with another GI, Icould be killed. I felt that I had all the tools that they equippedus with. If anybody stood a chance, I did. I was going to getback. I was psychologically ready to go. I’m not talking aboutthe bureaucratic military government or me liking it. I’mtalking about the confidence in what I had been taught. I’mtalking about being prepared mentally for war; they had doneit. I could only say, “Hell, they must know what they’re doing.”Undoubtedly I would not be of sound mind if I said they don’tknow what they’re doing, and then said that I was ready to goover and die. I was ready to go over and survive.

I knew I was going to Vietnam immediately after AIT. Bob wasn’t. I was drafted in January of 1968 so I knew I would goin March. I didn’t have any consciousness of larger issues otherthan what I heard through the broadcast media. I knew therewas a large offensive occurring in Vietnam. President LyndonJohnson had drafted sixty thousand men. That was one of thelargest drafts that he had had at one time.

I went on my thirty-day leave from Fort Lewis back to San Francisco. I had a sweetheart, so I primarily remained in herarms until the end of my leave.

My last night at home I packed my things. I decided I was going to carry my trumpet. I love music and played trumpet inhigh school. I don’t know what compelled me to carry a trumpet, because I knew that I was going to be out in the boonies. Itwas just some small voice, like God or my inner soul, told me tocarry it. I put the trumpet inside my duffel bag. Also, I carriedmy mother’s priceless collection of albums. I could never understand it. Anyhow, I guess it must have been my immense love ofmusic or my last touch of reality, of who Stan Goff really is.

At the Oakland Army Base I was checked in and assigned a bunk. I put my duffel bag on my bunk and I put my albums inside of this locker. But the locker wasn’t locked. Then I went outto get something to eat. It took me about an hour to find outwhere the food was. After I ate, I came back to my bunk to change, shower, what have you, and the albums were all gone.I mean, I was really in a lot of distress. That really depressedshit out of me. I had some feeling that I was going to take mymother’s albums to Vietnam and have some use for them there.They were a priceless collection with great singers, JackieWilson, Earl Garner, Sarah Vaughan, all sorts of great classicsthat she had collected from the forties. She didn’t know that Ihad them and I knew she was going to kill me. Here I was,about to go to Vietnam and I was sitting there thinking aboutdying by my own mother’s hands. It was sort of traumatic forme. I was really depressed. I thought, “If I get my hands onthat fucker. I’ll kill him.’’ I searched in my bags quickly to seeif my trumpet was still there, and it was. I got a lock, put it onmy locker and tossed it inside. Then I found out that the nextday I was not going to be allowed to leave the base. I was herewith maybe four hundred guys and I didn’t know any of them.But we were all shipping out together to Cam Ranh Bay. I hadhoped Bob would be with me but I lost him when he went off toJump School at Fort Benning—not that he wanted to. It hadhappened by accident, you might say.

In the middle of basic training, a representative from Airborne School appeared. He told us, “If you guys are interested in airborne training, we’ll talk about it. Then we’ll sign youup for it. Give me your names.” Bob and some of the other guyswent with him to the cafeteria. I just said, “Naw.” He toldthem what a proud unit it was and all that shit and they shouldput their names down so at the end of basic, when he cameback, he would know which guys were interested and if theystill wanted to, they could sign up then.

That’s the way Bob told me it was. He really only went in to the cafeteria to get out of drill. Believe it or not, the roll sheethe signed designated which guys were to go to Airborne School.So that’s how Bob enrolled though he didn’t know it at the time.Bob thought he was going home on leave after AIT like the restof us. Towards the end of training he really started gettinghappy. We had been in basic six weeks and then nine weeks in AIT and Bob was desperate to get away from the army. Hewanted to go home and marry his girl. Then if he had to go toVietnam, we’d go together, maybe be in the same unit. When heheard he was going to Fort Benning, he was really pissed. Hetold the sergeant there must be a mistake. The sergeant said,“Do you remember when you were in basic, you signed papersto go to Jump School?”

“I didn’t sign to go to Jump School. What I did, I signed for the interview with the guy to talk about it.”

“Well, I am sorry. Your orders are cut for Jump School at Benning. Jump School is only three weeks actual training withtwo or three days of introduction and two or three days afterfor shipping out. It takes about a month.”

Bob insisted it was a mistake and he wasn’t going. But of course they couldn’t change his orders just like that. The onlyway he could get them changed was to go to Columbus, Georgia, see the commanding officer and explain to him what hadhappened. The officer would have new orders cut and then theytold Bob he would be sent home on leave and probably fromthere, get sent on to Vietnam.

There was nothing else to do. I went home on leave. We said our goodbyes and I told Bob I’d see him soon. He got on theplane for Benning. It was lonely after being together all thistime.


Stan
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IN-COUNTRY: THE BOONIES

When we got to Cam Ranh Bay, I walked out of the plane into the heat and that humid air. This place felt like an oven. Man,how was I going to survive in this? I got off the plane and sawthis huge base. I looked at the terrain and saw the red dirt andthose low rugged hills in the distance. But primarily I saw thebase. I was processed into this base as if I were just joining thearmy.

The base at Cam Ranh consisted of a lot of tents, dozens of wood structures which were officers’ headquarters, and a fewmess halls. All these structures were made out of heavy woodenbeams with sandbags on top of those beams. It had been rainingso that the red dirt was all wet and muddied. The sergeant said,“Don’t be shy of the water, you are in the infantry. Don’t betrying to step around the water, might as well get used to it.”

So I stepped right into the puddles of mud and water; couldn’t get around them anyway. I was a grunt and started acting likeone. Everything was all laid out in our orders. I was in BravoCompany, so I went to B barracks.

The next day when I fell out with my unit at the designated time and place the captain announced, “You’re going to ChuLai.” In-country orientation was two steps removed from theboonies. I was not in the actual jungle, but I was getting closer.


Every morning I went to “actuality classes” which consisted of a rehearsal for the experiences that we were going to encounterin the boonies. For example, there was a class on plastic explosives. It looked like putty. You could put it on a door and blowthe door and half the wall away. That was an all-day class.

We were given further instructions on how to survive at night by going out on a simulated night patrol. We were told how tofire weapons at night, just to see how tracers worked. We weregiven instructions on the terrain, what to look for, how to survive in case we got lost, the type of animals that were around,how to handle snake bite, what to do with a mine, how tohandle a pungi stick in case we stepped on one.

All the instructors were combat veterans. These were short-timers who had been out in the boonies, and were getting ready to go home. They would give us war stories; that was what wewanted to hear. They would tell us about how they got hurt orabout particular incidents — how Charlie overran their unit onenight, something like that. We found the guys were veryfriendly. You know, nobody was really ready to kick our assbecause we didn’t salute or something like that. That wasdropped completely. Obeying orders was just automatic —buthaving a relaxed rapport with our superiors was where it wasall at then. That was what they were teaching us really to do.Even when the general came, we didn’t have to stand up. Wewere going into the boonies and we were expendable. Onewrong move and we were dead. They told us, “We’re trying toget you guys to understand the buddy system, communicatingwith each other. There can be no friction out there.” If a guythat hates you is in back of you with an M-16 and you get in afire fight, he can easily blow your head off.

I remember this one particular incident one night after class was over. I was getting ready to crash. I was just about asleep, when all of a sudden I heard a “boom,” and then the siren went off. In the classes they told us the siren meant we were gettinghit. I heard some guy say, “Mortar attack.” When the sirenswent off, we were supposed to run out of the barracks and intothe bunkers. The bunker was a very low to the ground structure,about four feet high. It had sandbags all the way around and ontop of it—-stacked about three to four feet high out from theside. It was open on both ends.

I ran inside of this bunker and hunkered down. Maybe some of the more elaborate bunkers were made out of concrete forofficers or for a general, but most were just made out of woodenbeams and sandbags. It would protect us, unless we got a directhit. Even a damn cement bunker was not going to survive a direct hit from a 155mm shell. Hell, no. But I didn’t know it atthe time. I thought we were really getting hit. I said, “Oh shit,God damn, are we getting attacked, man?” The guys in thebunker said, “No, man.” I said, “Listen, man” —I startedhearing “BOOM, BOOM, BOOM — ” you know, all over theplace, and I said, “Hey man, we getting hit right now, man?”“No, man, those are our weapons.” Then I started distinguishing the sound of the rounds being shot from the base from therounds that exploded on the base. We got hit with about three tofive rounds, but I was told that nobody was hurt or injured. Ithought about my family at home that night.

After the in-country training, I went out to the 196th Infantry Brigade. On that fire base, I saw howitzers, 155mm guns. I saw tanks all over the place, a lot of sand, a lot of bunkers.I saw a low structured building, the processing building. Wewere to leave all our things inside our foot locker in that building. That was where I had left my trumpet, clothes, extrafatigues, everything. I filled in all my personal papers, who mythings were going to go to when I died, if I died. They issued mea rucksack and told me to pack what I was going to need for theboonies. At that particular time I was issued my weapon.

There was nothing else going on at the support base —no classes, no orientation. I was ready to get out into what I hadbeen trained for. I wasn’t gung ho, but I was ready to go. If it was inevitable, why prolong the agony of wondering when thehell I was going to get out there? That next morning we weregoing to be shipping out to Bravo Company of the 196th LightInfantry Brigade. Little did I know, I still wasn’t going to mycompany. That’s what I mean by all this waiting.

Where the hell was I going? Who was I going to be with? How was I going to get there? I wanted it settled in my mind. Thelieutenant in charge of issuing equipment told me where myhootch was, and I just sat around with other greenhorns. Wesaid to each other, “What’s happening, man, how you doing?’’We were getting ready to go out and fight a war, but nobodywas really doing that much talking. The only excitement Iheard was from guys that were short-timers, the guys that weregetting ready to be shipped back home.

Later on that night, the rest of the group started coming in. They were scattered all around the base, probably in Chu Laicity itself, or the USO, or one of the other tents, gambling.I found that out just listening to their conversations. There inthe boonies 9:30 P.M. was pretty late. No one wanted to be outunless he was in a hootch up in the city with some broad. Thatused to be frequently done too. But I didn’t know all of that. Ittook a lot of balls; but after a guy had been in the boonies, it wasnothing for him to be moving around in the dark up in Chu Laicity. Even though there could have been VC and NVA up there,he had his weapon. If push came to shove, damn what wasgonna be punishable. He’d open up on anybody that screwedaround with him. I mean, it was a matter of life or death then.It was nothing for those guys to do that. But at that particularpoint in time it was all strange to me.

Being called “green” was sorta like a put-down. I felt, heck, I was green, so what? I didn’t take it personally. But I didn’tfeel anybody really rushing to put their hands around me andsay, “Well, listen, man, this is what’s going to happen to you.”I guess it was the short-timer’s way of letting off their own frustrations and showing their own anxiety in getting the hell outof there. At that time I felt that there were cliques. The guysthat fought together and had been in the boonies together were all around each other, and I could understand it. So they weresort of looking at us like, “You have to go out there and proveyourself like we did. You got to go out there and see if you cansurvive, like we did.” I felt respect for that, and I really triednot to take it personally. Anyway, that night in the hootch Iwas hearing conversation about all the adventures that hadprobably been taking place all that day. I can still hear it.“Hey, man. I was just in town. I had a fine little old broad upthere, man. I just got back.” “You gonna get your ass blownaway up there, man.” “Aw, shit, I had my weapon with me. Iwasn’t worrying about a damn thing. Charlie probably in thenext room fucking himself.” Or, “Hey, man, we had a prettyhot game. Old Al and Rick and I, Jerry, and shit. Bill was inthe game, too, man. My last hand I won thirty dollars. I wonabout four hundred dollars.” Those dudes were gambling hard,really picking up some money. Three or four hundred dollarswas really a win. They were having fun.

Later on that night, about one or two o’clock in the morning, we heard shelling. I woke up and was sitting there watching themovements of the other guys, and one guy said, “Hey man,don’t worry about it. Those are our guns.” They were 155mmweapons. They were so loud, they sounded as though we couldget hit. Evidently, they were pouring out fire support to ourmen out in the boonies or maybe harassment fire against Charlie.They were hitting some AO (Area of Operations), there was nodoubt about that. They didn’t just fire 155 mm weapons. I thinkeach round costs almost a thousand dollars. It might have beenin excess of that. Anyway, those guys, to a new guy, sounded asthough we were being hit. They must have fired about fiftyrounds. Afterward, I stayed sitting on the edge of the bed justthinking, instead of going back to sleep. Before the shelling Ihad written a letter back home. I was lonely. I told my grandmother that I was in Chu Lai and I was getting ready to go outin the boonies. I thought the next day I was going to be outthere.

That night, I never will forget. I had a dream about being out in the boonies already, and the NVA were shelling us. I was running around with my M-16 in my hand; I was really fighting in the war. I was running, diving back behind barges anddikes and shooting as though I was really out there in the thickof it. Charlie was running all over every place. Of course, acommon word then was “gook.” The gooks were running in,trying to stab me, and I was fighting them off with my hands. Iwoke up in a cold sweat. I guess I went back to sleep quickly,because then it was the next morning and the platoon sergeantswere calling us out. I didn’t feel like I had slept at all.

All the green GIs were over to one side, and all the short-timers, or the guys who were hurt, were in formation on the other side. They told us what time we were going to ship out.

After chow, the green guys assembled on the other side of a small landing strip. There was about fifteen of us there. Hereagain, the waiting, the waiting, the waiting. . . . All of a suddenwe heard this big clamor of blades going “bwm, bwm.” It wasa Chinook, a huge transport helicopter, with giant doubleblades. There’s nothing like it. You can’t say it looks like a planebecause it doesn’t. It’s a box-shaped design all its own, like anovergrown shoe box. It has two blades and a support on eachend, like a flag pole with the blades on that. Then on the sideare two sliding doors. I’d seen pictures of them in training, andI’d seen them flying overhead at my training center, but I’dnever been in one. There it was in front of me, about fifty yardsaway.

An NCO on the helicopter yelled to us to come in but keep down. The pilot got off the helicopter and pointed at us: “Comeon. Keep your heads down.’’ Everybody was sort of wary aboutthe blades. We’d heard horror tales about that. We all had ourheads way down, almost hunched on the ground, not realizingthat all we had to do was keep low, but not that low. Inside, wesaw metal floors, canvas strap benches, with aluminum railson the sides. The fifteen of us sat on these seats. Then they threwin a lot of mail and some other food supplies. Flying off and upgave me a strange feeling. I felt as though I was in a huge elevator; all of a sudden I felt sort of sucked up as this thing was flying upward. They told us all to hold on because the doorsdidn’t shut. Of course, the pilots were strapped, but we weren’t.Up and away, we just held on.

I thought I was enroute to the field. I didn’t talk to the other guys. I guess that was what they thought, too. But we didn’t goto the field. That was when we began finding out — the closerwe got to the war, the more on our own we were.

The buddy system has to happen. You start realizing that you can’t get through not communicating. Guys started opening up.Blacks realize, “I’m stuck out here in the boonies, and the whiteguy from the South is stuck out here, and it’s life and death,we’d better begin to erase all this coloration immediately.’’ Atfirst, guys are strangers: they’re from different backgrounds.Their parents taught them that a nigger ain’t shit, a nigger can’tdo shit. You can see it in their eyes. They look at you as thoughyou’re supposed to ask them, “What can I do for you?” Youknow? It’s as if they’re saying, “This is what I want you to do,boy.” You just see it in their eyes and their actions. They sitback and have an offhanded look at you: “I’m going to be betterthan you, and I can think, and I’m smarter than you.” Beingfrom the South, I’d seen that look all my life.

On this trip, there were about five white guys, about six or seven black guys, and another two or three Puerto Ricans. Thewhites were from the South. I’d heard them talk to each other.I want you to understand that they were not talking to us. Theydidn’t say, “Hey, man.” They weren’t friendly, and I wasn’tfriendly to them. The Puerto Ricans were mainly talking toeach other. After about twenty minutes we landed at what Ithought was going to be the base, and we were hustled off thehelicopter by an officer: “Get Off. Right Now. Move It. . . GetYour God Damn Ass Out.. . .”

We had landed at a huge fire support base called LZ Ross. LZ Ross consisted of a lot of sandbagged bunkers, only it was muchshabbier than the fire support base at Ghu Lai. I saw big truckson this winding dirt road on the landing base and huge cranesbusily at work. It seemed like they were clearing more area for installing bunkers and hootches. A lot of activity: GIs into different work; building bunkers, filling sandbags. The guys lookedhaggard. I learned later that some of those guys had just comein from patrols. I saw three or four officers walking around intheir fatigues. The first thing everybody started telling us wasnot to salute an officer. Charlie wanted to kill all the officersand he could be anywhere and see us salute. So I could actuallywalk by an officer and didn’t have to salute. I also saw all theseVietnamese people working at the base. Old papa-sans walkingaround in white pajamas were working there. Old women.Young women. They had these black pajamas on. I couldn’treally see what their bodies were like. They didn’t look thatappetizing to me.

I was following the NCO to where Bravo Company was stationed. My company was out in the boonies. The only guys that were at the rear in my company were the NCO and some guysthat were on R & R, or because they were hit, or maybe just goldbricking. Sometimes guys had some kind of sham going. Maybethey knew the NCO. There were all kinds of slick guys. A guywould get out of the boonies anyway he could, and who blamedhim? That was a day he wasn’t going to get killed. Anyway,guys were back there for some particular reason, and if theycould, they were going to stay back there indefinitely until theirtime was up. Then there were perhaps two companies protecting the perimeter of this fire support base. The infantryprotected the perimeter, so that’s why we saw guys filling sandbags. Maybe a company was going to be there for two or threeweeks. They were actually working to protect their own ass.The NCO obviously wanted us to do it, but, hell, if we did ashabby job building that bunker, it was our ass.

I learned from the NCO that LZ Ross was just a stopover. I said, “Am I going out to my unit today?’’ He said, “Yeah, yougoing out to your unit. Don’t be so anxious.’’ I never will forgetthat. That’s part of my nature: I’m always anxious to get involved, to get going. When he said, “Don’t be so anxious,’’ Iwent into an explanation thing as I always do. “It’s not that I’m anxious; I just want to know where I’m going, what I’m goingto do.” “Oh,” he said, “don’t worry about it; you’re going outthere tonight or this afternoon.”

I remember sitting there, with five other guys, waiting to go out into the boonies to my company. All of us were black. Whenthe helicopter came, the supply sergeant came out of his shackand said, “OK, guys, here’s your taxi. That’s the one you’regoing to be on.” We got on the helicopter, and one of the doorgunners said, “OK, now, I want everybody to relax. Remember,when you get to your AO, just keep your head low and run likehell. OK, just run. If you get under fire, just hit the dirt. Understand?”

There were two door gunners, one on each side of the helicopter. The gunners each had an M-60 pig. That was in some of the really early Hueys. Even though it was very hazardousduty, these guys volunteered as door gunners because therewere a lot of sweet things that they could get. They were treateddifferently. They didn’t have to worry about any CO embarrassing them for anything. They had beautiful bunks andhootches back in Chu Lai for when they got off duty. Theymight have worked all day. They might have worked eight toten hours, but they were stationed in Chu Lai, and they got allVietnamese women. Vietnamese women are very, very beautiful, as I found out later. They became more appealing to methe longer I stayed out there. Actually, any woman will startto look appealing. Anyway, those door gunners on those Hueysreally had a sweet life, once they were off duty. They could getpasses to go in to Chu Lai or Da Nang, especially if they hadbeen in a hell of a fire fight, or got a big body count, or something like that. The black market was really a big thing overthere; so they could steal all kinds of crap to sell to Vietnamesemerchants for phenomenal prices, and make extra money. Buta door gunner could get blown away at any time. If they survived, it was such a beautiful life. Guys were in line trying to bea door gunner.






That was the first time I’d seen a door gunner. The guy really looked gung ho. I mean, he looked proven. He might have hadon a flak jacket and green fatigues. That was all most of theguys wore. No shirt, or T-shirt and flak jacket, that was all.He was going to put on more of an air when we got in there. Heknew we were green. You listen to a guy like that when he tellsyou to stay low.

The highest casualty rate of new guys getting killed was when they landed into their first hot landing zone. The chopperwould hover over the LZ. As they were dumping all the suppliesout, the guys had to jump four or five feet. See, a lot of guys,they got freaked out. They got afraid to jump. After they got offthe chopper they might stand up and get killed. In spite of thetraining, guys still panicked.

After we were in the air for about twenty-five minutes, we landed about three or four feet off the ground. We all jumpedoff, two of us out of one side, three out the other and ran likehell. I didn’t hear anything at all. I was waiting for it. I just ran.I didn’t see anybody. I didn’t know where to run. I just ranstraight forward. Then I hit the ground. All of a sudden, themen waiting for us appeared out of the woods. They stayed hidden purposely — if they were out there waiting around and theyexposed themselves, Charlie could be ready to hit the helicopter when it came in. As I said before, we started finding outthat we were on our God damn own. If we did get hit, there wasnobody out there to say, “dive down, hit the ground.” Thatgunner tried to help us, but he had to try to do two things. Hehad to try to put enough lead out there to save that helicopter,save his ass, and to help to get their ass. Also, he had to try toput enough lead out there so we could get on the ground.

On that particular day there was no lead, no nothing; we didn’t get hit. Even though I didn’t hear anything, I thought I’djust hit the ground for the hell of it. Then all of a sudden, thehelicopter was gone. I stayed on the ground until I heard a guysay, “OK. Everything’s OK. Ease up.” So I slowly got up, andwalked toward the sergeant, who was about ten yards away.


We were in a rice paddy. Always a rice paddy, which was about the only place where they could land. They couldn’t landin the brush: they had to land some damn place. Sometimes inthe boonies, when the helicopters came out, we had to chop outan LZ for them to land in.




My unit was near the rice paddy so I finally got to Bravo Company, 196th Light Infantry Brigade. But I didn’t see therest of the men. I thought, damn, where’s the rest? I only sawthe first sergeant, the radio man, and an E-6 that turned out tobe the platoon sergeant. He was a fat first sergeant, and he wassitting there munching on some fruit. I found out he was acoward, too, but I didn’t know that then. He offered me anapple. When I heard him talk I knew he was from the South.I knew I wasn’t going to like him right off the bat. I just shookmy head.

The sergeant told us to sit down. Why didn’t we go ahead and take off? What were they doing? They were trying to see if we’dget hit before they started moving out. I didn’t know that then.I didn’t know what they were doing. After about thirty minutes,we walked over to another group of fifteen guys, mostly blacks,a few Puerto Ricans, and two or three white guys. It was the2d platoon, which was going to be my platoon. The rest of theguys were inside of a nearby hootch. This was a Vietnamesehut. They were spread all over the hootch, sitting there like theyowned the place, had their legs all crossed up on their chairs,just like around their living room. The mama-san and papa-san were outside cooking. GIs are something; just invading theproperty. Nobody said “come in,” just went in and sat down.As we walked up, one of the sergeants said, “What are youdoing in there; trying to get some pussy, I bet.” Some of the guysstarted laughing. They answered, “You wanna fuck mama-san?” “Oh hell no, she’s too old.” “Not me, that’s for theSarge.” This guy was an old E-6, sort of a weatherbeatenfaced guy. He was from the South too. So then the sergeant toldus to pull out —“All right, let’s go.”

At that point everything I did depended on what they weredoing. So I just sort of watched them. They told me to walk real slow, low down, watch for booby traps, and if we got hit, justhit the dirt. We started walking single file. I was not assigneda squad, but they told me to walk with 1st squad temporarily.I walked with my weapon held at the ready position. We had towalk many miles back to the company. I didn’t do any talking.

It was strange to me to see the endless array of rice paddies. We walked across these plantations that stretched as far as theeye could see. The grass was green, beautiful, and thick. Thenwe went across a bullet-ridden plantation with a once beautifulmansion half blown to bits. We walked through a graveyard.At first I was afraid to walk across a grave: it was part of myheritage. You just didn’t walk across anybody’s grave as amatter of respect, that’s all. But there was no other place towalk. The land was mostly flat with small, grassy knolls withtrees on them. The country was just beautiful; but I knew thatit was also deadly. I knew Charlie was out there. Anytime hefelt like it, he was going to hit us. I guess we must have walkedforty-five minutes or close to an hour. Finally we approachedour company. I saw the guys in the distance, and I thought,Jesus, what a lot of guys. Finally I got to my company and theNCO told me to go to the 2d platoon.

I met my platoon sergeant. “Hi, how you doing.” “You’re Goff?” “Yes, I'm Goff.” “OK. I tell you what, Goff, I’m goingto assign you to Ellis’s squad over there. See Ellis over there?”“Yeah.” “OK, you’re to go over and see Ellis; tell him you’re inthe 1st squad.”

So, I was going over to where Ellis was. He said, “What’s your name, man?” and started introducing me to the rest of thebrothers. All the brothers were sort of looking at me. Theyopened up first. “Hey, man. I’m Baby-san, what’s your name?”“I’m Goff, man. I’m Stanley.” “Where you from?” “I’m fromSan Francisco.” “I’m from Baltimore.” “All right. That’s Piperover there: Piper’s from San Francisco, is that right?” “Yeah.”“Hey, you got a home boy over here. Piper.” “Oh, yeah?”“Where you from, man?” “I’m from San Francisco.” “Whereyou from, Ingleside or Fillmore or Hunter’s Point?” That’s where the ghetto is. I told him, “No, I’m from Ingleside.” “Allright!” A guy from the same city. I thought that was prettygood. I figured he could really hip me. But I found out I wasgoing to be hipped anyway.

The guys were friendly, “What’s happening, man, how’s it going?” Black guys. Almost all black guys. I met Baby-san andPiper, Castile, and Ellis. Ellis was my first guy that I really hadany faith in. He knew what he was doing. He was a Mexican,real smart. Castile was a Mexican, too. They called him Hardcore. I found out later why. He’d wipe out a rabbit. Just a realcold-blooded dude. Steely eyes, he could shoot a twig off abranch a hundred meters away; he could hit anything. He wasour point man, a mean guy. That was why they called himHardcore. I didn’t want to deal with him. With a guy like that,you’d have to go for broke. Nobody had an argument with him.I guess later on he found out that I was no easy nut to crackeither, so we hit it off after that. He was always friendly, but Icould tell he was sort of “crazy friendly.” You’ve seen guys likethat. They’re friendly but you know they’ll just go for broke onyou in a minute. What I mean is that once they get off on you,they’ll just try to tear you apart; so you have to have the samekind of attitude in order to contend with them.

I didn’t know that then; but just because I was black, they were going to protect me like a brother, like a real brother. Iwould be protected just like a baby. They didn’t just amble overbut their eyes were on me. They didn’t plan on letting me getwiped out. It’s beautiful how that is. Brothers are really not thatclose back here in this country. It was amazing how the blackswere organizing among themselves over there. They really wentall out to protect me and tried to orient me toward Charlie andtoward the white men and why I was there.

Piper was very good at that. He was probably the brightest of all the blacks that I met in Vietnam, and I met a lot. He tookit on himself to politically orient us about how the governmentwas using us blacks. I have to give Piper a lot of credit becausehe really tried to make us realize what we were doing there, according to his way of thinking, which was that at all costs wemust not risk ourselves and try to become heroes in this type ofwar. What is ironic is that I did just the opposite. But, as I said,his thing was “Fuck it, get your ass on the ground; don’t try tobe a hero at all. Try it only when you have no other choice.Don’t try to go out there and volunteer for any God damn missions or some bullshit and get your ass killed.” That was hiswhole philosophy. I sort of agreed with it to a certain degree.Then I agreed with it wholeheartedly from a black point ofview. But I didn’t believe in sitting around waiting till the shithit the fan and there was no other alternative but to start fighting. My whole concept was that then it might be too late, man.But that was his thing.

At that particular time, most of the whites depended on the brothers to fight. That’s how it got to be. And he and everybrother knew that, too. His thing was, “Don’t let them use youall the way into the grave.” And that was what they were reallydoing. He told us, “The government is sending us over here.When we get here, we’re doing the most fighting.” Piper wastrying to make us see how they were using us. Here we weredoing all the fighting out of proportion to our number. Anyway,that’s what he was preaching. That was his lesson. He wasenabling us to understand the system as he saw it and to realizethat all the money that was being poured over in the Nam couldhave been used to clean up the ghetto. He was politicallyoriented and just a hell of a guy.

I wasn’t politically oriented. A lot of blacks were probably just like me—wondering what this government was doing. Whywould they do it to us? Why should they constantly harass usand make us do stuff like that? We couldn’t figure it out. ButPiper said that what we were doing in the Nam made us likeassassins. We were also their suicidal men. He made us realizethat they could always get other blacks. That was what sort ofhurt us. Piper had been in the bush about four or five monthswhen I got there. He finally talked his way out. At the end of my term, he was going to go out himself, but he was still in theboonies when I left.

As I was standing there getting acquainted, the guys told me to take my rucksack off and start helping them. They weredigging foxholes. They said, “Get to work, man. Come on overhere, man. Shit, we need your help” —and then we got hit. Allof a sudden, it was AK-47s, “dididididi, owee owee, dididi” —an AK-47 makes a chilling-type of sound. We all hit the dirt.It only lasted about twenty seconds, and then everybody wasfiring like hell. I wasn’t doing anything, just laying in the dirt.Finally it was all over. It was a couple of snipers. We keptdigging in. Everybody was complaining, “God damn it, whydoes that fucking CO have us digging out here in the wide Goddamn open?”

The CO probably felt that if we were going to get hit, most likely we could see them when they charged. If we were out inthe open, they had to come out and get us. That was his wholerationale. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t, because we got shelled like hell out in the open. It was just amatter of what the CO felt was more protective towards hismen. You got support from the fire support base but it was hardfor them to determine where you were when you were in thewoodline. If you were in a wide open area, out in a rice paddy,they could decipher you from Charlie over in the woodline. Butif you were in the woodline also, then it was hard for them toshell. They either shelled way over your head—no support atall —or shelled right on top of you. That was another goodreason for being out in the open; but everybody was complaining because we could get picked off by snipers. Nobody got hitthat day. That night the guys dug in as far as they could in casewe got shelled. I just got in this deep hole and looked around.And Baby-san said, “Hey man, this is gonna be your home.”

My first night in the boonies was pretty scary. Sergeant Ellis, my squad leader, told me we were going to go out on nightpatrol. “I hate to take you out, Goff, but I need you. I don’t have enough men. You know why? We got hit last week, man,and I lost two good guys.”

I said, “Yeah.” He said, “I might as well give it to you straight; you don’t want me bullshitting around with you.”I said, “Nope.”

“I’ll tell you what you do, man. You make sure that you stay alert. Don’t daydream ever, man. A lot of guys get out here andthey start thinking to themselves ‘We haven’t got hit for a longtime . . . ’ and that’s when Charlie hits you. Charlie lets youwalk around in a circle for weeks and weeks, and he waits untilyour guard is down, then he hits you.” He wasn’t talking aboutNVA; he was talking about Charlie; about packs of VC. “Hey, Ireally hate to carry you first night out. I know you don’t knowwhat the shit you’re doing. But just watch me and stay low, andby all means stay alert. OK? I’m begging you to stay alert.”I said, “OK. Don’t worry man, I will.”

It got dark. We got ready to go out, and I was nervous, man, I was really scared. About nine o’clock, we went out. I said,“God damn, anything can happen when I get out there.” Walking behind these guys, I was flinching at every God damn movement. That was fine. The guys didn’t say anything. That meantI was alert, maybe too alert, and it didn’t make them nervouswhen every five minutes I was jerking around at some cricket orsomething. We kept walking. The guys started bitching. “Hey,man, that’s too God damn far. That’s far enough, man. Fuck it.Don’t go no God damn farther ... I ain’t goin’ no God damnfarther.” Then Ellis decided it was far enough. “Yeah, shit,those motherfuckers don’t give a shit about us.”

Night movement, that was a suicidal patrol. That was one of the worst patrols you could ever go out on. The purpose of itwas for you to walk up on Charlie and for him to hit you, andthen for our hardware to wipe them out. We were used as scapegoats to find out where they were. That was all we were—bait.They couldn’t find Charlie any other way. They knew therewas a regiment out there. They weren’t looking for just a handful of VC. Actually, they’d love for us to run into a regiment which would just wipe us out. Then they could plaster theregiment and they’d have a big body count. The general getsanother damn medal. He gets promoted. “Oh, I only lost twohundred men, but I killed two thousand.’’ In the states, peoplewould hear that we lost twenty men when we actually losttwo hundred. That was what happened. For a long time theywere giving out body counts that were blown up out of proportion.

One time they put the whole God damn company on night movement. That meant that company was expendable. Ordersthat you had to go out came all the way from brigade headquarters. So, we went out, kept as quiet as we could. We didn’twant to alert nobody. You found out it was your own ass outthere. The smartest people didn’t try to find anything. Youdidn’t go anyplace. You just went as far as where you thoughtthe CO wouldn’t be able to hear you. And who the fuck in thesquad was going to say any God damn thing? Because if you didsay something, you could come up dead. I found that out later,too. Shit, even the sergeant might have known you weren’tgoing out there. Even the CO might have known it. But as far ashe was concerned, he was carrying out his orders. He was notgoing to say anything and you were not going to tell him. Nobody told me not to say anything, but I knew. It was obvious.

I never will forget one time when Piper was in charge of my squad on a night patrol. He was cussing, “God damn it, thosemotherfuckers, man —we gotta go on a God damn patrol,man.” There was mostly black guys in the patrol; I think onewhite. I was still in 1st squad then; Baby-san was there, too.Piper and Baby-san used to protect me. Piper’d talked the COinto carrying a radio man. See, Piper was that smart. He said,“God damn it. I’m not going out there if we don’t have aradio.” So the CO made the radio man go. Even though hewould have to turn the radio off because it made noise, wewould have it in case we got into trouble. So Piper came backfrom the CO saying, “We got a radio. The motherfuckers didn’twant to give me a radio, but we got a radio. OK.” Then we got ready to go. Everybody was pretty gloomy. Nobody wanted togo out there. You were just five dead guys if you found Charlie.Everybody knew it.

About nine o’clock we moved out. Piper was pissed off. He wasn’t talking to nobody. Just looking at him I could tell hismind was moving a hundred miles an hour. We got out abouttwo hundred meters away from the company, and the guy infront of me whispered, “Piper says we’re not going anyfurther.”

“We’re about two hundred meters out, man. What’s Piper going to do?”

“Piper’s going to start firing his weapon. Now when he starts firing, you start firing like all hell’s broken loose, you knowwhat I mean? Then what we gonna do is, move back, and we’regonna run like hell back to the company, you understand?”“OK, fine.” So we all followed his orders. At two hundredmeters out, all of a sudden. Piper started firing his weapon,and popping grenades, “BOOM BOOM.” Baby-san was thegrenadier. I started firing my M-16. “Let’s go, man, move it,they’re over there, they’re over there!” So all of a sudden, we allstarted running back to the company, still firing all the way,running like hell. Even the radio man was onto it and firinglike hell.

When we got back to the company, man, everybody was asking, “Hey, man, what happened, any of you guys get hit?”“Yeah, man, we got hit. Yeah, man, we must have seen aboutfifty guys out there.” “Is that right, man?” “Yeah, man.”Piper ran off to the CO. All of a sudden, the NCO told us to getout on the perimeter, and he alerted everybody in the company.We all started fanning out on the perimeter. The CO calledPiper over, and we thought Piper was going to get his ass court-martialed. I don’t think that the CO quite bought his story, because he didn’t actually call for any fire support. There was noshells, nothing. Piper told him that he ran into about fifteenVC. We ran after firing; then he looked back, and thought hesaw maybe fifty men. That was the lie. Piper came back and said, “Hey, man, we gotta go back up in front of the companythough.” The CO made our squad go out about seventy-fiveyards in front of the company perimeter. But we didn’t have togo out on a maneuvering night patrol, man, and just stay outthere for about three hours moving around. So that was whyPiper did what he did.

It wasn’t like we were supposed to go out and set up. We were supposed to wander around. Piper said, “Fuck that shit,” andcame up with that marvelous idea. It was really a great idea.He pulled it off, but I think they questioned the hell out of himlater. I guess men used to do that at first and not even questionit.

You got these word-of-mouth stories that went around from company to company about the easiest way to annihilate guys.Probably one of the highest body counts of GIs getting killedwas on night patrol. The second highest ratio for GIs gettingkilled was ambushes. And most of the time they, too, occurredat night. Booby traps were the third most deadly. Running intoan NVA regiment — that was the most dreaded possibility. ButI was even ready for that. Once you’d been psyched into that“kill or be killed” syndrome for so many months, then you become hard-core like Hardcore Gastile.

In the beginning, I wasn’t anywhere near hard-core. That first night with Ellis’s squad I was scared shitless. And I didn’tgo to sleep at all. Even when I was sitting on guard duty formy hour, I was thinking about home. Ellis told us how to setup our perimeter with claymore mines. We had claymores up tothe ass. When you got set up right, if you didn’t panic, youcould really take care of a charge of fifty to seventy-five men.They were really deadly. We set them out around us and I feltpretty safe, believe it or not, with all that firepower behind me.We had all the wires going in to the guy that was on guard duty.And the guy that was on guard duty, all he had to do was justdetonate these mines and fire the pig. I also had these littlebinoculars that I could see with at night. And I kept peeringaround. I didn’t see anything at all. Sometimes I thought I’d see something, and my eyes would be as big as they could possiblyget. But it was nothing. And that was primarily how the nightwent. Nothing happened.


Bob
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FT. BENNING TO BAO LOC

I’d graduated from AIT and added something else to the uniform. I was proud of wearing the blue rope on my shoulder that said I was infantry —the artillery guys wore red. I’d earned itbecause I’d taken all this ass-kicking abuse. Even though Ireally didn’t want any part of the war, I was sort of proud of myaccomplishments. Stan was already on leave when I got to FortBenning wearing my dress greens and saucer cap with the armyemblem and the shoulder rope. I had a copy of my orders and Ihad to see someone in authority to get them changed.

They started separating guys into different companies. Most of the people were holdover guys hanging around the barracksor guys that were permanent party. The first thing I heard fromthe airborne sergeant was: “What in the hell you fucking bumsdoing here with these bus driver caps on?’’ And I said, “Whatdo you mean. Sir?” He said, “Don’t call me ‘Sir’, you fuckingasshole. I work for a living. Get down and gimme fifty.” Iwondered, what was wrong with this guy, was he crazy orwhat? He said, “Drop, boy.”







Every other word, I found out, was “boy”—but they said it in a way like, “Boy, get down. You gonna do so many pushups, you gonna push Georgia into Alabama. Now drop! Dropthat God damn funny looking cap off your head and get downbehind it and knock out fifty push-ups.” I thought, what for?But I learned in basic that if they told you to jump, you didn’task them why, you asked them, “How high?” Anyway, Iknocked off the fifty push-ups. I was really fed up. I hadn’tdone anything to deserve this. So I was trying to explain to theidiot, “Hey, man. I’m not really into your thing. I’m aiming toget out of it, and you’ve got me doing push-ups right off thebat.” After that introduction, he reminded me, “We’re paratroopers down here. We don’t like our people wearing taxidriver caps or bus driver hats in this area. If you’re foundwearing it, you’ll do fifty push-ups. If you’re found with it afterI’ve told you once or twice, you’ll do a hundred. Now, anotherthing about this area — if you take one step, you hop, if you taketwo, you’d better be in a full trot.” We went over to the checkin barracks where they checked your orders to find out whoall made the flight, and who went crazy or AWOL on the way.

After processing in, I asked another sergeant to see the CO. I was told to shut my big mouth, he was the one who was supposed to do the talking, and who did I think I was? When I didfinally get to the CO’s office, I explained my situation to thefirst sergeant. I never did see the CO. The first shirt told me hewas in charge there. So he said to me, “Yes, we understand yourproblem, but we have a slight problem, too. You know, paperwork is inputted into Washington, and it’s gotta come back, sowe can get you out of Airborne School. But it’s going to take atleast four to five weeks in order to do this. In the meantime,what we’ll do is have you at the holding barracks, down on aplace called Animal Farm. Incidentally, we had a guy hanghimself with his shoe laces down there last week.”

So I thought this guy was really trying to intimidate me. He was lying through his teeth. So I said, “Oh, man, say listen, Igotta go home; I gotta be home in a couple of days.” He said,“You don’t gotta be nowhere. Until your orders is cut, you can’t be anywhere but here. Now, the thing you will do is this! Youwill simply wait until your orders come, and you’ll pull detailsin the meantime. You’ll mop floors and peel potatoes; you’llscour some pots, and you’ll bust some suds down there. You’lldo everything we want until your orders come through, if theguys down there don’t kill you first. We got some rough guysdown there. We got guys down there that got in trouble in Vietnam. That’s where we send all our troublemakers.” I thoughtthe guy was telling me a lie. I was pissed like a dog by now.Then he said “It will take from four to five weeks.” I wasthinking, OK, if Airborne School was three to four weeks, andthis thing was four to five weeks, hell, I came out better byjumping. Damn! They had me in a Catch 22 situation.


When I talked to a few people, they told me the guy was genuine. He was telling the truth. I would have to stay therebecause there was a lot of red tape involved in leaving. Beingprocessed in and processed out took a lot of paperwork. And Ididn’t want to go to no Animal Farm. You know, I didn’t wantto go where all these cats hung themselves, and the details wereso bad. I had enough of details in basic. Then another ideastruck me. I’d been sending my girlfriend every penny I got because she was pregnant; she needed medicine. I had onlyenough money in basic to get cigarettes and a few necessarythings. I thought well, in airborne I got fifty-five dollars extra amonth for jumping. Right! By going through Airborne School,I’d come out better in a way, as long as I didn’t kill myself! So Itold the barracks sergeant, “Okay, I’ll stick with the orders.”

The next day they gave us orientation. They told us how proud we’d be in the Airborne; it was the best in the world. Butthey made us feel shitty when they said, “Now, which one ofyou scared-ass assholes don’t want to go?” “You fucking yellow dogs!” I looked around. No one was holding up his hand.Nobody else was doing it; I didn’t want to be obvious. Thenthey said, “The first one that does it, he’s going to the groundwith dirt in his face. I’m going to put my foot down his throat.






He ain’t nothing but a yellow coward.” So I thought, “Oh, wow, man, this guy’s trippy. Well, maybe I’ve still got a chanceto get out of this thing. Maybe after a couple of days of goingthrough the training, I can fall out before they actually jump.”But slowly I was getting to the point where it got to be a challenge. The training sergeant was saying, “I know half of youbums ain’t gonna make it anyway, because we have reallyrigorous training down here. We’re tough. I’ll have you so thatwhen I come in that barracks door at four o’clock in the morning, you’ll be jumping out of your bunk saying 1000, 2000,3000, 4000, looking for that rip cord. I’m going to push you todeath. I’m going to push you till you puke. You ain’t nothingbut a bunch of maggots anyway. You couldn’t make my class.”I didn’t like for people to dare me. So even though he wasn’treally pushing me to the point where he was daring me, I justsaid to myself, “What the hell. I’m going through with it. Icould use the extra money for the little lady. And for myself.”So I went on through with it.

Man, I thought basic and AIT was tough, but this was the worst thing that ever happened as far as training was concerned; there was nothing like it. They moved you so fastthrough the training, you didn’t know what to expect next.There was constant mental and physical harassment.

The first day, orientation ended at about twelve at night. Then they paired us off into the barracks. I was attached to44th Company. At the very end of the orientation, this onesergeant got up in front, and he bragged that he was the best inthe world; he was so sweet with jumping that he had somethinglike five thousand jumps —he jumped in the day, he jumped atnight, he jumped in the ocean. When he jumped he could landon a dime. He called himself a master blaster. He said he hadmore hookups than we got push-ups, and that if we listened tohim, we’d be the best in the world. I recall the last thing he said:“Whatever you do, don’t play with me, because I don’t play.I’ll teach you how to jump, but if you fool around . . . .” In away, he was a good person. I could tell he was trying to be ahard guy, but he was telling us, “This is a dangerous thing; if you mess up, then you could kill yourself; it’s nothing to playwith!”


I can remember the first day real good. At four o’clock in the morning the sergeant walked in the barracks. I couldn’t sleepthat night; I was worried about the next morning. I didn’t knowif they wanted me to jump that day or what. I was naive. Thefirst thing I heard was, “I’m not going to call you fuckingassholes no more.” He hadn’t said nothing prior to that morning. And he said it as if he’d been calling us for ten minutes. Hewent on: “I’m not going to wake up fucking bums. You thinkI’m out here for my health? Get the hell out of them bunks!”Everybody came piling out, dudes from the top falling all overthe place. “OK, get ready for the four mile run.” I thought thisguy was kidding. Four miles and it was not even breakfast timeyet. He followed us out of the barracks and we went runninground the track, singing a little song. He shouted and werepeated:

HERE WE GO! (repeat)

ALL THE WAY! (repeat)

RANGERS! (repeat)

WE CAN RUN ALL DAY!

HEY! HEY! LOOK AT ME!

RANGER! HA!

GUNS! KILL! GUTS! KILL!

Whenever we’d run, we’d sing. So we were running like dogs; some guys were falling out. Whenever a guy would fall out, thesergeant would stop the whole platoon, walk back, and kicksawdust and dirt in the guy’s face. Then he’d say, “Come andget this bum, he’s dead,” and then continue to run. Seemed likehe was enjoying the run; the guy was even turning around andrunning backwards. I mean he was gung ho to the bone. Wehad to run every day till we got in tiptop shape. I thought I wasin shape when I left AIT, but I wasn’t in no kind of conditioncompared to the training that this Ranger sergeant had in mind. Whenever we’d run, we’d sing, and when we passed troops thatweren’t airborne we’d chant:

ON YOUR LEFT (repeat)

LEGS! DIRTY LEGS!

PUKE! PUKE!

CAN’T BE AIRBORNE LIKE ME!!

The first week in Airborne School was ground week. This was when you were exercising and you were going out to whatare called “mark towers.’’ You’d run out to the training area information. That was where you’d be doing a lot of simulatedjumping out of this low twenty-five-foot tower. The trainingsergeants were teaching you how to hook up and how to markto the door. Basically, you were learning how to go out of thedoor of the airplane. It was like jumping off a house. You werein a harness that strapped between your legs, and when youjumped, it gave your balls the sensation of your life. It wasworse than jumping out of a plane. When you marked to thedoor, just like you were inside a C-119 with your parachute allhooked up, you shuffled to the door with one foot flat and onetoe up. The heel and toe are just the opposite as you’re shuffling.The plane was naturally kind of swaying, and, in order to keepyour balance, you were sorta swaying. So they taught you toshuffle; then you learned to jump out of the twenty-five-foottower on a static line with a harness on. It was like jumping outon a reel, and when you got to the bottom of the line, it jerkedand pulled you.

In the morning we’d do the mark tower; in the afternoon we’d do Swing Land Training. From there we’d go on to the PLF orParachute Landing Fall. They’d drop us out of the little swing,and we’d bust our butt or the back of our head, because wedidn’t know when they released us. We couldn’t land expectingto do a PLF, but we tried to hit on four points. The trainingsergeant was there to check us out. The less we learned, themore PLFs we’d do.


Next you went into tower week. They elevated you to a fifty-foot tower and all of a sudden they dropped you. At this stage you had a real chute on. In the meantime, you were goingthrough classes constantly; you were being well prepared. Inthe actual training, you had these sergeants standing aroundgiving you the rundown on how to land; they explained what todo coming down and how you could break a leg or your neck ifyou didn’t listen. If you didn’t follow their instructions, youcould really hurt yourself. I found out they were right. You hadto do it in a certain set way. Once you hit the ground, you hadso many seconds to fold the chute up, crisscrossing, rolling up.Then you had a few seconds to get off the drop zone. Theytaught you how to guide the chute when you were comingdown. Some of the guys, when they jumped, landed on anotherguy’s chute. The other guy was safe, but you were in troublebecause your chute was going to collapse as if you just hit theground. So they taught you to just try and run off the otherguy’s chute. Or if you got tangled up, they taught you how to“bicycle,” you pedaled to get unwrapped.

I remember a couple of partners got pissed because this one guy tangled them, and they was up there in the sky pissedand flailing at each other. The sergeant was down on theground, and he was yelling at the top of his voice, “Get the fuckout of there . . . .” Tower week was frustrating and dangerous.

The third week was actually jump week. That was the scary week. That was when the fun began. I didn’t think I was reallyready to jump. But what really convinced me to go ahead wasthe plane we was in —an old C-119. They called it the FlyingBoxcar. The damn thing was so ragged and shabby, man, Ithought it was going to crash. Hell, I was glad to jump out of it.Really, man, I think they entice you to jump with that plane. Iwill never forget that day. On the runway, the sergeant wassaying, “Now, make sure your equipment is ready.” Make sureof this; make sure of that. They had riggers that rigged thechutes and some of the guys was saying, “Hey, maybe theseguys didn’t rig the chutes right. One little flip and you’re gone.”We had a little saying; “If the chute don’t open wide, you’ll bea spot on the countryside.” And that stuck in my mind, you know?

If your main chute didn’t open, you had a reserve chute that was harnessed in front. The reserve chute protected you againsta rigging mistake. If you jumped and someone had rigged thechute wrong, first you might get a cigarette roll. That waswhen the chute would be rolled up like a cigarette and itwouldn’t open at all. Or you might get a bra; the brassiere-typechute was where the strings were mistied. They would cut rightthrough the center of the chute and cause it to double fold sothe canopy wouldn’t support you. Then you’d have to use thereserve. The reserve was a regular chute, too, only it was rightbelow the suspender harness on your stomach. You had themain chute—the T-10 —on your back attached to a static line.As you jumped out of the plane, the static line would catch andyour chute would automatically open; if the main didn’t open,then you pulled the reserve. If that didn’t open, then you hadanother thing that you could do. You could always put yourhead between your legs and kiss your ass goodbye. That was theway the sergeant put it. So that was on my mind too just beforeI made my first jump.

We had a thirty minute wait on the runway before we took off . . . maybe a hundred or so guys. While waiting, your partners helped you check your equipment. There were last minuteinstructions from the training sergeants. Some cats played itreally smooth; some guys, like me, were scared as shit. Therewere maybe ten planes loading. When 43rd Company went,then you knew you were next, and you began to get butterflies.You got on your plane and, as the plane started rolling downthe runway, the jump sergeant yelled:

WHAT ARE YOU?

AIRBORNE!

LEGS?

AIRBORNE!


I was trying to get myself fired up, but it wasn’t working. As the plane climbed to about thirteen hundred feet, it was sodamn noisy I couldn’t hear nothing. But they had taught us thejump command. I couldn’t hear the sergeant, but he would givehand signals like: “Stand up; Hook up; Check equipment.”After everyone checked their equipment, he would signal,“Sound off for equipment check.” Starting from the back, thelast man would turn and let his partner check him and hewould check his partner. Then each guy in turn would checkthe next man in front of him, right on up to the front. We hadthirteen people on each side of the plane, and we had somethinglike benches that we would sit on until it was time to get up.After the sergeant gave the jump command, and we’d finishedthe “Sound off for equipment check,” the response came fromthe back, “OK, OK, OK ...” all the way up to the front. By thattime, the green light would be on. We were over the drop zonewith so many seconds to jump. Once the plane got to the dropzone, if someone froze in the door, then that would cause adelay. All the pilot knew was that we were over the drop zone;that was when he would press the green button. He couldn’t seenobody back there where we were, so it was up to the jumpmaster to get everybody out while the plane was over the jumpzone. If somebody froze or delayed, then he could jump into theocean or the trees.

After the equipment check, the jump master would give the command: “First man, stand in the door.” Then the next manwould move right in back of the first, and so on. Then he wouldsay, “Go!” We would start jumping about two seconds apart.After he told the first man to go, the next man was right there.Everybody was supposed to be coming out of the plane in afluid motion. If somebody froze . . . Well, that was why thejump master wore them jump boots. When you kicked a guyright in the butt, he was going right out of the plane. I’d seenthat happen. One guy froze in the door because it was his firsttime. He was scared. The jump master just peeled his fingersoff; it was funny in a way.






When that first guy was standing there with both hands on each side of the door, his whole face contorted from the blastof wind. While he was standing there waiting on the jumpmaster to give the command to go, he’d think of bracing himselfagainst that blast of air. He wanted to be as tight as possiblewhen he jumped, his toes pointed toward the ground, his kneestogether, slightly bent, not too stiff, but enough to keep themtogether once the blast hit him. He didn’t want the blast of airto blow his legs open and start him flailing in the wind. He’djump out toward the engine, and the blast would take him backunderneath the plane. If he was flailing, he might hit part ofthe plane. His chin had to be tucked into his chest and hiselbows into his sides, with both hands on the reserve; one nearthe reserve rip cord, the other one on the back end of it. Thatposition would keep him tucked in. Once the blast hit him, he’dstart to tumble.

In the four seconds that it took for the main chute to open, it seemed like four days. You know what I mean? I was ready topull that ripcord on the reserve quite a few times. It seemedlike it was taking too long for the main to open, and when itfinally snapped, I got a sudden jerking sensation. When itfinally billowed open, I said, “Thank you, God ....’’

The descent was not fast at all. It was just like a swaying motion, down slowly, slowly, slowly. The last fifty feet, when the chute didn’t have that much air underneath the canopy, youstarted to speed up. Once you got about fifty to thirty feet fromthe ground, you just fell. It was like jumping off a house. Thiswas where the parachute landing fall came in. You hit andbroke the fall with a roll—just like the rocker on a rockingchair. You should have come right out of it. One thing I didn’tknow when I first jumped was that you could actually landby popping the risers on the harness. You just held these suspenders down until the last minute and then turned them loose; itwould jerk you back up, and you could land on your feet. Butthey didn’t allow that. They didn’t want nobody hamming itup. After you hit the ground, there was this sergeant on thelanding zone giving orders. He was out there kicking andcussing, getting everybody off the drop zone. You got a thousand other guys above you about to jump. They would run something like twenty or thirty planes just one after another.By the time you hit the ground, another plane load or two wascoming over. You looked up and saw nothing but thousands ofcanopies everywhere. So you had to run off. And the worst partfor me was running that mile and a half off the drop zone withthe chute. It was pretty heavy. You had to fold it, and, as youwere folding it, you had to run toward the truck they hadparked on the edge of the drop zone.

Five jumps qualified me for my jump wings—we called them blood wings. As we ran off the drop zone, we got in formationand they had a little ceremony. People kind of milled around,and then we got back on the cattle trucks and went back intothe base. We moved from the training barracks to the transitbarracks. That was when we got to walk around the area, go tothe NCO club. In the meantime, they were working on ourorders, which lasted from three days to a week. After I finishedjump training, I felt proud. When I saw an officer, I salutedwith “All the way. Sir,” and he said, “Airborne.”

But I still didn’t know what the hell was going on. So I finished at Benning, got my orders cut, got my money, leavetime, manifest for tropical clothing, and found out that I hadto report back to Fort Lewis. Then I was like a late freight outof Benning; caught a plane into SFO. I finally got home.

When I did get home, I was really elated. As I came out of Jump School, Stan was just going to Vietnam. I went by hisMom’s house to get his address. He had gone a couple of daysago. So I just missed him. All his Mom knew was that he wouldbe with the 196th Light Infantry Brigade in Vietnam. Shedidn’t know nothing about Vietnam, whether he would be inthe Delta, or the Central Highlands, or what part of Vietnam. Ihad my thirty-day leave. Time to forget about Vietnam andthe army.

After leave I was a married man but just the same I reported up to Fort Lewis, Washington, on 28 June 1968 and processedin. Three days later I was on my way to Vietnam. During the three days I was issued jungle fatigues and jungle boots, andlighter camouflage stuff; all black stripes so you wouldn’t benoticed when you’d be walking through the jungle. Ordinarily,uniforms have yellow stripes to designate rank; obviously, youcould see them further away —they’d be silhouetted like a neonsign. Any military personnel in Vietnam would have to weareither dark black insignia whether it be stripes or sew-on jumpwings or any type of rank, even on the collar. The officerswould never wear metal — anything that would reflect the sun.

At the same time that I was getting a change of clothing I got a little orientation on Vietnam, like what to expect, but halfof the guys there was really just fountain pen fighters. Theynever had been over to Vietnam. It was obvious. If guys hadbeen overseas in combat, they would wear a unit overseas patchon their right shoulder. I didn’t know if it was required, but if aguy in the infantry had been in a combat zone and done anykind of fighting, he would wear the Combat Infantry Badge.The army put a lot of emphasis on our knowing the rank — so Iknew that most of the guys there were just processing clerks.

I talked to a few of the clerks and some returnees, and got an inkling of what was to come. The clerks told war stories thatthey got from friends that had been to the war, or they made uplittle stories themselves to try and frighten you or intimidateyou, just to give you a hard time in general while you wereprocessing out. Maybe it made their job easier. These guys werepermanent party; they had eight to four-thirty jobs. Theytalked all kinds of bullshit. They might even have bought amedal in the PX and put it on their uniform — as long as theythought they wouldn’t get caught. The Vietnam returnees gaveme the truth. These were dudes that had got off the plane andwas processing back into the World. They knew I was going.I wasn’t just some kind of spectator that was curious and mightput them down as freaks. So they was trying to hip me to whatI was about to face. These guys were boonie rats and damn nearall of them wore CIBs. A few of them were paratroopers. Theycould tell I’d be going to a paratrooper unit, possibly their own — the 173rd, eighty-deuce or the 101st. They knew I was infantry and I’d be in the thick of the boonies. I would talk to themjust like I would talk to a friend. A few guys would be reluctantto talk, but mostly these guys told me, “Don’t get over there andstart half-stepping; stay alert when you get to the Nam. It’sgonna get rough; it’s gonna get funky; it’s gonna get nasty. Butyou can make it.” They’d made it! They said, “Guys that startfucking around out there in the bush is gonna get their headripped; they’re gonna get blowed away. Charlie is very dangerous. I’ve seen him, man. He’s a professional fighter, and whenyou get out there, there is no room for amateurs. If you keepyour shit together out in that jungle, you’ll live.” I appreciatedthem telling me the truth.

I still had a lot of questions. I was told at Fort Lewis, since I was airborne, that I would not be with a regular unit. On myway up to Washington, before I left for Nam, I rememberwondering if I was gonna see Stan over there. I wondered howbig Vietnam was. I thought what I’d do when I got leave wastry and find Stan and hook up with him over there. That didn’twork out because we were separated by a lot of jungle andmountains. Plus another thing, I was airborne. Since I was aparatrooper, naturally I had to go to a paratrooper unit. Stan’sunit was “straight legs,” a leg unit and regular army. I knewright then I wasn’t going to be with him, so I started lookingaround for another partner. Lloyd Hill, a white fellow fromMonterey, and I got tight. We had been through AIT together;when Hill’s partner and Stan split from us, we teamed up downat Benning. We finished Airborne School and later on, he andI were stationed in Vietnam in the same company.

They sent us over to Vietnam on a C-141. There were no seats in the plane. We had only our duffel bags. It was prettyuncomfortable, two hundred guys sitting on and off their duffelbags for twenty hours. You kept moving from the floor to theduffel bag; your ass got tired and you squatted on your kneesfor a little while. The plane was like a regular cargo plane thatwas hollowed out. We got fed a miniature TV dinner, but you could tell that it was a mixture between C-rations and something they cooked up. It was on a little six-by-six tray; wasn’tthat much food on it. I gobbled that little jive up in a hurry. Wejoked about the service —the waiters. They picked out a coupleof us, “Hey, you, you and you; get over here.” So we joked withthese guys, “You don’t make a bad stewardess, honey.” Welaughed it off, trying to get our minds off the flight. The lengthof the flight was taking its toll—the longer we’d fly, the scarierit got. We made two stops. We flew out of McCord Air ForceBase and stopped first for refueling and mechanical checks inAnchorage, Alaska. We took off from there for Yakota, Japan.I’d never flown so far from home in my life. I couldn’t seenothing but clouds and every now and then when it was clearI could see a patch of water. I was depressed as hell anyway,but I was getting restless. Finally we landed at Yakota for acouple of hours—last chance to buy souvenirs in the terminalthere —and then we took off for Vietnam.

The guys were talking on the flight the whole time. We were thinking out loud, “Hey, man, I wonder what it’s like.” Wedidn’t know what the hell was going to happen. A million timesthe same thought was running through my mind: was I going tomake it back? I’d be all right as long as guys was awake andI’d be bullshitting and jiving. Then guys would fall asleep andI’d find myself looking out the window, my mind wandering,what was going to happen? Were we gonna start fighting whenwe first get there? The army treated the whole trip as hush-hush and rush-rush; they didn’t tell us nothing. As we weregoing further and further, I was thinking to myself, “When thehell are we going to get there?” We were flying, steady flying,just flying, flying, flying.

Finally we got there: Cam Ranh Bay. Just as we were coming into the landing field, we heard a lot of big guns firing. I wondered, oh, my God, were we going to be fighting right now?I hadn’t got no weapon! How the hell were we going to fight?This was sort of like a dream. I couldn’t believe it. Vietnam!


The terminal at Cam Ranh Bay looked like a long, thin shed. There were a lot of air force planes there—F-104s —on theramp. I could still hear this firing. I was trying to figure outwhere the hell it was coming from. I found out later it wasnothing but what they called H and I fire (Harassment andInterdiction). They did it everyday. It was. a procedure, firinginto the mountains to make sure there was nobody out theretrying to set up mortars.

It was about four o’clock in the afternoon when we landed. And the heat, man, you couldn’t believe the heat. It took mybreath away. Between the heat and being scared, I didn’t knowwhat to think; I was just gone. They took us to the 22d Replacement Company at Cam Ranh. Nobody seemed to notice thehowitzers that were still firing, but I was really jumpy. Thesergeant told us that we wouldn’t be going out to our unit forseveral days, so finally they decided to take us over to theholding barracks.

We started to process the next day. There was no talking. The sergeant said, “For sure, we don’t want no talking here.We’re going to process you bums in and I want you to understand one thing —there’s only two types of fighters over here inVietnam: the quick and the dead. When you get to your respective units, you guys stay alert. Forget about home; leave homeright here — in fact, you can send home back home. Don’t thinkabout no girl friends; don’t think about no father; think aboutwhat you’re doing. Just stay alert. If you guys stay alert, you’llbe turning these goods back to me at the end of a year.” Then hesaid, “Don’t think I haven’t seen it. I’ve seen people with theirheads over here and their bodies over there, on account ofthey’re not doing what they’re told. They’re not alert. Theyjust get out in the bush with their head in their ass, and they’renot paying attention to what’s going on. It’s not my fault thatyou’re here. I’m sorry to see you fellows here. But while you’rehere, you’d better try to stay alive, because this place is no joke.That little man out there, he’s professional. He will get yourhead. All it takes is one mistake and you’re gone. Now you guysgo through here as quick as possible. Take your bedding and stuff. We’ll have a sergeant come around and put you on detail,filling sandbags for the bunkers, building bunkers, whatever,until we can get you out in the field to your company.” Andthat was exactly the way it went down. For a few days we filledsandbags. Cam Ranh Bay was a really secure place, sort of likeSaigon. There was no kind of activity from the Viet Cong orNVA. Maybe just a few mortar rounds here arid there.

We stayed at Cam Ranh Bay three days. Each guy knew which unit he was going to, because during the processing inthey had read out the individual orders. “OK, Bob Sanders,you’ll be going to the 173d up at An Khe.” He put everyonegoing to the 173d in the same barracks; if you was going toStan’s unit, the Americal, you’d be in that barracks. The 173dwas a brigade, and, in fact, it was reactivated from the 503d,which was a unit they called “the Rocks.” They jumped intoCorregidor back in the Philippines in World War II. The unitwas reactivated for Vietnam. Most of us were paratroopers.They had us broken down into different battalions; some of uswas going to regular units. But the main body was airborne.Some of my friends were sent up to the 1st Battalion at LZEnglish, and some went to second bat at LZ Uplift. The 173dwere working out of An Khe in the Central Highlands.

The Highlands was a little different from Cam Ranh Bay, which is about one hundred miles away. Of course, I didn’tsee a map. I didn’t know where Cam Ranh Bay was situatedin relation to anywhere else in Vietnam. All I knew was that Ihad come from the United States. On the flight over I lost allsense of direction. I used the sun a lot because the sun alwaysrises in the East and sets in the West, but I was so far fromhome I wasn’t even sure about that. One of my partners askedme one time, “What’s that up there, the sun or the moon?” andI said back to him, “I don’t know; I’m not from here.”

They gave us a week of orientation, which consisted of jungle school. It aimed to familiarize us with the terrain, booby traps,operations procedures, the stuff we’d be up against. They issuedus claymore mines, hand grenades and rucksacks with extra pants, undershorts—of course, no one in Vietnam, exceptmaybe the officers, wore drawers because it was too hot andcranky. In fact, your home away from home was on your back.You never carried anything except stuff that you would basically need —food, ammo, and maybe writing material.

Water was essential. They would issue you four fat rats, which were rubber containers that would hold a gallon of watereach. They were balloon-type canteens —the more water youput in, the more it would stretch. A lot of guys used to humpthose, but the thing about fat rats was that they were easy topuncture. They’d be hooked on your rucksack and a thorncould hit ’em and cut ’em. Then you got the ass because youlost some water. I’d carry about four or five rats and maybefour or five regular canteens. Water would have to last likerations. We were advised not to drink the water in Vietnam because of contamination. It was dirty swamp water. If you ranout, then you had to use the purification tablets with the swampwater. But we tried to avoid that. Later, when we got into themountains, we ran across streams, and then water wasn’t noproblem. Down in the valleys, you had to depend on the wateryou carried, and nobody gonna carry water for you. So the fatrats came in pretty handy. Then they gave us a nine-day supplyof C-rations. By the time they finished handing out what youneeded, you had about seventy-five to eighty pounds on yourback, plus your weapon and your ammo. You didn’t want to beout in the woods without ammo. As we were loading up, Iwondered what we were going to do with all this stuff. But Ifound out that I could carry that and more, if I had to. In fact,we used to hump for days with at least that much, and I meanjust hump, man.

Finally it was time to get down. I said to myself, “Well, this is it, man. The real thing is happening now.’’ They sent me toCharlie Company, 3d Battalion of the 173d located down inBao Loc. When we landed, I looked out there and saw theseragged troops; they were dirty. I mean, man, they just lookedlike something I ain’t never seen before. I was thinking those guys are really hard. My fatigues were still new. I wonderedwhat these guys had been through. Little did I know that thiswas my unit. I saw a few brothers, so I said, “Hey, what’shappening, blood?’’ They didn’t say shit. I said, “Hey, what’sgoing on?” Just greeting them. They didn’t say anything at first,then they said, “Yeah, you cherry, welcome to the Nam, youfucking bum . . . I’m short, buddy. I’ll be leaving outa here ina couple of days. You maggots coming in to take my place? Getthe fuck off the chopper, get over there and get some supplies.”I wondered who the fuck this guy thought he was talking to. Iheard another guy say, “Yeah, look at the cherry.” I wasthinking that these guys didn’t even feel sorry for us. I couldn’tbelieve it. And they were saying, “Yeah, tell you one thing, youbetter keep your ass down, cause Charlie don’t play. He dug ourass.” These guys had just come off an operation for standdownand had a few guys wounded. The only reason they came offthe operation was because a lot of guys were getting ready toleave. So the company had to pick up the new guys and takethem back out. Even the CO looked scroungy. That cat lookedwild, not even shaved. I saw a couple of guys with ears aroundtheir neck for beads. I was thinking to myself, “Damn, what isthis? These guys are animals!” And they were saying, “Yeah,welcome to the Nam, you pigs.”

I finally saw a couple of guys that looked cool, so I started to rap with them. I asked this guy from St. Louis named WilliamPatton how it was. “Everything I been told, is that true, man?”He said, “Man, it’s worse. It’s funky out here, man. Like we wasout there for eighty-three days before we came in for stand-down this time. We’re going to rest for three days, then we’regoing back out.” So, man, I was scared, I was nervous, I waslooking around for what they had told me was the beautifulcity of Bao Loc, and there was nothing. The “city” turned outto be a few Vietnamese villages with hootches and huts. It wasdisheartening. Our compound was just outside the village. Thecompound was the fucking shits, man. We landed in the compound and all I saw was canvas tents inside this wire. It was a fire support base which protected Bao Loc village. Our mainTOC (Tactical Operations Center) was out of LZ English atBong Song up north. Bao Loc itself had some rundown Frenchbuildings and I could tell that it had been bombed and shelledbefore. But we weren’t even near the city; we were over a mileaway. So I was walking around the fire base at Bao Loc askingguys what was happening: “What did you guys go through?”Then I stopped asking; I’d better find out for myself.

I knew the company was getting ready to go back out; I knew there was going to be heavy shit in two or three days. It turnedout to be only two days. All of a sudden, two days later, the COsaid, “OK, Charlie Company, put the shit on. Let’s get out ofhere. B Company just got hit—they got four dead and sixteendudes wounded. Let’s get out there and help them.” I didn’tknow what to expect. The choppers came in and we headed out.We found B Company but we didn’t make contact.

Matter of fact, we didn’t make contact for the next three weeks, which was a blessing in disguise. It gave me a chanceto get used to humping and get acquainted with the rucksack.Hill was in another platoon, so I didn’t have no tight partner.Everybody was your partner then. We were new, and the old-timers weren’t really talking. They wouldn’t give us no kind ofinformation. I would be asking as I was going along and I’dhear: “Keep your mouth shut! You know we don’t talk out here.You just shut up and you walk and you follow, and don’t getclose to me; you just stay ten feet behind me. I’ve got twomonths left and I don’t want one of you cherries getting my shitblown away. So just keep your damn mouth shut!” The guyswas really strict like that. I mean, they meant it. These catswere pissed at being out in the field all the time, and when theygot the ass, they got the ass at everybody. Not just the new guys,but the CO and anybody in the rear saying, “Why in the fuckdid they send us out?” Maybe they thought that Alpha or DeltaCompanies got over on them by staying in the rear four dayswhile they were there only two days. They had just a piss poorattitude in general. At night new guys would snore; so dudes would wake them up. And if they continued to snore, somedude would take a hand grenade and hold it in front of theirface and say, and they meant it, man —“If you don’t shut yourmouth, and roll over on your side, we’re all gonna die; butbefore that happens. I’m gonna stick this mouthful of appledown your throat. When I tell you to shut up that snoring, youshut up, man!’’ So these guys brought you along. But then I wasstarting to get pissed too, because these guys were talking to melike I was a dog, and I didn’t want to be here anyway. I said,“Hey, man, just bug off.” I was starting to talk back, gettinginto it. I couldn’t get used to my pack and it was cutting the shitout of my shoulders. I was humping and swaying. And theseguys were so neat, even though they looked like they got a lotmore stuff than me, they were just humping along smooth assilk.

For a while we seemed to fall into a regular pattern of humping. Every Monday morning we’d have to take a big horse pill for malaria, which was hard to swallow. And every day we hadto take a little yellow or white one. Then we’d take salt tabletsall during the day because we’d be sweating like a dog. Everyday we were moved by so many clicks (kilometers) through thebrush on Search and Destroy missions. We’d be moving andcutting and moving and cutting our way through. We weremoving from six o’clock in the morning till six o’clock in theevening. I don’t care how many miles we walked, we neverreached our destination till six. And wherever six o’clockcaught us at, if it was a pretty good area, then the CO wouldcall standdown right there, and we’d set up the perimeter.While we were setting up the perimeter, the CO would radioback to the command post and feed any information aboutwhere we were and how many kills we had that day back toTOC, back to the fire support base.

After a few weeks, we started going up the mountains. Other guys called them hills, but I called them mountains, man. Shit,I could look down and see the fucking clouds. We were justclimbing and climbing and climbing. When I got to the top, wasn’t nothing there. So I couldn’t understand. I thought wewere walking around in circles. I used to get pissed because itseemed to me we’d never be going any place. I questioned it,but I didn’t ever say nothing to anyone directly. I would asksome of the guys that had been there a while, “Man, why thefuck we go up this hill, what we go up there for?” They’d say,“Charlie could be up there.” We got up there and no Charlie,right? So down the hill into the valley we would go.

We were busting bush with machetes. We almost never got on trails. Once we got used to the company and started to learna little, then the old-timers started to put the cherries —us newguys —out on point to cut through the brush. The only reasonthey didn’t put us up there in the beginning was because theydidn’t want us to walk into an ambush. We didn’t know themarkings on trees, or maybe the three little pieces of wood onthe ground that indicated a booby trap. The reason the Vietnamese would always mark it was to warn their own people.Just three little marks on a tree, barely visible, they couldbypass the booby trap meant for us. Until we learned this, theold-timers wouldn’t let us walk point or nothing like that. Halfthe time I would carry the M-16 and a bandolier with abouttwenty magazines, in addition to my pack. I was breaking intothe routine pretty fast.

When I joined the company we were trying to deal with a hard-core division out of the North working in the same area.They were one number different from us; we were the 173dand they were the 174th out of North Vietnam. They were notonly mutilating the dead, they were taking bamboo stakes andtrimming them into spikes. When they killed you, they wouldmutilate you, and then they would take their unit patch andstick it on your forehead to let you know that they were theones. Their patch had a reddish-yellow moon with four or fivestars right above the moon. Everyone knew the 174th becausethey were gung ho; everyone remembered them for the simplereason that they really kicked ass. They were a well-disciplinedunit. Later on we ran into them a number of times. So the guys were worried but only to the extent that we knew what hadhappened to other units that ran up against them. We felt thatnobody could kick our ass. We felt tough and strong, becausewe had a unity and harmony that I don’t think was matched inVietnam by any other unit. In fact, we not only felt that theVietnamese couldn’t beat us, we felt sure there was no otherAmerican unit that could beat us if it came down to that.Maybe we were brainwashed, but we thought we was the bestin the Nam. We knew that our unit was the first Americanground fighting force in the Nam. We knew that we was theonly unit that jumped into Nam. So we was pretty damn hardcore ourselves. We knew if we ever hooked up with the 174th —which we eventually did—we could take ’em. When we finallydid, we lost a few wounded, but we counted some of their dead.We were told that their documents showed they were afraidof us. Now that I look back on it, the company commanderwas doing his job. But he used to hump us, man, until our bonesached. We would be wanting to stop and rest, stop and cookand eat, and he’d just hump us. Some days he’d hump us fromcan’t see in the morning till can’t see in the evening, and we’dbe cursing and pissing at him. But I give him thanks, too, because I think if it wasn’t for him driving us on in such a way, Imight be dead right today. We called him Rabbit; he was thebest CO I had in the Nam, and I had two others besides him. Inever knew his real name. We called him Rabbit because hewasn’t like the average CO walking through the jungle; he’d berunning through the fucking jungle. But he was good, reallysharp. Half the time we wanted to kill the bastard, and the otherhalf of the time we loved him because he was that good. And hewas fair.

You gotta have a fair CO. You got these chicken shit COs that hadn’t been through any real combat. They’d be straightout of OCS with all this John Wayne bullshit. They’d come overand want to read out of the book on how it should go, man. Youknow, standard operating procedure. And their book would getyou killed. When Rabbit was there, we dumped the book. You couldn’t go by the book in Vietnam. Maybe in previous warsyou could say, “We hide behind this,” or, “We move over here,and this and that.” But when you got a good company commander, he used his own discretion in certain situations. Lottatimes the shit hit so fast, the book didn’t help. It was constantlyup to you to react in a certain way. If you reacted wrong, youwere dead.

Take the L-shaped ambush. When you fell into that you knew right off where the major firepower was coming from. Ifyou had a sharp company commander, he could take just oneglance and tell what was happening. If you had one that got hisface buried down in the fucking ground, soon as that shitstarted coming in, he was trying to hide from the heat, thenyour whole unit could get killed right there. Rabbit never gotdown on the ground. Half the time he was the only motherfucker up, checking things out. Where was the automatic weapons fire coming from? Where was the main body of the ambush?Then he would give you orders to move in — in the right direction! We knew that 95 percent of the people in the unit had totalconfidence in him; we knew that he could get us out of trouble.That confidence was very important. You had to rememberthat the company commander was only human. He could beout there for some bullshit purpose. As a captain, he was acareer officer; he wanted to make rank. I’ve heard that therewere company commanders in Vietnam that actually gotfragged. They didn’t give a damn about their men. When nightfall came and nobody could see, some grunt would take a handgrenade and just blow him away. It was that simple; handgrenades don’t leave finger prints.

We had a lot of confidence in Rabbit. He was like the Godfather. He was everything to us. His direction was our destination. Now, just cause he was the captain, people maybe felt they had to take orders from him. We didn’t have to take orders fromno fucking bastard. At least, I felt that way. He had a weapon;I had one too. We loved that guy and when he left us in the field,he made a little speech that was supposed to get us ready for the next company commander. He told us to drive on and staystrong, and remember the spirit of the people could movemountains. I guess in a way that affected us. We held on. Someof the guys are dead and gone and I loved ’em all. He tried toinstill in us that there wasn’t no black and white in Nam. Youforgot about that shit. I felt that way, anyway.

It takes tragedy to bring people together. In our particular case, that tragedy brought us so close that I felt closer to everybody in that unit at the time than I do my own blood sisters andbrothers. Because it was us. We’d seen hard times. We’d seenfear. It was THE family. I mean, it was us, man. It wasn’t likea regular family that may not have enough food or jobs. In ourparticular family, we knew that in a few minutes everybodycould be dead. We was close, without being “funny.” I meanlike gays. We was so close it was unreal. That was the first timein my life I saw that type of unity, and I haven’t seen it since.And that was ten years ago. It was beautiful. It sort of chillsyou, brings goose bumps just to see it, just to feel it, cause thefamily is guys from all over the states, from New York andCalifornia, Chicago, Mississippi, ’Bama, everywhere. At first,you got all these funky types of personalities hooking up intoone military unit. Everybody had their own little hatreds, theirown little prejudices, biases. But after four, five, six months thatdisappeared. You just saw total unity and total harmony. It wasreally great, man. It was beautiful. That was the only thingthat really turned me on in Vietnam. That was the only thing inVietnam that had any meaning.







Stan
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“THE PIG’

Bob was probably somewhere in Vietnam by now, and I often wondered how he was making out. We continued the sameroutine in Bravo Company; nothing happening at all. All daylong we’d walk around, then we’d set up camp at night, set outour claymore mines for protection. Night patrols werediminishing.

They started having reconnaissance teams that were trained to go on night patrols. We were not trained specifically for that.A lot of guys were getting wiped out because they didn’t reallyknow how to survive. We called the recon patrols “lurps.” Iguess when they had enough alerts in the country, all of a sudden orders came from high up, “No more night patrols.” Man,we was happy as hell. So at night, when we set up our AO, we’dset up ourclaymore minesaround the perimeter.1







I was about this time I moved over to 4th squad—Young’s squad. So I had to take orders from him. I didn’t particularly like him. I justdidn’t like the way he gave orders, maybe because he was fromthe South.

One morning Young came back from meeting with the sergeants. He told us that we were to be walking about two or three clicks. We were looking for an abandoned NVA trainingground, possibly another camp, really any evidence of VC orNVA activities. That particular day we walked from about nineo’clock that morning till about noon. I was sitting back, restingon a log with my friend, Leon. The platoon sergeant camearound to Young. He said, “Hey, man, we got a VC tunnel overhere, you want to go?’’ Young jumped up, “Yeah, man, youknow I do. Hell, yes! Do I get to keep everything I find?” Thesergeant said, “Yeah, we’ll think about it. But primarily we’relooking for maps. Young.” Leon and I looked at each other—“God dam fool,” our look said. That was just what we thoughtof the dude, anyway. Neither one of us liked the guy. We reallydidn’t have a tunnel rat. Some platoons did. I’d heard guys wereactually trained in the states to be tunnel rats. Apparently ourshad been wiped out or something. We weren’t getting a newsupply, so Young and a few other guys were volunteering.Young was tall, but he was skinny. That was why he could easein there. So we thought, “God damn fool,” and our eyes followed him into the brush.

We went on sitting there talking about home, and then all of a sudden there was a muffled “BOOM ...” Everybody wentrunning. “Hey, man, get on the horn, man, call the medivacchopper.” I watched from a distance. I didn’t go near the guys.I didn’t want to see them bring Young out. I guess I was shyof seeing somebody blown to bits. Leon went on over there.Word started getting around, “Young got it, man. Young gothit by a booby trap.”

In about five minutes a helicopter was there. Some guys went down in the tunnel and pulled him out. He was blown apart,but he was still alive and moaning. I think he was asking for hismother. It was sad. I didn’t like the guy, but I didn’t want him to get blown away. I didn’t want anybody to get blown away inthis dirty ass war. This was the first casualty I’d witnessed sinceI’d been out in the boonies. I didn’t want to see anybody mutilated. I didn’t think I was ready to stomach it. So I just stayedbehind. The CO got a radio report saying Young died on theway. Why in the shit did he go and volunteer for some bullshitlike that? Just to get some trophy. The CO couldn’t order anybody to go down inside a tunnel. At one time they could, butapparently there were complaints. So now he had to ask somebody if he wanted to go and they could always find some Goddamn idiot.

Carl, another buddy in the 4th squad came back over. Immediately Carl and I were saying, “Who’s going to carry thepig?’’ Everybody knew the importance of the M-60, but noteverybody could handle the weapon. Young had acquitted himself as a man that could handle the M-60. I didn’t hear anybody indicating Young didn’t know what to do, but I did hear afew guys say he used to cower behind the weapon. He wasafraid of being hit, and he didn’t really want to expose himselfwith the M-60.

I saw Young in a fire fight once. We were crossing this high bladegrass in a field. It must have been about two feet high.We were just crossing what looked as though it might have beenbarbed wire fence. And just then we got hit by three or foursnipers. Everybody hit the ground. We thought somebody hadgotten hit, but apparently a bullet had hit a guy’s rucksack. Theforce of the bullet just threw him to the ground, and so hehollered out, “I’m hit.” Everybody panicked. Young called forammo. “God damn it, hurry and get that ammo up here,” andhe was shooting away, but we thought he was panicking. For aman that had been in the country as long as he had, he didn’tlook as though he were really stable with what he was doing.The platoon sergeant called, “Young up front. Young, Young,bring the pig up.” Young looked at me. He started moving up,but his head was darting all around. Then he said, “OK, bringthe God damn ammo.” Carl and I came running low as we possibly could, following him up where the pig was. He wasvery, very nervous. When he would run out of ammo and startto reload, I noticed he was fumbling. That was when I firststarted wondering if this guy was really as competent with theweapon as he should be. Our platoon CO had apparentlycalled in a couple ofPuff the MagicDragons.2They came inand zapped the treeline, and the firing stopped.

The sergeant came over and got on Young’s ass. And this sergeant was from North Carolina, too. He just cut the guy up right there. “Young, I don’t know what the fuck’s wrong withyou, but you’re not fast enough with that God damn pig, I knowthat. You ass around too God damn much.” Then he walkedoff leaving Young trying to give an explanation. Carl and Ilooked at each other but didn’t say anything, because we didn’tknow how to handle the pig.

The pig belonged to the guy with experience, the guy who could keep cool in a fire fight, a guy that knew what he wasdoing, and not to a guy that was green. It was the only majorfirepower in our entire platoon. Your automatic weapons’ firewas your heavy artillery; the pig had greater range. It wasyour heavy heavy. If a man panicked and really didn’t knowhow to handle the heavy heavy, you really didn’t have toomuch. A lot of guys didn’t want to carry it because it was veryheavy and it was lethal — meaning it was lethal to both you andto Charlie. Obviously, Charlie tried to knock you out first. Theytried to hityou withRPGs.3Their first target of interest wasthe man with the machine gun. If they knocked out that machine gun, they could easily overrun the platoon. Then the onlything they had to contend with was just light weapons. In aheavy fire fight, when you got a man that really didn’t knowhow to handle the pig, the sergeant would end up firing it.

Young had been the M-60 man. Now who was going to carrythe pig? I said to Carl, “Hell, you can have it, you’ve got seniority.” Carl said, “Shit, I don’t want that God damn thing.” I said, “Well, hell, I don’t want it either.” “Shit, man, you’rea whole lot bigger than me.” “Why, shit, you got the seniority,you been in-country a month longer than I have.” “Oh, man,fuck it,” he said, “there’s only the two of us left.” “I know it.”It was only a three-man squad. That was how low our company had gotten. I think our company was only running sixtyor seventy men. Our platoon was no more than twenty guysnow. Sergeant Doherty was a platoon sergeant at that time. Hewas from North Carolina, or some God damn place like that.But he was good in a fire fight and that was all that reallycounted. Either you were good in a fire fight or you were acoward. That was all there was to it. That was how Dohertymade E-5. So anyway, Doherty came over. He had Young’s pigin his hand. He was shaking his head. He was really shook upabout it, because he liked Young. They were buddies. Theywere both from the South. “All right, who gets the pig?” I said,“Well, hell, don’t look at me.” “Some God damn guy is going tocarry the pig. Now, it’s Young’s pig, he’s gone and you know it,so I gotta give the pig to someone. Carl, you take the pig, you’vegot seniority.” So Carl had the pig. He was a little guy. Heweighed only about 130 pounds soaking wet, and here I was,I probably weighed 185. But I didn’t say anything. At first Carldidn’t say anything either. Then he said, “Well, set the Goddamn thing down.” He didn’t even take it. Doherty said, “Well,take it.” “God damn it, I got it. You’ve already assigned it tome—now set the fucker down. I’ll pick it up.” Doherty set thepig on the ground right beside Carl. I didn’t laugh. I knew hewas serious. Anyway, Carl was the pig man.

In a short time we moved out. Everybody was kind of quiet because Young had got it. No matter if a certain group of guysdidn’t like him, he was still a man that just got blown away.You know, it just brought us back to hard-core reality. Thiswas a war; this was not any bullshit. When you didn’t get hitfor so many days, you started bullshitting a lot, you startedforgetting that you were in the boonies fighting a war.






Carl was having a hell of a time with the pig. He had it slumped all over. I thought, God, man, if we got hit, thismotherfucker didn’t have Jack shit together. Firepower wasfirepower, and here we had a guy that probably didn’t knowwhat the fuck to do with it if we did get hit. The gun might havebeen pointed down toward the God damn ground. If he’dwalked by a branch, hit it, and the gun went this way, away hewent—the M-60 weighs about twenty-four pounds. But it wasnot really that heavy once you got used to it. I knew I was goingto have to end up getting this God damn thing. I knew that Iwas. But I tried to put it off. I knew that it was inevitable,because I wasn’t safe with this guy. I guess all this trainingstarted coming to my mind. And I thought how important theweapon was. There was only two of us in this squad, just himand me. We hadn’t been getting hit, but I started thinking, well,I was bigger than this guy. I could handle this weapon betterthan he could. And nobody else wanted to volunteer for the pig.Somebody had to carry it. The rest of the guys didn’t want tocarry it, because, as I said before, it was the weapon thatCharlie aimed for ...

I guess the guys had been psyching me out for it, anyway. Apparently they felt I would be able to handle the weapon. Iknew the brothers were talking. “Man, we don’t have anybodythat can really put out any firepower. Ever since MatthewGriffin went in to the rear, we don’t have anybody that we haveany confidence in in this whole God damn platoon.” They weretalking about it at night as we came in. So they were looking atme like, “Hey, man, why don’t you carry the damn thing?”

One day Carl and I were walking along in a stream. Carl had the pig, and it fell into the water while he was trying to walk;the weapon went one way and he went another. I think he knewI was checking him out. I think he thought to himself, “Overboard with it.” And so I said, “Hey, Carl, lemme have that Goddamn gun, man.”

“You want it, man? Here ...”

“Yeah, Carl, lemme try to get it cleaned up. I know it hasn’t been cleaned in I don’t know when. Probably won’t even fire.”


“Oh, man, I thought you’d never ask!” He really started painting a beautiful picture about me having the weapon. “Youknow, I can fire it, man, but I know you can handle it a lotbetter; you’re stronger than I am,” and shit like that, anythingto have me keep the damn thing.




Anyhow, that’s how I ended up with the pig. It was no problem with me. I started really liking the weapon. It made me feel powerful to have it.

The sergeant saw that I was really interested in it, because I used to keep it cleaned all the time. When it seemed like weweren’t running up on anything, he used to set up a target practice, let me take it out and shoot it. I never saw him take timeto do that with anybody else. He taught me how to reallymaneuver the weapon, how to aim down the sights and keep thelead going straight, how to fire effectively. The fault of a lot ofguys with the M-60 and the reason why they used to get wipedout was because they would fire the M-60 wildly. Like Youngwas doing that day, clips flying all over the place. He had hiseyes shut, just pulling the trigger. Shit, the lead was all goingup in the God damn treetops. Charlie was just sitting rightdown there on the ground waiting to beam our ass. So I keptthe forearm weight on it to hold it level. I took aim through thebig sight right on the end of the barrel. I had to ignore the vibration, watch the sight, keep it leveled downward. I used to keep itleveled at where a man’s waist would be. That was how I woulddecipher how low I was going to shoot it. If I thought a manwas up in the treetops. I’d level it right where I thought thattreetop was, and I’d shoot down just about a foot below that,and I would be lethal. I’d blow the guy out of there.

When I saw the sergeant was really taking an interest in me, I asked him all kinds of questions about the weapon. He taughtme how to fire on the run, in a crouch position, laying on myback, falling down, anyway I wanted to. He just told me allkinds of tricks about firing this weapon. He was a brand newplatoon sergeant; one of those smart guys. He hadn’t been in theboonies long himself, maybe about a month. He was from theSouth, too, but a different sort of a southern guy. Didn’t seemas though he was a working class southern guy, more like a career soldier. Had to be to come from the states an E-6.Figured he might have come out of one of those special NCOschools that I mentioned earlier. He knew his shit, mechanically.Maybe he was an M-60 specialist. I didn’t know. The guy knewthe weapon, though. I got that information from him, and afterthat, I developed a reputation very, very fast. The guys startedgetting confidence in me.

One afternoon we were in mountainous terrain with a lot of streams. We were looking for an NVA unit. We saw a big grassfire on the side of the mountain. At first we didn’t know whostarted the fire or what was happening up there. We just knewthat we were chasing part of an NVA regiment that was on therun. By the time we climbed all the way up this big hill, the firehad burned out and we just found a whole hill charred tonothing. We were going up to help out Echo Company. Charlietried to freak us out. He had set fire to this hill so we couldn’tfind him, since we wouldn’t be able to see through all thissmoke. We did a lot of forced marching to get to this God damnhill, and we got to nothing. That used to happen sometimes.We’d be running, running, supposedly to help some companyout, and by the time we got there, nothing was there. It usedto really give a lot of guys the ass.

We spent the night in those hills. We were going to keep looking for that NVA unit. But we could never find them. We’dget close on their trail. We’d think we were getting hot, veryclose to them, and we’d start walking fast, but still we couldn’tfind them. They’d just disappear.

Still in this mountainous terrain. Hardcore Castile was walking point. All of a sudden we heard rapid fire. We all hit the dirt and stayed down there waiting for something else to happen.Then we heard some more fire, and someone up ahead yelledthat Hardcore had wiped out three NVA soldiers. They weresitting in the trail frying their fish for lunch. Hardcore walkedright up and wiped them out. Some guys went off looking foranother NVA. They ran him for a mile or two, but he disappeared totally. That same day, in the same area, Hardcore’s squad found a hootch full of rice, just tons of rice. Apparently it was quite common for the VC to have the peasants deliver rice to an area for the NVA to pick up. These guys Hardcore wiped out were a squad that was probably sent up to guard it until the main NVA units came through.
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“It was hot, man.”
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Busting Bush
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Ready for Charlie
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Stan and his trumpet
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“Smoke bringer”
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Sanders, No. 1 machine gunner
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Carl and the “pig”
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Stan on the road with the M-16
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Back in the Boonies 




The very next day we were walking along inside of this streambed, just about to cross. I had my pig at the ready because of all the previous activity. As of yet, I had not really beenin a fire fight with the pig. We felt that we were going to get hit.That’s why we were walking in the stream. We didn’t want towalk in the upper jungle area where it was real thick. We likedour CO; he was smart. I started understanding why he alwayshad us walking out in the open. Shit, I didn’t blame him. I’drather be walking out in the open than walking through thebrush and getting ambushed. In the brush, we couldn’t see aGod damn thing. We were vulnerable everywhere, but in theopen we could see to move and dive. We couldn’t dive anywhere if we were in the brush. Anyway, as I was walking acrossthis stream, all hell broke loose. We got hit.

I hit the water with Carl beside me. That was the first fire fight we had been in and we worked like a precision team.Carl threw his rucksack off his back as he hit the ground. I wasfiring as I hit the ground. You know, firing right up at the brushwhere I thought their firepower was coming from. This was inthe broad afternoon, so we were not going to see anything, notthat close, because Charlie didn’t have to be ten yards away toeat us up with an AK-47. I fired all my ammo up instantaneously, but Carl was right there. He was clipping ammo ontothe belts as if it was going up and into the slot on top of the pig,just that quick. I knew then that we would make a hell of ateam. I fired and fired that pig. I never did let go. Guys wereyelling, “Goff, Goff, over there,” pointing out where theythought the fire was coming from, and I was eating that pig up.Wherever they were pointing, I was laying it in there.

Apparently I was laying it up there so heavy and so hard thatwe never did get any retaliation. By the way, the pig flew apart that afternoon. They commonly did that, especially if you wereone of these guys that was really not afraid to fire them. Whenyou were really blowing lead in there, you were supposed to letit cool off every now and then. When you were like me, man, Ifigured, fuck the God damn pig—fire this God damn thing.That was what it was made for. So what happened was thatafter firing for about twenty minutes, the bolt started poppingright out of the side of it. Then the barrel screwed up. It wentforward and sort of slipped partly off by itself. But Carl had anextra barrel and he brought it to me. I was lying in the water,and I threw one off and put the other one on, and started firingagain. Then the pin came out of the God damn thing. Carl and Istarted laughing. I didn’t let up off that trigger for abouttwenty-five minutes nonstop — that was a long time, really.When you fired it so long, it got you all jittery inside. It waslike guys that work jackhammers. After a while, if you don’tstop, it has your nerves completely like jelly inside. That’s theway the pig does you.

After the fire fight. Sergeant Doherty walked up and said, “Hey, Goff, you did a hell of a good job, man. You did a Goddamn good job, laying that lead down.’’ I found out two guysgot hurt in our small company. Doherty got hit in the leg, so hewas limping. It was just a flesh wound, but he went in on that.I was like a new man to the guys. I mean, they had respect forme as an individual that could really handle the pig. The NVAjust disappeared. No body count. The guys went up in the brushlooking for them. I stayed down with the pig to protect the unit.But nobody saw anything at all. It was probably a handful ofguys, maybe three or four. This was the first real heavy firefight I actually got into, where guys got hurt. Before, it was justsnipers who harassed us. Actually, it was really a light fire fight— thirty minutes. That was nothing compared to the battle thatwas coming up that lasted for three hours. But I didn’t knowthat then.


The CO called us in to get the medivac. All the rest of the guys chopped out an AO. That was one thing about a gunsquad. We really didn’t have to do too much, except maintainour weapons and guard duty. Along with the guys that got hurt,the chopper took the weapon in. I was going to get anotherM-60 that same afternoon. I got an M-16 in the meantime. Weweren’t going to leave out of the area, because a handful ofNVA might have meant larger units around. The CO reportedthe fire fight and headquarters sent in helicopters to search thearea. In no time the helicopters were all over trying to findthem. But Charlie was gone. He didn’t want no part of that shit.So we finally moved off into another area to chow down. Andlater that afternoon out came another weapon. They sent outanother barrel, too. So I had another M-60; it was practicallynew, very tight —a damn good weapon. It was in much bettershape than the first one. And that was the one I kept throughoutmy stay in the boonies.

Then we heard that we were going to get resupplied, so we walked back to LZ Ross just like before. Carl and I wereassigned this one bunker and we looked at it. I said, “Oh, man,shit, we got to carry sandbags and reinforce this damn thing . . .’’




Notes 1. The M-60 machine gun, called “The Pig,” was the firepower of the infantry company. The man that carried the pig was more vulnerable than the ordinary infantryman. At the same time, he was in the best position to protect the company until heavier support was available.Back


2.Puff the Magic Dragonswere old converted Air Force aircraft like the C-47(DC-3).Back

3.Soviet-designed rockets.Back
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ANOTHER TRIP WITH THE M-60

I didn’t know that Stan, too, had gotten the pig. In my second month in the field the CO gave it to me. Back at Fort Lewis in the qualifying tests with the M-60, I shot the best in the division, and I had a paper for that.  They had all my records in Vietnam. I didn't want any part of the M-60, but they wanted a good man to carry the pig. Some of the old-timers were getting short. One of ’em, a guy named Charles something, was carrying the pig. He was about ready to ship. He was from North Carolina, and he was supposed to be the best pig man on the flanks. In a heavy weapons’ platoon, one pig watched the front and the other covered the flanks. Anyway, they started looking around for one of the cherries that was qualified to carry it; I hadn’t been there long, but I was qualified. They didn’t go through any ceremony with it. They just said, “Here, you carry this motherfucking pig!”  No one wanted it. The pig position was the one attacked by the enemy after the company commander and the radio man. If they could, they wanted to take out the machine gun because that was where the firepower was coming from. Everybody knew that, even in training. So I humped it. First thing was that I had to get used to the extra twenty-four pounds. Once you were humping, the pig man was more likely to get hung up in the brush. Everybody got hung up, but the pig barrel is long and the weapon is bulkier. You were carrying tripods, too. The weapon has so many different side pieces that it was easy to get hung up. It was tucked under your arm in the ready position with the strap for support across your neck. You were going through all that brush and you can’t imagine how thick it was. Except for the Vietnamese, my main foe was the wait-a-minute vines. I could be walking along, and, all of a sudden, the vine took the gun from me. I was tearing at the vine, trying to kick it, and it was raining. I was wet, and I was mad. One time I was walking along and the vine completely pulled the gun out of my hand, and the barrel stuck in the mud. I had to clean it. There were days like that. Anyway, old-timers didn’t want no part of that gun, but they wanted someone on it who could use it.

Some guys in a fire fight froze. You never knew until the actual fire fight the effect on a person. In my first fire fight, we had about six or seven guys just get down, man. I mean, they just weren’t throwing out any firepower—and we were only under sporadic fire. It wasn’t nothing heavy, just minor hit-and-run stuff. I guess maybe eight or nine VC decided to welcome me to the Nam. In that fire fight, when I saw guys that froze, I knew right then who was who. You knew who was up there firing with you. That was where my tight partners came in. I knew who could stand and fight and who wouldn’t. We didn’t say nothing. These were guys to keep our eyes on. For instance, if we got hit by heavy shit, I wouldn’t rely on these guys too much. I might have been firing to cover my area, but I would be watching their area as well. All Charlie needed was one opening and he would take advantage of it. He could tell where he was getting fire from. Naturally, he was going to try to find the hole in the defense. That put more of a burden on us, but a little later, some guys began to function a little better. In fact, we got these guys off to the side and threatened them somewhat: “Hey, man, if you don’t put down no fucking firepower and I get hit, or one of my partners, then we may turn around and put some smoke on your ass.” We told ’em, “If you’re not throwing out firepower, you gonna get killed anyway, because Charlie gonna come right over your position and shoot you in the fucking head. You might as well get up and try to run him back off.” We just gave them an ultimatum. That helped us begin to develop as a unit. After that little talk, it didn’t take too long. They saw the logic of it.

No one took any chances in the bush. Everytime something jumped, they fired it up. The Vietnamese had what was called an L-shaped ambush. They waited until they got the main body of troops in the killing zone. I don’t care how many people —there used to be about 120 of us—everybody in the killing zone was supposed to be dead in approximately seven to ten seconds, if the ambush was effective. That was why it was very important to have that point man stay alert, for the simple reason that he was the first man in the woods. The people behind him couldn’t see what was happening because the bush was so thick; people in back of the point were concentrating on the flanks and watching for booby traps. But the point man was the first man through the woods, so he might have picked up a little noise or some other clue to let him know that there might be an ambush up ahead. A lotta times we used to have scout dogs, and the dogs would alert the point, cause they could smell out the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese. Then the point of the platoon would simply raise his hands with his palms up to the man right behind him. Everyone would halt and the word would get back to the company commander. Everyone stopped, and each person would start alternating on the flanks; one man would face to the right, and one man would face to the left, automatically.

The ambushes were set up to annihilate you, just dust you in a hurry. The trick in an ambush was to attack the main body. If you didn’t know where that last man was, then you didn’t know how many people you were up against. Say you hit the point man, you still didn’t know how long the column was. You might have been hitting a battalion. And everybody in that column was going to just come right on over your ass on the ambush site. But if you saw the last man come through, then you knew you could get a full count. It was proven that some units hit too soon. Sometimes you had to wait a couple of extra seconds just to make sure that that was the last man because they might have had two units running. That last man might have been maybe twenty-five feet from the beginning of the new column. That was the nerve-wracking part of the ambush. You were about ten feet off the trail; everything was camouflaged, even your face. You had a bush over your head or maybe you were lying flat. You could actually count people as they came by. Once the last man was through, that was when the shorter part of the L-shaped ambush opened up; that was the signal for everybody to pop up. Usually the claymores went off first, then frags, and then the smoke —rifle platoons started raking the area. The claymore mines disorganized them because the mines were so effective. Much more effective than taking a shot with your weapon, cause it was going to clear out the whole area for sixty feet in front of you. The claymores were set up along the long part of the “L” and you might even have doubled up. When the claymores went, that was the first indication that everyone should have been operating.

Each side set up ambushes. Sometimes it took up to a week to set up an effective one. An ambush could be set up and then a unit go off course; maybe just enough for the ambush to not be too effective. Our CO (or theirs) would call the ambush off.

We used to run out patrols every day—that was what was called Lurps. Five-man teams that would go out and analyze the enemy movements, try to pick up some inside information. They were strictly a scouting force. They had interpreters, and the reason they moved in such a small group was for noise discipline. The smaller the group was, the more effective it could be. When you got 120 guys moving through the brush, you got guys getting pissed and cursing; we used to hump D-handled shovels and they’d be banging off trees. With that many people they could hear us coming miles away.

When you were caught in an L-shaped ambush, the main thing was not to panic. I know it’s easy to say, “Don’t panic,” but out in the bush, like I say, if you hesitated, that was it. There’s two kinds of fighters —the quick and the dead. When you got in that kind of situation, there was only one thing to do. You had to charge that ambush. You had to go right over them to get out of the killing zone. After you walked into the L, that was the only way out. The L was set up so they weren’t on either side of the trail—else they’d be shooting each other. So they planted pungi sticks on each side of the trail. You couldn’t fall down on the trail or else you’d be falling right into death. And if you froze and didn’t know what to do, that gave them more time to fire you up in the killing zone. You couldn’t go back —120 men couldn’t turn around so you had to go right at the direction the fire was coming from. They were faced then with 120 men coming at them. But they’d been following you; whatever it took, they had it. If you were a company, maybe they were a battalion. If they were going to take on a company, they were going to have personnel to deal with that. If they got a battalion-sized force, it might have been strung out eight blocks long to meet your company-sized two-block force. Right in back of the ambush, they would build bunkers. If they had to pull back, they withdrew behind the bunkers, and then the bunkers opened up to stop your force from overrunning them because you blew their ambush.

Usually, if you got attacked, it was because you got caught in an ambush or you ran up on them by accident. Eventually, if you got through, you were gonna hit a base camp. This was where they were consolidated. They had fortified bunkers and tunnels that ran for a mile or more. When the Phantom jets and the chopper gunships came in, they wanted to have an escape route. If you beat back their assault and started a counter-attack, they could escape underground. Especially if there was napalm. Napalm takes all the oxygen out of the air. White phosphorous can’t be put out so when they got hit, they went underground. They knew when the attack started that air power was on the way.

We had an FO (Forward Observer) traveling with us; when we made contact, he’d automatically call in some heat on them. Even after we got artillery support, he’d call in Phantoms. We’d pop smoke to tell the Phantom where we were at. The FO would call in the grid coordinates to tell the plane where we felt they were at. Then we’d call out a marker round. If that round was where we wanted it, then we would ask for so much HE (High Explosive). We always had that, though sometimes, if the NVA were in too close, we couldn’t call in nothing. Then we just got to beat back the assault if we could. We tried to make sure that Charlie was not on ridges above us. If we figured we could handle them, we didn’t want that stuff too close because the shrapnel would hit us. But we wanted it close enough so it took care of some of them; then we figured that we’d take care of the rest. Then the gun ships started coming. They could do a closer inspection from above. They circled. Maybe two to four Cobras. They just circled around looking. They were constantly firing rockets and mini-guns. Oh, man, there was so much firepower, they tore up the place.

The first few months, we worked the area around Bao Loc. We humped up along the hillsides and all through the swamp lands. We patrolled the mountain right next to the village at Bao Loc. But we’d be from thirty to forty miles away. We’d be out maybe eighty days at a time. We’d run into sporadic contact. Sometimes we’d get into a firefight, not a real big one, but it was big enough that people were getting killed. The company commander figured out that the NVA and VC were coming down from the Dalat area into the Bao Loc area, raiding villages and killing people. Their strength was in the mountains, and we headed up there eventually. In the meantime, we were wading through the swamps, making contact here and there. We also worked the tea plantation which was about twenty miles back from Bao Loc.

The swamp was the shits, man. It was dense with muck and black water and millions of leeches. The foliage was so dense and so tight, the sun couldn’t get in and I’d be thinking I might see a dinosaur come running through there. And plants—you never seen them grow that big. Some plants would get as big as a regular yard tree. We saw a lizard on a tree that looked like an alligator. Everything was tropical and seemed prehistoric. And mosquitos constantly, all over the place. Then we had to be on the lookout for snakes. We might come out on a little dry parcel of land into a heavy bamboo area. Then we would worry about the bamboo viper. Charlie would hide out in the bamboo. He’d cut out a little square area and have him a little house there. You couldn’t detect it from a spotter plane. He’d grow his corn and rice right in that area, so he wouldn’t need much resupply. He’d have hootches made out of straw and bamboo. To get to these dry areas where there was VC, guys would get stuck in the swamp up to their waist. By the time the last guy came through, the mud and muck was getting deeper and deeper.

It was during that time in the swamps that the monsoon set in. We were just rain wet all the time. We went to bed on the ground wet. We had an air mattress, but that lasted one day. Even if we didn’t puncture it that first night, we’d be so tired the next day we wouldn’t want to blow it up. In fact, I traded some of my beans to a guy so he would inflate it. A few guys went for that, but after a while they said, “Fuck it, man, I ain’t blowin’ nothin’ up.’’ Once we logged in, made camp, what we tried to do was clean an area. We were trying to cut brush, but we got little stubs from the brush we cut sticking up because we couldn’t dig down and get all the roots out. So as soon as we laid our air mattresses down, they became ground mattresses. The little stubs stuck right through the damn things. That was why most guys just threw them away after a while. Actually, they’d tear them up because we didn’t want to leavfe nothing for






the enemy. We was told we weren’t supposed to leave anything on the trails; the Vietnamese would take all the tin cans from the C-rations and make them into shrapnel. He would take gunpowder and pack it tightly; he’d compress nails and broken glass and stuff like that into a tin can. The next thing we knew, he’d got something better than our hand grenades. So we didn’t want to leave nothing like that out there.

Like I said, I hated that monsoon; I hated the leeches. I hated the idea of just being out there for so long. Forget about showers or baths. Hell, only way I’d take a wash up was whenever I came to a stream that wasn’t too swampy. Then I’d jump off in there and kinda wash my body up. I’d been used to hygiene and keeping myself clean. But after awhile, I just forgot about that. I stayed dirty, and muddy. The mud dried, then I was right back into the rice paddies. I was funky. I mean, I stunk, man, I really stunk. It was something to aggravate us all the time. We were harassed by mosquitos and leeches, the monsoon, and all the strenuous movement. We were always moving. There was not a day went by that we thought, “Hey, we’re going to take a break, going to take a rest, today’s a holiday.” There was no holiday in the Nam. After a while I didn’t give a shit what day it was. All I was thinking was how glad I’d be when stand down came at night. When we got wherever we were going, I could put my body down for a minute.

We was making contact almost every night. I was scared of every little lightning bug or anything that moved. I thought it was a VC. In the day I was all right. At night anything could happen. The CO would designate which guys would take their turn on night ambush, which could get kind of hairy. The purpose of the night ambush was so we wouldn’t get ambushed ourselves. If, for instance, we had made contact that day and we had so many kills, then we knew Charlie had got his ass kicked. Could have been his brother or some friend got killed that day. So we had to go back down the trail knowing he was following us. We went with maybe eight or ten people and were thinking about gettin’ hit. When we went on ambush, we would go back down the trail about a half-a-mile. Then we’d get off the side of the trail about fifteen feet, set up claymore mines, and in some cases we’d set trip flare wires across the trail. When they hit the trip flare wires, right then and there they’d be in our killing zone. We’d just pop the claymores which would spray an area about sixty feet straight out in front and about forty feet in width to the sides. That could be hairy, too. If the first part of the enemy was coming up the trail and they hit the trip wire and we hit them, they might have been only the point of a whole regiment. It was doubly hard to tell at night —it was pitch black. If that happened, we were in trouble. They were going to come and get our ass. But ambushes were standard operating procedure, something we had to do every night, whether it was raining or not. We would have a radio man with us. And at night, to keep noise discipline, we would put the radio on squelch. This meant no one could talk to us. Tne CO couldn’t come in and say, “OK, how’s it going down the trail there?” Usually we would get a couple of clicks, like “bomp, bomp” to let you know that the CO wanted to get you on the horn, that he had something to tell you. Then you’d have to get down and whisper. You had to be as quiet as possible. The next morning we’d contact the CO. He’d say, “OK, come on back in,” and we’d tell him which way we was coming back in and our estimated time of arrival. We’d have to take up our trip flare wires and claymore mines. We would put out our own LP (Listening Post) while we’re taking up the wires. Then we’d scurry on back into camp. Once we got in, we would chow down. The CO would have OPs (Observation Posts) and LPs out with security set up on the flanks. After we ate, it was time to hump again.

When guys came in from night ambush, they had to get their shit together and get that rucksack ready to hump. At “stand-to” everybody was up, helmets on and facing outward. The company commander, first sergeant and all the platoon leaders would meet in the center of this circle of grunts kind of like a wagon train. They’d chart out the day’s movement while we were on alert. It took about half-an-hour, maybe forty-five minutes to make sure everybody had their orders correct on what to do in case we got hit. They were looking at a map of the terrain: where was a possible ambush site? While you were standing on standto, you might open a can with a P-38 opener and just reach on down, jack. Otherwise, you would just eat as you walked. Lotta guys wouldn’t be hungry. When they had a little time, and felt like it, they might cook something up. There was no breakfast. Shit. Sometimes guys would take their canteen cup — a kind of multiple use thing — and make hot cocoa with these little instant bags. Some guys in the rear ripped off claymore mines and took out the composition B or C-4. It was better than a blowtorch. You’d take a little piece about an inch long. Then you’d take a little C-ration can and cut it around on both ends with a beer opener and make a few holes in the side. That was your stove. You just set that on the ground and dropped in that composition B, took a match, and hit it one time. Whooff! Put your cup right on top, and in about two seconds you got yourself a treat. Everybody kept their can, and that was what a lotta guys used to argue about: “Hey, which one of you motherfuckers stole my stove?’’ But a lotta times you wouldn’t have time to cook. So you just ate right outta the can. The heat would make the food you were carrying warm. So when you got back from night ambush, you got just enough time to get your rucksack ready, completely compact again so your frags wouldn’t be dropping as you went. Then you grabbed a bite to eat and it was time to get on.

At that time, our main purpose was to look for caches —guns, rice, corn, ammo, any type of thing that would supply the Vietnamese and keep them strong. They would hide it in tunnels and caves. Sometimes they’d have enough guns and rice to supply a whole division for a year. They would have it buried and we would have to find it and destroy it —or we used to have the Chinooks (we called them “shithooks”) airlift it out.

Sometimes we’d have to cut out a landing zone if, for instance, another one of the companies got hit. It didn’t matter how far away —maybe forty or fifty miles, maybe only ten. First thing the CO did was call all the platoon leaders together for another poop meeting. It was a change of plans meeting because somebody got hit, and we learned that they were sending choppers out to take us to where the heat was to give them other guys support. After the poop meeting, all the platoon leaders came back to give their guys the rundown. Then the CO ran out so many elements into the hush for observation and listening, so we wouldn’t be surprised while we were cutting out a new landing zone. We humped chain saws; they got the job done in a hurry. They made a lotta noise, but then we were leaving out of that area anyway. Whenever we’d get resupplied, and we was in a thick area, we’d use the chain saws, and that was a thing that used to bug me—when we’d use the chain saw and we were gonna continue to stay there. You know that every VC and his mother knew you were there, if they didn’t before.

We didn’t have much time to get the LZ ready before the choppers would come and start lifting out parts of our company. Each chopper would take out six guys —three on each door. If the LZ where we were going was hot, the first chopper would pop red smoke. The first guys out were the first guys in. Even if we didn’t get the red smoke, we’d fire up the landing zone anyway as a precaution. The door gunners would just rake the whole area as they were coming in. Sometimes I would be going in with the first few choppers, sometimes the last few.

When you got in first, it was always a shaky situation, because you knew that you didn’t have that much help in case you got hit. As you were coming in to the new landing zone, you checked out for pungi sticks. Even if you were firing at the tree line, you still had to give the CO the information on the situation at the landing zone. The radio man relayed the message so they knew what to expect. A few times the bulk of the company was moved with Chinooks. Once you get on the landing zone, you faced out toward the bush or wherever the firing was coming from. You’d start assaulting the bush, and as soon as you had chased the enemy away from the treeline, then you automatically assumed their position. You would secure all around the landing zone in a big circle. When the whole company was finally in the LZ, then you started to move out in the direction the company commander designated.

You were really scared all the time. You never did get completely used to it, but you learned to handle it. As you learned the tactics, you became more familiar with the situation and this reassured you. But you never became complacent. Changes in the terrain could unsettle you. The terrain was funny. You climbed these hills in a big radius around Bao Loc, and then you went down through gorges into valleys. This area was really swamp land; it was very dense with lots of heavy foliage. There were lots of leeches, malaria-carrying mosquitos, snakes; it was a rough area to go through. You were constantly up and down from hills into swamps.

We were doing this kind of operation when B Company got hit. Actually, we had just come to the rear after being out there in the swamps and hills for about eighty days. B Company had been hit pretty bad. They had got ambushed and a whole platoon had been killed, just mutilated. So our CO told us, “OK, fellows, put it on; we’re going back out.” We were supposed to be in the rear for a four-day rest, but we had been there for about a day when we got the news. So we went back out to give B Company some support. We started tracking the Vietnamese who had wiped out B Company. Finally we came down into this valley to a tea plantation, one of the old French types. There was a village nearby and we asked them questions, trying to find out if they had seen this unit that had destroyed B Company. Had they come across anyone like that? But we couldn’t get any information from them. That night we went out on a night field operation. On a night march it was almost impossible to see where you were going; it was pitch black. You were making all kinds of noise. Everybody in the world knew you were coming. The CO split the company in half. I guess we was a couple of miles out from where we left the other half of the company. We heard all this firing from where we had come, so we started back. By the time we got there, our fire fight was over. We found out that the ARVNs, our allies that were supposed to be there to support us, had run out and left the rest of the company to fight alone. All our people there was messed up. The guys that weren’t dead, or just about dead, were wounded.

The next morning we started tracking this Vietnamese unit into the hills, making heavy contact in the woodlines. We started closing in. These guys were running. They would stop and dig in for a day or two, just to fight us off. They wanted to try to slow us up because we were too tight on them. We had quite a few companies working in the same area, so they stopped and fought, and then they would slip away again.

It was about this time that I stepped on a pungi stick. I got that off the landing zone. This whole landing zone was loaded with pungis. At first I didn’t come out of the field for it. I kept humping and the field medic took care of it. It happened a second time when we went to help Bravo Company. Alpha was down the hill in the same AO catching hell. As we were coming in on the LZ, we saw the first chopper couldn’t land. Vietnamese in the treelines were firing the fucker up; I mean just tearing the blades right off the chopper. So they had to pull out and keep trucking. I was in the third chopper. There was a chopper in front of us and a chopper behind us. I want you to picture this. We were coming into the landing zone, and the helicopter just swooped down maybe ten feet off the ground, maybe a little higher, fifteen feet off the ground. As it got that close to the ground, you gotta jump off, cause he was boogying out of there. They didn’t want to lose a chopper, right? So we jumped as we saw fire coming from the bush. We knew what to expect before we got there. The first chopper had popped red smoke and taken his guys on out. Eventually he would put them on another chopper back in the rear or try to make it in again if the chopper wasn’t damaged too bad. In the meantime, the Vietnamese had opened up on the second chopper. The door gunners on each side of my chopper were kicking ass behind their mounted M-60 machine guns. They kept firing as we came down. As we started to jump out of the chopper, I could see that we were catching hell, too. Shit flying all around our heads. I jumped and as soon as I hit the ground, I could feel something pierce the jungle boot. The fucking pungi stick was stuck about an inch up in there. Man, there was a sharp pain, but I was running like a motherfucker. I was dragging that damn pungi stick with me because it was stuck in the boot. Other guys were hollering and yelling that they were being hit. A whole bunch of guys got the same thing. The whole LZ was saturated with pungi sticks set up at forty-five degree angles facing each other. They were sticking up in all directions all over the place. Charlie was in the treeline surrounding the whole LZ. If you hit the ground, you landed on a pungi stick; if you stood up, you got shot. Coming into the LZ, I was concentrating on the treeline. I couldn’t see that there were pungi sticks in the LZ. It just looked like a clearing in the trees where the elephant grass was growing. When I landed in the elephant grass, which was about two or three feet high, it seemed like I had got some cover. The pungi sticks changed all that.

In that situation, all we could do was hit the treeline. In other words, we ran directly into the firing like crazy, throwing frags, trying to hit them every way we could. We couldn’t stay on the LZ; we had to get out of it. Everybody was exposed. The company commander was going crazy. He was yelling, “Get the fuck to the treeline, get them bastards outa there.” They didn’t back up; we pushed them hard, put a little smoke on their ass; they had to leave. So we fucked them up, man. We didn’t get but a couple of deads out of it. They was well concealed, but finally they had to jump and run. And we did it ourselves. No air support. That was why airborne got the Air Medal after twenty-five combat assaults. In a combat assault, we was the support. Anyway, we ran them on back up in the hills. But we didn’t go too far, just far enough to secure the LZ so we could get our main force in there. Remember now, they wasn’t running out but six choppers at a time. With three dudes in each door we had no more than about thirty-six people out there and that was all. And we didn’t know how big a force we was running into. Maybe ten minutes later—I’m not sure, I wasn’t paying no attention to time—the other choppers started coming in. We were still trying to secure the LZ. Some of the other guys were getting fire from the opposite side. We worked our side of the bush with the few minutes we had. When more choppers came in, they started chasing around over that way. By this time, the company commander was on the radio telling these guys in the choppers what to expect when they came into the landing zones: “Watch out for the pungi sticks!” Finally, when the shit died down somewhat, the medics started to evacuate people and check out the guys that could go on.

A couple of guys got hit. We laid them down and the medics were working on them. That was why they couldn’t get to us. I wouldn’t say that a pungi stick was minor, but it wasn’t so serious. More choppers came in and took out the wounded. Pretty soon the medic got around to me and a few other fellows. He tried to get out all the shit and poison from the wound.

Charlie put feces on the pungi stick in order to cause infection. And because it was hot and humid, your whole fucking leg could swell up in a matter of hours. A pungi wound only disabled you, but it could also kill you. If you couldn’t get back to the aid station and get proper medical attention within four hours or so, if you didn’t get something done for the wound, your whole leg might have to be amputated. The poison went right into the bloodstream. And that was the purpose of it.

The company medic did all he could right there. I called myself hard-core anyway, man. I wouldn’t mind going to the rear anytime, I tell you that, but I had partners here. That was the key to the whole deal. You never wanted to be lagging, what we called half-stepping or ghosting. Ghosting was kicking back in the rear. We didn’t want to be back there ghosting and have somebody say, “Hey man, your partner got killed.” You felt that you could have been there and helped him, you know? That was the kind of understanding we had, man. So I told the medic, “I’m going to try and make it. Try to get that shit out of the wound. Shoot me some morphine and tighten my shit up. I’ll be all right.” He dug down into it, man. The pungi stick pierced up into the skin and not into the bone. I was lucky on that. He cut the stick out and cleaned the wound out all he could. It was excruciating pain when he started digging in that motherfucker. The morphine helped. I was lucky the wound was near the surface. He kept trying to send me back to the rear. He said, “Man, you better go back. This shit is dangerous.” But I kept going for the next couple of days until finally it started to swell.

For the next couple of days we were looking for these guys. We were really pissed because they dusted a couple of our people. We were walking all these miles and my foot was getting sore. Finally it really started to get bad. The jungle boot was rubbing the wound. So they sent me to the rear. I was back there for about a week. I wanted to get back out to the field because I hated the rear.

There wasn’t nothing in the rear but a bunch of shit, plus every other night you got mortared. You were like a fucking sitting duck. Maybe Charlie didn’t fire much —maybe five or six rounds —but you knew he was there. When he was firing at you, he was trying to say that he was up to something bigger. He wanted you to think that he was attacking you at all times. He might have been thinking to deter you from stopping his main force. If you called Saigon and reported that there was an enemy in the area constantly firing you up, then they’d probably say, “Just pull your men back and protect your perimeter so you don’t get overrun.” He might only have had a company or even a platoon harassing all around your perimeter. Meanwhile, he was building up for an offensive somewhere else.

So I didn’t like the rear area scene. But they had pretty good doctors in the rear. When I went in they cleaned out the wound real good and told me to stay off my feet. I just kicked back till it started to heal. I was there for about a week or so before I went back out to my company.


After I got ready to go back to the company, the doc said, “Maybe you should stay back for another week.” “No, I’m ready to hit it.” I was bored with the rear. I didn’t have no friends back there or nothing. I tried to talk to these guys in the rear, but they were spoons. I never had too much to say to them anyway. Even though they was Americans, it was like they weren’t Americans. Plus another thing—we didn’t like a lot of them cats for one reason. We believed that they was selling guns and ammo on the black market and that shit was coming back at us out in the bush.

I caught the supply chopper back out to the field. I was glad to get back with the company and they were glad to see me. When I joined up with them they were still chasing the same Vietnamese units up into the mountains toward Dalat.
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FIRST FIRE FIGHTS

We had been in the boonies for about two months and I’d lost all track of Bob. I’d been carrying the pig for almost sixweeks. Now we’d been sent back to Ross. Carl and I went insideof our assigned bunker. “It’s not a bad bunker,’’ Carl said. “Theonly thing about it, man, there’s only the two of us. We haveto find somebody else to help us pull guard.” I said, “No shit,no question about that, man.” So he said, “Where’s Piper, man?”And I said, “Piper and Baby-san? They gotta be right downthere at the other bunker.” Earlier the NCO had told us to fillsandbags to reinforce the bunker. He had walked around thebunker and thought the front of it needed more reinforcing.He thought about ten sandbags would do it. I was cleaningmy weapon, and I said to Carl, “Well, man, if you fill five. I’llfill five.” Carl filled about three and said, “Aw, man, sandbags . . . that’s it. See you later, man. I’m going down to Piper’sbunker.”

Piper’s bunker was only twenty-five yards away. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon. I said, “OK, fine, soon as Ifinish cleaning my pig, I’ll be down.” I filled an equal number so there wouldn’t be an argument. Then I threw the six sandbags in front of the bunker and left, carrying my pig wrappedaround my shoulder, down to Piper’s bunker. Apparently thebunker for Piper’s squad was OK. When Piper saw me, he said,“Hey, man, how many men do you have over at your bunker?”I said, “We only got two guys.” They were all smoking. “Shit,man, there’s no use in doing that, man, hell —two guys? Andyou guys are going to try to pull guard?” “Hey, if we don’t getany help, hell no.” “Why don’t you guys stay up here with us,man, help us all pull guard?” I said, “Yeah, fucking right,make it all easier for you, man, easier for us, no question.” Carlsaid, as he always did, “Yeah, man, right on.” Then we all wentup to this air strip for some munchies.

I don’t know why we felt that we were stealing. The supply sergeant knew damn well who was taking the God damn shit,but he didn’t really care. The supply people cared, but onlyabout bringing more boxes down there. So we went up andraided all those boxes of C-rations. We got two or three boxesand stripped all the pound cake and fruit cocktail out. Poundcake and fruit cocktail. Any GI will tell you that it was a delicacy. All GIs can relate to pound cake and fruit cocktail. Wehad three or four cakes and about three or four cans apiece. Wejust sat there and munched ourselves into agony.

Later we went back to the bunker and started pulling our guard duty. In the middle of the night we got hit. Rockets. Weran inside of the bunker. Somebody said, “I hope this Goddamn thing holds.” We peered out through the slots to see ifwe were going to get a ground attack. They had me set up thepig, which they thought was our best defense. The artillery guyshad mined outside the whole perimeter, but we didn’t hear anymines going off by the barbed wire. Our job was to handle aground attack in case they tried to rush the compound. It neverdid materialize. After about twenty minutes of constant barrage, we had an easy night of it, but I was pretty edgy. Hell, Inever did go to sleep that night.


Carl and I pulled guard all night at Piper’s bunker, with Baby-san, Piper, Belt, and the rest of his crew. The next morning Carl went down to our assigned bunker first, saying, “I’mgoing to be down there before the CO gets there.” I said, “OK,man, that’s cool.” I was getting my pig ready, then I was onmy way down. I saw him standing in front of the bunkershaking his head. I said, “Hey, man, what’s wrong?” Hepointed and I looked. Apparently during the attack, a VC gotclose enough to throw a satchel charge. I couldn’t tell anythingfrom the front of the bunker. And then I went to the back. Ilooked down and the whole fucking back of the bunker wasblown out. I said, “God damn.” He said, “Hey man, if we’dbeen in there, we’d have been blown to hell.” I said, “No shit.”We thought how lucky we were that we weren’t in that bunker.When we told our platoon sergeant that we had gone down tohelp Piper pull guard because we didn’t have enough men topull guard ourselves, he didn’t do anything except laugh andsay, “No problem.” But I didn’t think it was so funny becausewe came within a hairline of getting blown to shit.

The rest of our stay at Ross went by pretty uneventful. Later we found out why we were sent back to Ross. They were goingto rest us up. They thought that we were seasoned now and theywanted to put us in a major fight. That was what was happening. But I didn’t know it then. Nobody knew it. Then we pulledout. At first we were thinking, it had to be something. Then wethought, well, maybe it wasn’t. We had a feeling that somethingwasn’t right, that this was too easy, as we got ready to moveout on the tenth day.

It was about one o’clock when we gathered down by the gate. We had gotten supplies the day before, anyway. All of a sudden,we saw the CO come down from the colonel’s hootch. We knewwe was ready to go then. We could read the minds of ourofficers by their general actions. Our lieutenant went up to himto see exactly what the plan was, and we saw them sort oflooking at each other casually, talking and laughing, and wesaid, “Aw shit, nothing . . .” They were just sort of bullshittingamong each other, cracking jokes. It was a very relaxed atmosphere. When you walked up to your CO, it was a non-officer approach, you know. The lieutenant was not going to walk upto the CO and salute him, because Charlie was looking at us,right there down by the gate. Might have been one of the papa-sans standing there about to fill sandbags. He might have beenpinpointing who the CO was right there. So it was a veryrelaxed thing. He wasn’t about to say, “Listen, we’re going outto rendezvous at Hamburger Hill, and this is what we’re goingto do,’’ but he might have been giving a code. That was why themen didn’t even know what was happening, because securitymight have gotten weakened. The CO would amble around andmingle with the platoon sergeants. They’d stroll over andgather around him. They wouldn’t rush him. We played therole. The CO ambled around some more among the men,maybe about twenty minutes. We hadn’t moved. Then someofficers would say, “OK, let’s go,’’ just like that and we’re gone.

We moved out. We went out the gate and started down toward the village. Every time we got ready to go out throughthe gate, there’d always be about fifty children milling around,boys and girls from four to fourteen. They probably ended upbeing VC. LZ Ross was stationed right above the village. As wewere getting nearer and nearer to this village, we startedgathering a parade. We had all these kids alongside, yelling andtalking. “Hey, GI, hey, GI, you numba one, hey GI . . .’’ Theywere trying to get us to buy things from them like soda pop inAmerican bottles; but we knew it wasn’t American. You couldget ptomaine poisoning. Some guys did drink it sometimes andsurvived. Not me. I never bought anything out there, man, notanything. They were trying to get us to give them something—“GI, you give me food, you give me food, GI, GI, give me food,please, please, GI . . .’’ Some of the guys would throw themthings. By the time we got through the village, there wouldprobably be a hundred kids. It was a big event for them to seeus go marching down through the village. Everybody’d comeout—the old men, the ladies—everybody yelling and waving.


“GI, GI, you numba one, you numba one.” Of course there could have been some VC inside of the houses right then, orthey could have been VC, themselves. Matter of fact, grenadescould have been thrown. We had this on our mind as wewalked. Still we couldn’t help but get enthused with all theexcitement generated around us. It wasn’t like we were going toa fire fight. This was nothing but a working day for us. We werejust enjoying it because we were leaving the base. We werethinking to ourselves, “Jesus, I wish I had nothing to do but sitout here and watch GIs going down the street. I wish I hadnothing else to do except come down here and kick back andrelax, and have mama-san cook me some rice and meat.” Wereally weren’t thinking about where we were going. A gruntdidn’t care where he was going. We weren’t going to find outanyway, except when we knew we were going to see some heavyactivity. Obviously we wanted to be warned if we were going tosee some shit. And we always were. But at this particular point,we had not yet been warned about anything like that. As we gotfurther and further out, the kids started dropping off. Soonthey’d be all gone. We were still mainly talking, bullshitting. Aswe got about three hours out from the base, orders came downto cut the bullshit.

We began to wonder where the hell we were going now. Pretty soon we were walking on a dirt road, white sand, hardtop. I didn’t believe it’d be too hard when the rains came, butat that moment it was. As we walked along we saw all theseremnants of mansions that had been blown apart during theFrench war, and obviously, from the heavy attacks by B-52s,too. We saw patches and patches of rice paddies. Nobody wasworking the rice paddies, nobody. I thought, all this land, goingto waste. There probably would have been thousands andthousands of people working those rice paddies at one time.They were really huge; as big as a lake, as far as the eye couldsee.

We didn’t see any people at all as we got further and further out. The people back in that village were all surviving off LZRoss, living under our protection. If the village got any heavy activity, LZ Ross would have sent a company down there justlike that. The LZ lived off the village too. A lot of men lived onan LZ—from six to nine hundred, maybe a thousand men,depending on its size. So you had to figure, the base could havelasted a long time with the LZ protecting the village, and thevillage serving the LZ’s needs and desires, and the black marketflourishing.

We continued walking and finally got off this road. It was getting narrower and narrower, slowly turning into a trail. Aswe got off, we moved through the bush in single file. That nightwe noticed we were on white sand. We were near the beach,by the China Sea. I didn’t know it at the time. Nobody else did.We pulled into a fairly flat area with small sagebrush-likebushes, about two to three feet high. I didn’t see any trees atall, just these little sage bushes everywhere, and I said, “JesusChrist, if we get hit, there’s no place really to hide.’’ And everybody said, “No God damn lie.” “We might be hit,” and we allsaid, “Aw, fuck.” Nobody wanted to dig in. So we were allmoaning and groaning about whether we were going to dig in;the ground seemed pretty stable, but that was debatable too.Everybody started debating on whether, when we were gettinga mortar attack, it’d be better to be in a hole or on a flat opensurface. Finally the word got around from the CO that therewas no problem; we didn’t have to dig in. So we started settingup.

By that time the company was seasoned; we’d been together a long time now. I had been in the boonies myself for about threemonths, so I was getting to be a pro. After sixty days in theboonies, you should know what the hell you’re doing. By ninetydays, you were finished being a rookie. I was squad leader bynow. So I was setting up the pig; my squad—me and Carl —were spreading out. We were expecting to get two new men.When you set up, you tried to find your best possible defensiveway to stop Charlie. You tried to find the weakest area in yourlinkage with the rest of the company. You set up an area whereyou thought Charlie might think he had an advantage and try to creep in. Carl and I decided to set up right on top of a hillwith an easy slope downward. Charlie could easily have gotdown in this area, and sneaked up on us. We wanted to set righton top of the hill, rather than set back from the slope. That wayI could see down in the slope. Then we put the five claymoremines at the bottom of the slope, so that if he approached theslope, they could blow him away. It was up to the platoonsergeant to make sure that the men had secure positions. Theentire company perimeter was set up in a wagon train circle.The wider the circle, the better. You didn’t want to get it toosmall, in case of grenades or mortars, or hand-to-hand combat. That evening, after we set up, we heard the helicopter comein. Guys shouted, “Hey, Huey landing,” and word got aroundthat a helicopter was bringing men and supplies, and mail —that was exciting.

The company got two brand new men. So we said, “Oh, got a couple of greenhorns here. Shit, man, wonder whose squadare they going to? We need them.” And sure enough, theycame to our squad. One guy’s name was Emory. He was a guythat ended up getting a Silver Star. He was the guy that wentwith me when we got to the big battle. He was from Oklahoma.Both were white guys, but I can’t remember the other guy’sname, just a quiet guy. Did his work, obeyed his orders and sortof talked with Emory all the time. Another guy had transferredover so that meant I had four men in my squad. It was finallycomplete, a five-man squad. Right away, I started orienting thenew guys about what to do, the same way they oriented mewhen I got into the field: “OK, now listen—where you from,man?” “Oh, I’m from Oklahoma.” “Is that right? Long wayfrom home.” “Yeah.” I said, “All right, now listen, this isCarl.” “What’s happening?” “Oh, not too much, man, not toomuch.” “This is JJ.” “What’s going on?” “Not too much . . . .”

Nothing really happened the next three days. The guys placed the claymore mines out just exactly as I told them. They allcarried their ammo. In my squad I must have had about threethousand rounds. I was wondering why we got so much ammunition. Usually I carried about eighteen hundred rounds. I thought, Jesus, we had a lot of ammo. Maybe we’re going tobe out longer than I thought we were .... Then all of a sudden,we were told that we were going to walk back in a differentdirection. We hadn’t seen the ocean yet and were moving backfrom it. The guys were complaining, “We didn’t even see theocean, man, where we going? We’re moving out of here?”Everybody was moaning and groaning. The CO and the NCOswere just bullshitting with them, and telling them nothing:“You’ll see it next time. Shut the hell up.” So we started movingout and all of a sudden. I’ll be damned if we didn’t see ... .“Hey, man, army personnel carriers. Hey, there’s a cavalryunit up here, man. Hey, man, we’re approaching a cavalryunit.” “A cavalry unit?” “Yeah, man.” “What the hell’s goingnow?” We’re all perked up, looking and straining, and sureenough, they were pushing up all kinds of heavy artillery —“God damn, what’s happening?”

Walking up, we saw army personnel carriers, armed with 50-caliber machine guns; we saw tanks up there, and we said,“Wow.” It was the first time I’d seen tanks out in the fieldmyself, so I was pretty excited. Everybody else was, too. Allthese tank units really looked fearsome. They were just sitting ina big wide semicircle, the engines not running, which was whywe didn’t hear them. They told us they were the 86th Mechanized Cavalry, part of the 1st Cavalry Division, yellow patchwith a black horse on it. All together there were probably thirtyunits — tanks and APCs. We just walked right into the semicircle.When I saw those tanks, it made me feel this was really a war!And they looked as though they had gone through some shit.They were working tanks, not brand new and sparkling. Thepersonnel carriers were all dusty, with ragged, tattered sandbags all over them, looking like they’d been in action.

At first, I hadn’t thought about the seriousness of meeting with this Cav unit. You know how naive I am. I just thoughtwe gonna ride for a while. Almost immediately, we were toldto mount up on the carriers. My squad got up on one of the APCs. They were waiting for us; that was why they were there— a rendezvous. We didn’t know it; we never knew anything.As we mounted up and started moving out, we talked to theguys in the APC. “Hey, man, where we going, man?” Theysaid, “Shit, man, we don’t know. We were just told to meet youout here.” So we were all bullshitting with these guys. “Hey,man, how’s it feel to ride?” “Shit, I’d rather be walking. We canget blown out of here. This is nothing but a God damn crackerbox.” And it was true. They were vulnerable, because once theNVA penetrated their defensive line, and there were so manyof them where they couldn’t successfully be kept off, and if theAPC driver and gunners were not good, it was like being in acracker box. Once the NVA got through and dropped even onegrenade, that thing would be blown to shit.

All of a sudden I started figuring, well, God damn, we had to be going to some shit. It just struck me out of a clear blue sky.My mind started moving again. I said, “Man, we gotta be doingsomething. They don’t take us out of nowhere by cavalry unitto an R & R.” It turned out that we went all the way back outto where we had been. They carried us back onto the damnbeach. We went right out to the sea, and we were all yelling,“Hey, man, there’s the sea, man, isn’t that beautiful — hey,man, let’s go surfing, man? Are you taking this God damn thingin the water, man?” All the units pulled up on the beach in asort of parallel assault line and we all got off.

Nobody knew what to do at first. We just hung around near the APC. I told my squad, “Hold up, man, don’t go walkingaround yet. You don’t know what’s happening now.” So Carlsaid, “Aw, God damn, there’s Daddy Goff . ...” I said, “Ohshut up, Carl, God damn it, you know we don’t know what’shappening, man. Shut the fuck up, willya.” Finally the NCOwalked by and said, “We’re gonna be here for a spell, Goff, sojust rest your men.” “All right—you guys heard it.” The driverof the APC told me there was a large NVA regiment around.“We’ve been following them for weeks. When we get in thethick underbrush we’re stuck.” “OK, I see. But they’re not out here at the beach. Shit, we’ve got to go back about thirtyclicks.” That was why they had picked us up. If we had to walkthirty clicks, it would have taken us weeks. We were told thatwe could swim if we wanted to. So we all stripped down andwent out there in the beautiful China Sea and swam for an hourin squads. As far as the eye could see, nothing but beautiful bluewater and white sand. There was no surf whatsoever, just sortof ripples. The water seemed about ninety degrees. I will neverforget that beach as long as I live.

That night was uneventful and the next morning we moved out of that area. We traveled with those personnel carriers allday long, going inland. We started getting into trees and heavybrush. Matter of fact, I had to soften my seat, because ridingon the damn thing was getting so hard. But, hell, I really enjoyed the ride. That night we set up. Setting up guard with theguys from carriers was a breeze, really nice to do. Since theyall helped pull guard, which was only about thirty minutes,we ended up sleeping seven hours or so, and that was reallygreat.

The next day, we were put on alert. We were told not to sit lazily on the carriers but expect to jump off. We were givenorders before we moved out what to do if the carrier got hit.We continued to ride, looking for this NVA regiment. Finally,after the third day, it was like we’d been on the carriers eversince I’d been in-country. Soon, a whole week went by. We feltpretty good. Only thing about it, we knew eventually we weregoing to meet some shit.

At this point, I had to switch over and ride on a tank for a while. It was really something riding on a tank. Those thingsjust rolled over things. They were just going up and down. Itwas like the whole thing was so big, when it went up, you weregoing up towards the sky, like riding on a mountain. These guysdidn’t stop for ten-foot high trees; hey, right over the top. Gone.Just gone. Those things were gruesome.


After about a week, we were getting into country where we knew we were going to get into activity. Word got around thatwe knew where the NVA were, but we were ready. We weretold to clean our weapons, make sure we were ready to go, toexpect contact anytime. So everybody was pretty sober thatday. Nobody was bullshitting. We weren’t told how many orwhat, but we knew we were looking for a big NVA regimentthat had a reputation. We’d heard that they had met theMarines up in Dak To and just kicked the shit out of them. Iwas anticipating my major event of the war.
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THE BIG BATTLE

That day, as I remember, we started going real, real slow. We were riding along in a thick woody area, and all of a sudden,out of a clear blue sky, we heard a “boom bam . . . DIDIDIDIDI ...” The APC stopped and we jumped off and got downbeside the tanks. We were looking, trying to figure what washappening. It was way in the back. When you had thirty-fivemechanized vehicles, you had to figure this entourage was ahuge thing —like a wagon train, it was so damn long. Of course,they knew we were coming. What happened was that one of thecarriers got hit. It wasn’t a bad hit, but the five guys on top of itgot blasted by a shell that hit the side of the carrier. So we hadto stop and wait; my squad just stayed put. We didn’t knowwhether we were going to get hit with another rush or not. Wejust stayed behind the thing. We sat there and waited until themedivac came in and carried the five guys away.

Slowly we found out what happened. One guy got his arm almost torn off; another guy got hit in the eye. Damn! So wesaid, “Well, this is the shit. This is what we’ve been riding soGod damn long for.” We were moving toward the major conflict. By this time, we were all ready for it. “Let’s get it on. Fucking bastards.” We were cussing them out, all of us, becauseit was mostly brothers that got it that day, guys we knew.“Eugene got it man?” “Yeah, man, he got half his fucking armtorn off.” “Anyway, he’s going home?” “Yeah.” “He got outahere ...” Throughout the war, no matter how you got out, evenif you got a leg blown off you, you got out alive. Your timewas up. But it was the way you got out that was the significance. That was what the American people didn’t realize, howtough it was. To be hit and have his arm torn off, that was likesomebody giving him two hundred thousand dollars. That washow much his life was worth. His arm. To get out of the war,his contract was his arm.

I guess the caravan stopped about an hour. Then we started moving again. We knew we had to get the assault in the backsof our minds, because the next tank to get his could be us. Sowe rode along and I thought about what we were going to doif we got hit. If they came out of the bushes right now, whatwas I going to do? I had the pig in a ready position and I wasgoing to sling it right down and start spraying. That was all Iwas thinking. The carriers were lined up at the edge of this onehuge rice paddy. They started coming alongside each other,but we weren’t told to dismount. So we still stayed on them whilethey were getting into position. Nobody told us that anythingwas over across the paddy at all. Nobody said, “OK, there’san NVA regiment over there. Go get ’em.” All we knew wasthat there was a woodline over there.

I never will forget how we approached it, the tanks and APCs quietly lining up in parallel formation. The rice paddywas about two times the length of a football field and about afootball field in width. I heard guys mumbling, but I was justlistening for a command, which could come from anyone, likethe driver. Everything was moving so fast. Within a fifteen-minute interval we stopped and lined up at the rice paddy.Then the word came, “All right, dismount and stay at the backof the carriers.” So the men started to climb down the sides of the vehicles. All of a sudden, the carriers started reconning byfire. They just started firing at this woodline, “Boom, boom,”with all these big tank guns, just tearing that fucking woodlineall up. Man, the whole damn woodline opened up, “BOOMdidididid wham WHAM . . .” Rockets. I heard guys getting hitfrom over to my left. I heard a tank get hit. I didn’t know howbad.

Now my mind was jumping. By this time everybody was reconning by fire. I was firing back automatically even whilethis barrage was coming in. Everybody was standing up theredoing nothing but firing like hell. Pretty soon we were told,“Back up, back up, back up, we’re going to be backing up, pullback.” So we started pulling back. I thought to myself, “Goddamn. Shit. Fuck it, it’s hell over there . . .” This regimentprobably had left a suicide battalion over there to knock shit outof us, so that the rest of the enemy could go on and do what theyhad to do. We pulled back into the opposite woodline.

While I pulled myself together, I was looking around for my men. They were really shaken up. I could see the shock in theirfaces—no blood at all in their faces. They said, “Hey, man, arewe gonna go across to that woodline?” I said, “Yup, I thinkwe are.” “Oh, man, that’s suicide.” “Could possibly be, man.”I didn’t know what was going on toward the other end of thecolumn. There was our whole fucking company here, 125men; add the cav unit, and there were three hundred men,easily. Our company was beefed up and now I knew why. Afterwe pulled back into the woodline, I made sure that my weaponwas clean. That was what my squad saw me doing.

I never will forget Piper looking at me and shaking his head. It looked as if he was almost ready to cry, because he knew wemight be looking at each other for the last time. And I guessthere was a sort of unity between Piper and me, because politically he had tried to make every man see the full thing of whatour country was doing. Here it was, just taking us to our death.We were nothing but bodies, that was all; out for a huge bodycount. And this was it; just setting us up for this race across that paddy. I saw the hurt in his face as he looked at me. BecauseI had the pig, I guess he thought his brother might get blownaway. I took my eyes away from him, because I said to myself,“I’m not going to think about that, I don’t want to think aboutthat. I’m not going to get blown away.” But I knew the look—he looked at me as though I was a dead man. I guess hefigured he would stand a chance of surviving—but the pig —everybody was going to shoot at the pig.

Soon we heard a helicopter come in. They were medivacking guys. One of the tanks was blown away; it took a direct hit. Ithink we lost that tank and a carrier in the fighting, so theyevacuated that team. Somebody asked, “When are they goingto send in the planes?” A lot of guys thought they were goingto send in planes.

And then we found out that we were actually going to assault that woodline. “Assault on the woodline?” a lot of guys weresaying. I wasn’t saying anything. “Oh, man, these motherfuckers— ’’guys were bitching. Then all of a sudden we heardthe CO say, “SHUT UP, and that’s an order! I mean it, Goddamn it. Now, we’re going to assault this fucking woodline andthat’s that.” An order. Other than the original recon by fire,there was no artillery on the woodline. The CO said the nextman that opened his God damn mouth would be court-martialed. We got ready to assault the woodline.

I got my weapon all cleaned and made sure that all my guys were around me, and I didn’t do too much talking. I said, “OK,men. Primarily what I want you to do is just stick by me, OK?Emory, when I call for that ammo, I want you to have your assright here—you got it?” “I got it, Goff, OK.” “OK, fine, justkeep your head down, man.” “OK.” And I thought to myself,“This little fucker sure has a lot of balls.” I mean, never once,all the time he’d been in-country did I ever see him blink. I sortof favored him over the rest of the guys, even Carl, because Iknew what Carl would do. Emory would never have any typeof fear or apprehension. I never did even see him swallow hard.He’d only been in-country about six, eight weeks. Here he was,about to see the biggest battle of his whole life —and he was just sitting there, drinking in every word I told him. He staredme right in the eyes, as I stared him right back, and he justdrank in every word I told him. I don’t know, I guess some ofthe other guys thought that I was gung ho, and, to a certaindegree, they were trying to stay away from me. But he didn’t.And then again, Carl, and the other three guys knew that I wasvulnerable with the pig, too. When I found out that Emorywasn’t gun-shy like that, wasn’t so paranoid, I really took tohim. He had most of my ammo.

You see, a gunner needed an ammo bearer that was not so worried about his own head that he couldn’t effectively feedthe gunner the ammo. I would be blowing lead out of that pigso quick I’d go through a belt in ten seconds, needed a man tobe able to hand me the ammo. He didn’t have to stick it in theweapon. I did that. He just simply handed it to me, and Iflopped it in there. I could do it faster than he could, anyway.

As we got ready to go back up to the woodline, the NVA stopped firing, waiting for us to charge. It was very quiet overthere. Then the tanks moved out and started firing as they went,the NVA returning their fire. We all started moving out too,walking at first, just walking behind the tanks, letting them doall the firing. As the fire came in, I heard it hit on the top of thetank that I was behind—ding, dang, ding. As the tanks startedgoing faster and faster, they cut us loose as they got ahead ofus. Obviously, as that cover pulled out about ten feet ahead, westarted lowering ourselves and we started firing. As they finallypulled away from us, we all hit the dirt, out in the middle of therice paddy, and started inching our way toward the dike. Thenwe were all running toward the first dike with the tanks fortyfeet ahead. We couldn’t fire too much because they were stilltoo close to us. So we mostly kept our heads down and movedtoward that first dike, about two feet high —high enough forprotection. As infantry, our job was to take care of the NVAwho might have moved on foot to attack the tanks and the personnel carriers from the rear.

As the tanks moved forward, they were shooting like hell,burning up the people in the woodline. My squad was to my immediate right. We were getting all kinds of pig firepowerfrom that brush and all the way to the left. I couldn’t see whatwas happening at the other end of the company; I only knewwhat was going on in the 2nd platoon.

Now, what were they going to do? The NVA were sitting back there and waiting for us to actually try and attack them headon. What were we going to do? The NVA’s sole intent was tohave us try to attack them, and they were going to circle us andcut us off from the rear. That was the whole trip.

I was at the dike, firing like hell with Emory right with me, just handing me that lead. He said, “Hey, Goff, I’m out of lead.What do you want to do?” “Don’t worry, I got enough rightdown here,” and I was still firing. “What I want you to do isgo and get all the ammo from the other guys down at the otherend of the company. Find anybody that’s got ammo, just getit.”

So this kid, on his hands and knees, crawled along in back of the dike, collecting ammo and bringing it back up to me, andI was firing like hell. I probably went through two thousandrounds. Everybody was depending on Goff right then; Goffwas the firepower. And I knew I was quieting that area, becausemy firepower was very effective. As I was running I wassteadily blowing out lead. I saw these guys moving around inthe woodline. But primarily I wasn’t looking at the guys; I wasonly looking at the angling of my weapon and where my firepower was going. That was the only thing I was worryingabout. And as I was going, I was steadily laying down my firepower so effectively that I was just not getting hit myself. That’sthe only explanation I can come up with.

Emory and I were running up and down this rice paddy firing. The guys would tell me, “Hey, Goff, right here, right in there,man.” I would sit down between two guys and blow out wherethey thought they were getting heavy concentration of fire.Then Emory and I would run into another area along the dike.When Sergeant Needham hollered, “Goff, Goff, over here man,I got thirty or forty of them, right there, right there,” I’d fireright where he told me to fire. Those were the thirty or forty NVA I am accredited with in that area. Emory was not withme. I told him to stay while I ran over and was firing my assoff in this particular area, so he started firing his M-16, too.

We were in the middle of the paddy at the first dike, which we went over. We cut down that body of men so well, knockedout their firepower, that we could move now on toward thesecond dike at the end of the paddy, firing steadily. After wegot to the second dike, I went on firing for about fifteen moreminutes, but then my pig fell apart. It just blew up in theair like it did earlier at the creek. This time the barrel didfine, but the pins came out of the side of the weapon. It justgot too hot, and when it expanded, the pins and the locks andthe keys that held it in place were no longer workable, and thepig just came apart. It came apart in my hands. The top of thetray popped up; it was sprung, and I couldn’t keep it down. Icouldn’t fire without the tray being down. By that time therewas hardly any activity. I was still staring at the woodline, andthe guys saw how it was. “Goff, are you all right?” Emorysaid, “Are you all right, man?” “Yeah, I’m fine, man.” Justexhausted as hell, I could hardly talk, my whole mouth wasso dry. I was slumped on my knees at the second dike, juststaring. The second dike was almost at the woodline. With usbeing at the woodline and me sitting there exhausted, and withthe area completely quieted, a few of the other squads startedto run into the woodline, crouched, searching, looking,weapons at the ready.

They started taking a body count. That was when the CO went into the woodline—to see if they could find any prisonersor whatever. But I’d done most of the work. The rest of the guyswere sitting. I’d been doing all the running, so I was dead tothe world. The guys just told me to sit there, because my pigwas out of action. They got me Juju’s pig; he was the othergunner. They told me to sit there while they went to take a bodycount, which they did. I just sat there with my men and helddown the rest of the platoon.

So after that, the main body of men were told to pull out ofthe dike area and move on up to the grounds of this plantation. We were still firing, taking in rounds over on our right as wemoved up. It was coming out of the woods on the right flank.I never will forget this area. Did you ever see grading crews onthe road? That’s how the whole area looked, obviously from thetanks that went into this area. I was on my knees sweatingprofusely.

Then we started moving toward another dike about two or three feet high. As I went, I sort of lost my head; I mean Iwasn’t thinking too clearly. My helmet had fallen off and Iknew it was off, but I didn’t try to stop and get it even thoughrounds were still coming in. I didn’t see anything in front of me,but I heard the tanks yards and yards ahead of us, way down onthe right flank. We were told to wait at the little wall, that thetanks were going to come back for us. Three tanks came backfor us. During the battle they were way in front of us. They hadgone into the woods only so far and decided to come back andpick up the company. We assumed that our orders were to moveafter the retreating NVA. That was why they came back andpicked us up. We’d blown away their line, so we were going inafter them.

I was groggy, but we had to move out; so what if I was groggy! I could hardly get up on top of the God damn tank, Iwas so weak. Sitting up there, I saw all these bodies, or parts ofbodies —hands, arms —so much so that it was making me sickto see all these bodies lying on the ground. I realized that itcould have been me down there. That was what I kept thinking.I’d just look off into the woods and see rows of bodies, NVAsoldiers with backpacks on, T-shirts, parts of uniforms. Obviously, the NVA had tried to strip the bodies as much as theypossibly could, to try to prevent us from knowing what rankthey were. They’d take anything of value. There were all kindsof dirt marks dug into the ground. From where my tank was itwas hard to tell the tank gashings in the dirt from streaks wherebodies had been dragged away. But you knew they had draggedaway as many bodies as they could. There were blood marks inthe dirt. I got tired of looking. I thought to myself, “See, that’s what we were doing.”

We moved on the pursuit then. We drove about twenty minutes, traveled about a click down into this deep gulley. Then the orders changed. I don’t know why. We turned around and cameback to the plantation house on the outskirts of the original ricepaddy. We dismounted and I walked about ten or fifteen feetup to the porch and collapsed. “I can’t move.” It was no laughing matter then. I was conked out on the ground. And I stayedthere. My sense at that time was that I had just been in a helluvabattle, and that I had done nothing more than anybody else did;that I had done nothing outstanding, but that I was alive; I hadsurvived. I hadn’t even gotten hit. And at the same time, I waswondering how many people were hit, how many men had welost? I was laying down there on this ground, and I was lookingup at the sky. Finally I just closed my eyes and thought, man, ifsomebody came along right now and shot the shit out of me,he’d just have to do it, cause aside from the fact I was breathing, I was dead anyway. I just had to lay there, just try to getmyself rejuvenated. I was completely wasted. I was shaking,just out of it.

Then I heard the medic walk up. Doc took a look at me, said, “Goff, are you all right?” I said, “Yeah, yeah. I’m all right.I’m all right. Doc, just tired.” “Yeah, we all are.” He walkedaway. Then I heard the sergeant and the CO come up. I thoughtI heard them say something like, “This guy did a hell of a job.”I thought to myself, “CO says I did a hell of a job.” It made mefeel good, like any compliment to somebody for working hard.At that particular time I didn’t care, except that I did a good jobaccording to the company commander. That the company commander would notice you, out of a hundred men, that wouldmake you feel good. So after that, the medivacs were coming inand carrying guys that had been hit out of the field. I heard proslike Piper saying, “Oh, man, another fucking Khe Sanh.” Iknew that I had survived a major battle.


Stan
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SEARCH AND DESTROY

They asked me did I want to go in? “No, man, I don’t want to go in.” I knew that to go to the LZ for one fucking day andthen come back out was nothing. I mean, what the hell? Ithought, get on that helicopter, get blown away, fuck it, I wasalive right now and I was on this ground, let’s keep it that way.So I said, “Hell no. I’m all right.” After that, they flew in hotchow, the whole God damn thing. Something like that, theywere going to fly in some hot chow. We were told the Cav unitguys got hot food flown in every day. I finally got up after aboutan hour and walked around shakily, finding my strengthreturning. After I walked some, the blood started circulating inmy body, so I went down into a big hollowed-out gulley, like adeep encavement. By now the tanks had all re-formed and werein a big perimeter around us, making us feel fairly safe from anassault, which could occur at any time. Down in this gulley Isaw guys getting ready to fly out; bandages all over their arms,legs, what have you. But they weren’t from my platoon.

Then they brought in the jets and we got ready to pull out.This was the first time I’d seen Phantoms. They pulled an air strike in that mountainous area where the NVA had retreated.While they did that our unit pulled out. It was late in the afternoon. We went back across that rice paddy, and as I walked Ithought, God damn, this motherfucker here got a whole lot ofguys fucked up. And it could have been the end of my road,right there. In my company, we lost five guys, but no one frommy platoon.

On our way, we watched the demolition team blow apart a tank that had been hit. We didn’t want Charlie to get anythingoff it he could use. Back in the wooded area we started movinginto different terrain. We thought at first we were going backthe way we came but found out later that we weren’t. Movingalong the woodline, I had my weapon at the ready, but for somereason I didn’t think about getting hit. I don’t know why.Maybe that was the way GIs had to think—if we got hit, fine;if we didn’t, fine. The reality was that we were not in control,so why be all nervous about it? You didn’t have any specialemotions about dying. I especially didn’t after I saw thosebodies just laying down there. They looked sort of plastic-like.As it got to be dusk, we set up for that night in a quiet, woodedarea. We had seven guys to pull guard duty, so it was really abreeze.

The next day, as we approached a wide-open area, we realized we were to rendezvous with a much larger troop unit.We saw about a hundred men spread out, and we said, “Damn,that means that we’re going to be getting into some other heavyfight.’’ What happened was that the battalion headquarters wasstill looking for the remainder of that NVA regiment we wereoriginally after. So they rendezvoused us with another hundredmen already in this area. We dismounted and started bullshitting with them. They had already heard about the shit thatwe’d been in. They saw us: “Hey, man?’’ We saw a few guysthat were green. We knew they were green cause their uniformsweren’t old at all. “Hey, man, what about that shit you guysjust got out of?” “Yeah, man, it was a real heavy, man. We raninto a thousand guys up there.” “That right, man?” “Yeah, man.” “NVA?” “Yeah, NVA.” “God damn. I understandthat’s what we got up here, man.” “What’s happening uphere?” I said, “This must be that NVA regiment we’re lookingfor.” “Yeah, that’s what it is.”

All of a sudden we started to line up for an on line assault, with a parallel line of tanks and armored personnel carrierswith twin 50-caliber machine guns in front of us. To my rightand left, the assault line was as far as the eye could see in bothdirections. It was about two o’clock in the afternoon. We wentthrough the same procedure that we did once before. First, allthe guys reconned by fire, firing like hell. Then we got twice ourfire back. I thought to myself, “Seems like I’ve heard thisbefore.” I was joking now, but, “God damn, here we go again.”I got my ammo all up, Emory right beside me. We looked ateach other and smiled. As we started moving out across thiswide open area toward a woodline, the fire got more intense. Atank got hit (almost identical situation) and we pulled back.

Apparently the other company kept going up into the woods. They had some ego-type GO — see, the whole war was actuallyego. That company just got there, right? And we already had abig body count; so they had to get a body count. He carried hiscompany on up into the woods to try to flank the NVA. Wewere pulling back to try to medivac these tank guys that hadbeen hit. Another guy almost got run over by an APG. It wasvery dangerous when these big carriers were in front of youmaneuvering around, skidding around like hell, showering leadthis way and that way. If you got caught in the middle of that,that was just all over for you, brother. I can’t tell you how fast,how alert we had to be out there. We were all eighteen, nineteen, twenty—all young and fast. We were jumping out of theway of these vehicles and still we had to fire all the damn time.It was a hell of a trip out there.

We found out through the shouting of the gunners on the tracks that Charlie was dug in, in bunkers up there. In themeantime, this other company had got its ass going up throughthat woodline, still firing. We got the order to pull back out of firing range. We sat behind a column of tanks behind this ricepaddy dike and began to think. Dug in bunkers. Now this issome different shit. I hoped we didn’t have to try rushing anyfucking bunkers. They had automatic weapons inside of them.I was sitting down with Emory looking at me. He said, “Automatic weapons? Bunkers, man?” I said, “Yeah, listen—whenwe rush a bunker, man, fuck trying to fire, you keep your assdown on the ground, you understand? Our main thing is, to tryto get as close as possible.”

What the hell would you want to try to fire at a bunker for? It was a waste of time. What you tried to do was fake him off,get close, and then fire the hell at him so he’d keep his headtucked inside that damn bunker until you could get around himand could toss something inside. But that was heavy, man, veryhard to do, specially if you had a crack shot inside there behindthat automatic weapon. He had a machine gun, too.

Then, all of a sudden, I heard that we were going to have a jet strike. And man, when I heard those jets overhead, I grinnedat Emory. I said, “Oh, wow—outstanding!” The tanks were infront of me. I heard the jets. These things were happening insplit second sequences, and we were pulling back. A helicopterwas coming in. Somebody was hit, the medivac was on thehorn, calling. All these things were happening at once. Theother company was way up inside the woodline, firing like hellup there. We were pulling back and my squad was looking ateach other, just waiting. What was the main body of us goingto do? I didn’t know what the next order was going to be.

When the jets came, the other company began trying to pull their men out. But they left fifteen bodies up there, men whowere walking point in their company. Nobody was going to doanything until they’d pulled that strike, but the jets had to waittill the company pulled out. All this was supposed to take aboutten or fifteen minutes.

The strike must have lasted about thirty minutes. The jets came in pouring napalm. They dropped napalm canisters onthe trees. I saw dozens of trees disintegrate before my eyes; the limbs came right out. About three hundred of us saw that.“Oh, now let’s see, that’s probably about a hundred thousanddollars over there.’’ “Yeah, I’d say that was worth, what do yousay man? About seventy-five thousand?” “Oh, that’s probablyabout 150 grand.” You know, the cost of the bombs theydropped. We were all kidding, joking as they were dropping.We were mystified, too, at seeing the power of the destruction,the audacity of us being able to drop this kind of destructivematerials. I was thinking to myself, “Incredible. How can aman order something like that on somebody?” When theydropped napalm, it sheered an area the size of a football field.I saw on this whole mountainside nothing left except a blackarea. They dropped on these bunkers and it was quiet after that,probably burned all those guys up inside. We didn’t go up tofind out what kind of damage we did; not to that area. But therewere fifteen bodies to the right of us in a heavy wooded area.

I don’t know why our company ended up having to go in there. The other company lost the men. But I understood halfthat company was green, anyway. I don’t know what the logicwas, but we had to go up there and get them. Maybe I’m wrong.Maybe Captain Milpas, when he reads this, will say, “No, Goff,those men were in your company.” I know that those fifteenmen were not in my platoon; maybe it was in my own company,which was why we got involved. Anyway, after the strike wasover, they sent my platoon in. I don’t know how many otherplatoons, but I know we started heading up into that woodline,single file, keeping our heads down. At the same time, thetanks pulled back. They were going to lay fire up over our headsin the wooded area where there might be snipers. As they werefiring through the treetops, they were just shearing branches,and the branches were falling on us while the lead was sizzlingoverhead. We kept our heads down. As we got up nearer, westarted hearing AK-47s. There’s always a difference. You couldalways tell that weapon, boy, really a weird, shrill type ofsound. You knew it like the back of your hand. The entire forestfilled up with smoke, noise, branches falling. That was when one of the men in my squad freaked out.

The platoon leader called for the pig. When my man heard the order, his nerve snapped. He said, “The hell with it, Goff,I'm not going any more. I'm not going any more.” I said,“What the hell are you talking about, you not going any more?”“You hear me. I'm not going up there to get killed.” I said,“Look, God damn it, you move your ass up. You get your assoff that fucking ground and let’s go. The order says to move up.We are going on up to get those bodies and that’s it.” “Goddamn it, I'm not going . . .” “You sorry motherfucker, I shouldblow your God damn brains away.” “Well, go ahead and do it,just go ahead and do it. I'm not moving.” So I just looked atthe guy.

I basically understood his logic. It seemed like genocide— all us blacks out there in the boonies. We’d all talked about this.He was black. I thought fuck it, let this guy alone. Let him gohome to his mama. Hell. To a certain degree, deep down inside,I didn’t blame him. I didn’t blame him one fucking bit. What Isaid was, “You better be glad it’s me, though, and nobodyelse.” I was taking another risk, because, in the meantime. I’dsend my men on up while I stayed to convince him to go. I wastaking the chance that this fellow could blow my head off as Iwalked away from him. I was the only guy that knew he satthere and disobeyed an order. This man could have been court-martialed, sent to Leavenworth for fifteen years.

He said, “I know how I look, man. I'm a coward. You can call me any God damn thing you want. You can tell the CO.I'm not going up there.” He just lost all of his nerve; he couldn’ttake it. So I walked away from him.

My squad had gone up to where the battle was real thick. We were getting incoming resistance from Charlie, up inside thisthick woodline. We couldn’t go any further. The trail wasfalling off into an area very thick with vines. My squad wason its hands and knees. Then the platoon lieutenant said, “Goff,I need some volunteers. I need five volunteers to go up with meto get those bodies.” I said, “You got it.” I was getting readyto go up with him, and then he said, “No, fuck it. Tell you what, Goff, let me have the pig. I want you to go back down and getlitters and bring them up.”

The CO and the first lieutenant apparently found out from the radio that a guy was wounded up there. There was anothersquad up there. Three or four guys were pinned down right infront of them. They were in a fire fight and Charlie was tryingto keep them from getting the bodies. We were trying to getthose bodies and the wounded guys out. They had their legs allsquashed and smashed in, so they couldn’t move. That was whythey needed a litter. So he sent me back down to the edge of thewoodline. He said, “You can’t take anybody with you, Goff. Iwant you to go down there and go fast.” I said, “Ok, fine.” Hesaid, “Here, take the M-79.”

I took an M-79 and started running double time, triple time, really. I ran back down through the brush, by where this guyhad refused to move. He was still down on all fours, and as hesaw me go by him, he said, “Goff.” He looked at me and Ilooked back at him. I was going to blow him away if he triedto aim a weapon at me, because I thought maybe he’d try to killme. He said, “Goff,” and I looked at him. “You’re a damnfool.” I said, “Yeah, you’re right,” and I turned. I kept going. Idon’t know why. I felt as if he was going to blow me away,he’d just have to do it. I didn’t have time to deal with him. I feltin my own mind that those guys that lay up there woundedwere more important. And me getting that litter back up there.I zigzagged myself around so fast that if he tried to take a shotat me, he couldn’t have hit me. I went all the way back down towhere the tanks were and got the litters, but as I was turningaround and getting ready to go back, my platoon sergeant said,“Goff, that’s enough.” I said, “What do you mean, that’senough?” “You’re not to go up there. That’s all right. You stayhere.” So he didn’t let me go back up there. A tank went up asfar as it could go, and the guys that were on the tank took thelitters on up, I guess. I didn’t see it. I just saw the tank movingout.

By this time, I noticed that guys were looking at me sort ofstrange. You know what I mean? You could feel it: “That’s the guy, right there.” That type of look coming from them. It wasa look of, “This guy’s looking after more than himself, and he’sgoing to get his fucking ass blown away.” Earlier, the platoonsergeant gave me a big long speech about not trying to be ahero. Things go to a person’s head. People that have in a singleinstant displayed extraordinary ability, really start thinkingthat they are superhuman. And they probably get blown awaytoo. It’s nothing other than faith. Faith makes people do extraordinary things. That’s a known phenomenon. The platoonsergeant didn’t want me to start psyching my mind to the pointwhere I thought I couldn’t get killed. He knew that I volunteered to get the wounded and was sent back down through thewoodline to get the litters. That was enough, I guess he thought,that guy needed a rest. I was near the point where I was expendable to myself. Anyway, this platoon sergeant ordered me not togo back to my squad. I watched the tank going up there and Iknew they got the bodies and the wounded out. So it was asuccessful rescue mission.

That night we pulled guard in that same area, and the next morning we pulled out. We didn’t go back to LZ Ross. We keptmoving, on a Search and Destroy. We knew that they was justkeeping us moving, but resting us up. We knew that they hadtaken us out of a heavy fighting zone and put us in a light contact zone. Maybe the general liked us.

About three days after the battle, my squad went out reconning. We must have gone out about a mile from the company — just our own little Search and Destroy mission. We got out asfar as we wanted to go and then set up. I used to get my guardup by having each guy facing in another direction. We just satthere bullshitting, but I made sure they had their weapons at theready. I always kept them on edge. They knew that. That waswhy they always called me Daddy Goff. My orders would be,“Your weapon cleaned?” “Yeah.” “Got your ammo?” “Yep.”“OK, you can freak out now.” Just as long as I knew they hadtheir shit in order, in case we got hit. That day was such a dullday that I started to tear down my pig. For me to tear down my pig, they knew, I must have been convinced there was nothingout there. I had the radio with me, and all of a sudden we gotword to come in. But first I heard the activity —AK-47,“didididididi shoom shoom . . . ” — and I heard some guysyelling in the distance. We were less than a mile away. One guyshouting sounded like Hardcore Castile. Then I heard M-16weapons fire. I threw the pig back together and we started coming in with caution.

When we got back, we found out that one guy had been blown away. He had been a close-minded southerner, but hehad begun to be all right with everybody in the platoon. Weknew that he was a racist type of guy—from Arkansas. Matterof fact, I was in his squad once, and I pulled guard duty withhim. After we found out that he was OK, we accepted him. Hehad been lackadaisically walking around and got shot right inthe head, in a supposedly safe area, while my men were outhaving fun, and I was relaxed to the degree that I’d torn downmy pig. Again I thought, wow, could have been me. Could havebeen one of my men. You never knew. You never knew.

One night Doc came around and said, “Hey man, the brigade is looking for a bugler.” “A bugler?” “Yeah. Didn’t you tell meyou played cornet in high school?” “Yeah, I did.” “Well, man,they’re looking for a bugler—and with what you’re up for —Iknow I could probably go ahead and maybe whisper to the CO,and I think I could get you out of here, man.” “Are youkidding?” “No, man.” “You would do that for me, man?”“Sure, I’d do it for you.” “What do you mean? Wow, Doc, Idon’t know what to say.” He said, “Hey, man, you deserve it,man, you deserve it.” At that time I didn’t know what he meantby “what I was up for” — even if he had said DSC (Distinguished Service Cross) I wouldn’t have known what it was. Iwas even shocked that a white guy was willing to do this for ablack man. He told me to keep it under my hat, anyway. I darednot even tell my best buddy. And I didn’t.

The next day. Doc came around giving out his vitamins.When he got to me, he said, “The CO bought it, man. You’re going out of the boonies.” “You bullshitting?” He said, “No.Don’t say nothing, now.” “OK.” I was so excited, man, Icouldn’t even hardly keep still. It was the greatest thing that hadever happened in my life. It was like a guy slated for dyingand finds out that he’s not going to die—it was like that. Thevery next day. Doc came round again. It was all whispering. Hesaid, “OK —now, there’s going to be a chopper — ” I wasn’t totell anybody. I really hated that. That was the only sad thingabout it all; I couldn’t tell anybody. I knew the brothers weregoing to think I blown them out or some shit. That was whatI was thinking in my own mind—wow, I couldn’t tell anybody.Look what the implications were—I was deserting them! Whatthe fuck was wrong with me? Anybody out here would do thesame fucking thing. Just go out and blow a bugle. It wasn’t thatI was getting out of the war, but going to be a bugler—and Imight not even make it. They were telling me there were goingto be forty guys participating. The sergeant major had sentword around to all of the battalions in the Americal division,I was told, and that was a lot of battalions. Doc told me, “Man,you might be out of here fifteen days, thirty days; the thingabout it is that you are out, man, and when you get back there,when they know what you’re up for, you probably won’t beback.” I didn’t believe him. I thought, shit, if I didn’t blow thehell outa this bugle, I was fucked. But it was a chance, youknow.

Then Doc came and said, “Your taxi is going to be the hot food chopper but remember, keep it under your hat. Don’t yousay anything. You just start walking for that chopper, youunderstand? You don’t have to say goodbye. You don’t have tonod to the CO. Just walk toward that fucking chopper. Justlike that.” Oh man, it was like you were being channeled outof there, you know. And that was what it was, too. I toldEmory. I didn’t walk off from Emory. Emory was always rightby me. He knew it even before Piper knew it. I wasn’t thinkingwhite or black; I had to tell men that allied themselves with me,like Emory. And if I told him, I just could not leave the field without telling my black compadres. I just could not do that.That was why I told all the guys that were closest to me. Therewas no way that I was going to leave the boonies having whiteguys — Emory and Doc — know.

You couldn’t think just white or just black —you had to think for everybody. That was one of the things that the war did forme. It started me thinking about men in general, instead ofwhites or blacks—even though a lot of the whites forgot aboutthat after they got back to the states. It taught them a lot of lessons. Some whites never forgot it. And a lot of blacks neverforgot it either.

Piper was bullshitting with me, and I said, “Hey, man.” “Yeah, man, what’s going on, man?” “I’m leaving.” “You’rewhat?” “Yep, I’m leaving. Hush now, don’t say nothing. I’mnot supposed to tell anybody.” I was looking all down at theground, looking all around, you know. And he said, “You’releaving?” I said, “Yeah. That chopper that’s bringing our hotchow is going to be the one that I’m going to leave on.” “You’rebullshitting. Who else knows this, man?” I said, “Nobody butyou. Don’t tell nobody man until I’m on the chopper.” “I’mhappy for you, man.” But I could see he was sort of hurt. Itshould have been him, right? Then it dawned on me why theDoc didn’t want me to tell nobody. Piper was one of ten guysthat had been out in the boonies longest, for maybe seven oreight months. Then I saw the hurt in his eyes, but he didn’t saynothing. Every time he looked at me, he’d just look at melongingly. Sort of shook his head. I thought, wow, he was takingit hard. I’d be lucky to reach this chopper; I should have keptmy mouth shut. It occurred to me that if the wrong guy foundout, I could have another berserk guy on my hands.

When the chopper came the guys took it beautifully. I remember Belt; he knew I was leaving because Piper had told him. These guys were tight. They admired me because I told them.I didn’t have to tell anything. On the one hand, they could takeit and respect me because I’m black and I was getting a chanceto get out of this war. And then again, it could mean that black didn’t matter, especially because of the other guys. I was just aman that was going out of the war, and “it should be me.” Butthey took it that a black man got his chance to leave this war inone piece, not hurt or anything. As I started walking by. Beltsaid under his breath, “Bye, Goff.” It was very sad; here I was,picked out of all these guys to go. Any one of them was goodenough to go. Any of them. I can’t ever really give you thefeeling of what I felt as I walked by those guys—tears were inmy eyes. They all saw me walking toward the chopper, andsome of the guys said, “Where you going, man?” And then itdawned on them: this guy was getting out of the boonies. Theyknew I was up for the citation. As I was walking toward thechopper, I heard “You forgot to say bye, God damn it.” It wasHardcore. I just turned around and waved to him. Then thechopper was on the ground. I saw the CO. He looked at me.I dared not wave to him; you weren’t supposed to do that shit,so I just looked at him. Then I looked at Doc. He was looking atme. It looked as though he was proud of me. He was smiling.I looked at him and thought, that was my man right there. Thatwas my ticket. How could I ever repay that Doc? To this day Iwould just love to know where that man is. His name is Doc, isall I know. As I got farther and farther away, I couldn’t stoplooking at those men in the boonies. They didn’t want to keepstaring at me. It just hurt them too much. They all turnedaround and stared back down at the ground.
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The Long Walk Back
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Relaxing at LZ Baldy
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Stan at LZ Baldv
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Stan shaking hands with General Abrams at conclusion of the DSC Award Ceremony
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The Dead is Going Home




Bob
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C COMPANY

Until my unit pursued the enemy into the mountains around Dalat, 3d Battalion of the 173d worked the area around BaoLoc in the southern part of II Corps. Bao Loc became a familiarlocale to Charlie Company. We came in for four days incountry R & R after every operation but it wasn’t like we camein for a vacation. We came to rest, but we rested by pullingperimeter guard day and night. The guys originally on guardjust moved back into the center of the compound. We werealternating with the rest of the battalion; when B Companycame in for a rest, then we went out; when we went out, D Company came in. When the companies had to be in the field, thenthey had “spoons” to guard the perimeter at the fire base. In thefield, guys in the rear called us boonie rats, beetle stompers,bush beetles, funky grunts. We called the guys in the rearspoons because they were the cooks and dishwashers for thecolonels and other officers that stayed in the rear area. Theyhad a regular mess hall back in the rear. It was a big old tent,like a circus tent. The spoons worked there. The rear echelonnever went to the field for anything. All they did was sort the mail that came in from Saigon or the APO and stayed backcooking and washing pots. Sometimes they would load thechoppers to bring out the ammo and the mail.

The spoons knew the whole scene on the strip. In the six or seven houses there, the Vietnamese in the village sold any kindof dope you could get. They sold bootleg whiskey, half-dilutedcoca cola and warm beer. Piss beer, I called it, but it was betterthan nothing after eighty or ninety days in the field. Afterhumping, piss beer tasted good. They didn’t have no refrigerators, so they kept it in a cool dry area down underneath the floorboards of their shacks. They would hide it in case the MPs camein to check out what was happening.

When we would come out of the field, we’d want some boom-boom, a piece of tail. We weren’t allowed to go to thestrip, but we’d slip out of the compound and try to look forwomen. Since we were part of the perimeter guard, we’d makeus a hole in the fence and would patch it up later. Everybodyhad their turns at slipping out. During the three or four daysthat we were in the rear, we were only responsible for our partof the perimeter. Hell, the guys on the other side could get outany way they could and get theirs. We’d always leave enoughguys on guard. It was quiet in the daytime, and we neverslipped out at night. It was not only risky, but it was possibleto get our ass burnt. Who knew when we were coming back in;who knew if that wasn’t Charlie trying to sneak in there?

You had to have a little bit of those things that made you feel good. We got some hot slop, something to drink; we got someboom-boom. Really, man, those were the things that you livedfor. That was the only thing that kept us going out in the field.

The conditions in Vietnam made dealing with Charlie very difficult. No one ever mentioned anything in training aboutwhat Vietnam would be like. We went through all that training,and they never did mention the elements or the leeches. Theonly thing they said was that Vietnam was hot. Oh sure, theymentioned malaria-carrying mosquitos. I remember one sergeant told us about the bamboo vipers. He said one of the favorite tricks of the Vietnamese was to use the vipers on the trails. When they knew you were coming up the trail, they’d tie theviper along the trail with a vine or a little string. Maybe they’dwhip him or something. By the time you got there, he’d be reallypissed, and he’d nip you on the neck. We heard that the Vietnamese would put them in the doorway of a hootch. As soon asyou opened the door and walked in, one would fall down fromwhere they had rigged it and maybe nip you. These snakes wereabout ten or twelve inches long and were one of the mostpoisonous snakes in Vietnam. You were supposed to be deadwithin ten seconds after they hit you. They were hard to see,too. They had different colors—green, brown, greenish-brown,and one with black and white stripes. That was supposed to bethe deadliest snake of all. We saw quite a few around the thickbamboo areas, but I didn’t see any that were booby-trapped.

The NCOs prepared us for booby traps. They said, “Don’t pick up souvenirs.” In other words, if you saw a cigarettelighter or something laying on the ground, it probably was abooby-trap. If you saw an old Vietnamese weapon blown tosmithereens, naturally you would want to pick it up to bringhome. But it could have been attached to an antipersonnelmine. I didn’t see any snake booby traps, but I did see quite afew of the other kind.

What bugged me most of all was when they used to give us a little bottle of insect repellant. They’d give us one maybe everytwo or three weeks. And we’d use that thing up in one hour. Orit might last until we hit the water in the swamps or until themonsoon hit us. It was maybe 110 degrees above the treelines.Down below, where we were in the underbrush, it seemed tobe that hot all the time.

We would be walking in an inch and a half of mud and muck. The leeches were on top of the mud. They were not those two-inch long water leeches. We saw a few of them, but we neverhad problems with those. These were the little brown leeches,little bloodsuckers. They could smell you out from ten feetaway, and before you knew it, you were grabbed by them. You could actually look on the ground and sometimes, if the areawere really infested, you could see at least a hundred comingyour way. And there’d be another hundred going towards yourbuddy. The trouble was, you could never feel them, exceptwhen they would get so full of blood that they would begin todrop off. If you were walking in an infested area, you’d try toput your pant legs down inside your boots. You’d try to laceyour boots around your pants real tight; it would even cut offthe circulation, it would be so tight, just to keep them out. Butthey would come through the little lace holes of your shoes andjust crawl all the way up the back or front of your pants heading for the very warm areas under your armpit and in yourcrotch. In fact, I had a partner that had one crawl right in thehole at the head of his penis. The only way to get it out was tooperate. The leech is about a quarter of an inch in length, soskinny, he looked like a broomstraw when he started in on you.When he finished, he’d be about two inches long and abouthalf an inch in diameter. After he got full of blood, he’d justdrop off of you. And when he dropped, he left the head in. Thatwas how you knew he’d been there; you felt the sting and alump underneath there that didn’t belong. You’d take a cigarette and burn him off because you couldn’t just pull him off.I was sharing more cigarettes with the leeches than I wassmoking.

What really bothered me, though, was that I could not understand how the Vietnamese could make it. They would be out there in these little showershoes, no boots, no repellant, nonothing. I would think that the leeches would be all over thembecause they had so much skin exposed. I guess the leechesnever did bother them, but they were hard on me. When thepoint man would spot something and you got down, that waswhen those little bloodsucking mothers would come for you.Man, I’m not exaggerating; I have had more than a hundredleeches on me at one time. And I couldn’t touch them. My totalconcentration was on Charlie; I could kill the leeches later. You might be right next to a snake. When the point man signaledthat “HALT,” you halted!

We used to have a saying: “If I die I’m going to Heaven because I’m already in Hell right here.” We were getting various diseases —malaria, hepatitis, trichomoniasis. I got sick fromdrinking the swamp water. They used to give us water purification tablets. They were little pills that you dropped in your canteen when you filled it. Even though the water was muddywhen you first got it, the pill was supposed to clear it up, but,half the time you wouldn’t have any of those pills. Even if youhad them, during the monsoon, you would be so saturated theywould just dissolve right in your pocket or wherever you hadthem. You wouldn’t have time for that, anyway. According tothe company commander, we were to “Keep moving, keep yourmouth shut, watch the trails, cut that bush and keep pushing.”In other words, “Drive On.” Trichomoniasis is caused by alittle john-type bug that gets in your bladder. It would causeitching around the penis area, and maybe you’d break out withtiny bumps. It could be cured. They gave us some pills thatshould clear it right up. But it was very uncomfortable. Theywouldn’t take you out of the field for anything like that. In fact,we had guys out there who went through operations with toothaches. They had bad teeth, so tough shit. You think they weregoing to bring a chopper out there to get you for a toothache?They were pulled the same day that we went back to the field —and that was that! They didn’t care about small things.

The medics did their best. Those field medics, man, they busted their ass. They had 120 people to take care of. They hadtheir own pack on their back, plus they had to carry all theirmedical equipment. They did a fantastic job. We were cuttingan LZ, and I cut my finger half off with a machete; the jointwas just hanging on. The medic patched it up, man, and amonth later the finger was as good as new. The medic couldhelp a little, but the elements were bad and the enemy was anass-kicker. What made it rough was the combination. I hated the leeches; I hated the monsoon. But the main thing I hatedwas just being there!

We never had peace of mind, never had time to relax. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. It was a nightmare. We had asaying about when we relaxed and started half-stepping:“When you half-step, it may be your last step.” The enemynever fought us until he was ready to deal with us. That waswhat was so scary about it. He knew exactly where we were atall times. He was such a master of camouflage that he could beten feet away from us and we’d never know it. He used all typesof diversion and tricks. He would dig what we called spider holes.We’d be walking right on top of the enemy. As soon as he feltthe last guy come through, or if the brush was so thick that theguy in back of you couldn’t tell what was happening, withina split second he’d raise right out of the ground and just bustyou in the back of the head with a single shot weapon. Thenhe’d be right back down in the ground, and you didn’t evenknow where the shot came from. You’d be looking in the treesor in the bush next to you, and he’d be back down in the ground,maybe moving to a different location. He was good. “SirCharlie,” that was what we called him.

We respected Charlie. And we had some self-respect, too. Half the guys didn’t want to be there in the first place; the otherhalf didn’t know what the hell was going on. But since we wereall there, we didn’t just want to give up the ghost, man. It gotto be a challenge. Not a gung ho type of thing, but it got to thepoint that if they wanted to try and kick our ass, we’d deal withit. We believed we could beat anybody.

The American soldier is sort of funny. He’s the laziest joker in the world. He’ll kick back any time he can. But when his back isagainst the wall, then he becomes the best in the world. Whenever we would get in a fire fight, we felt we could take care ofCharlie, just put him away, if we had to. To me it was a strangefeeling to even shoot anyone. But whenever we got hit, most ofthe people took care of business. We all tried to get somescunnions out there on Charlie’s ass, to get him back off of us. And that was our main feeling.

For the first time in my life, I saw total unity and harmony. In the states, even in the rear in Nam, blacks and whites foughteach other. But in the Nam, man, out in the field we were just aforce of unity and harmony. We became just one person. WhenI first got to the Nam, I saw a lot of prejudice and shit like that.But Charlie had a tendency to make you unify in a hurry. Afterhe started kicking your ass, your anger and your common sensetold you that you needed everybody. I mean EVERYONE. Thatwas because a few people could get the whole company killedin just a matter of seconds if they were not doing their job, ifthey were not sharing in trying to counter Charlie when heattacked. This was something you learned. The army couldn’tmake you understand. Naturally they told you, “You’re a fighting team.” You became a machine. You stuck together and youdid everything together. You didn’t have time for philosophizing. After a while, you saw it; you felt it; you became a part ofit.

Sometimes it takes tragedy to bring people together. It really does. And I can’t think of anything more tragic than that situation at that time. Little things happened. Guys ran out ofcigarettes; they shared. We ran out of food during the monsoonup in the mountains. Whoever had any salt left or a little cocoa,maybe a package of coffee, shared it. That one little package ofcoffee went around to four or five guys. By the time it got toyou, the coffee looked like tinted water, but it was somethingliquid. Being in a hell hole just automatically brought everyguy together as one. It was a good feeling. That was the onlything that was good about Vietnam, as far as I’m concerned.For the first time in my life, I saw people as people. We was justus, you know, man, it was US.

The Vietnamese constantly appealed to blacks to get out of the war. They would leave leaflets laying all over the jungle. Inperfectly good English, the leaflet would say, “Blacks get out,it’s not your fight,” or, “They call us gooks here and they callyou niggers over there. You’re the same as us. Get out, it’s not your fight.” In some ways those leaflets affected morale. Itwould make us wonder why we were there. Most of the peoplewere like me; they were naive. We didn’t know what the hellwas really going on. We knew that Communists were supposedto be bad, and that they were trying to take the South Vietnamese’s rice away from them, and that we were out there tostop them. But at the same time, the Black Panther organization, the Muslims, the Kings didn’t feel that we should be outthere participating in it. We didn’t have nothing to gain frombeing there. We felt that if we were drafted we had a duty to goto war because we were Americans. But coming home remindedus that going was no benefit to us. Ho Chi Minh made a pointthat stuck in many of our minds. He said, “It’s a civil war. Thewar is between the Vietnamese, between the North and theSouth.” He made the point that “when you had your North andyour South, or your Blue and your Gray, we didn’t drop bombsin San Francisco, we didn’t attack New York. So why shouldyou be dropping bombs on Hanoi or Haiphong or all overVietnam? If you was to get out, we’d settle our own differences.” Old Ho Chi made sense to most of us. This kinda ideaespecially made sense to me, because we had too many Americans dying. And it was obvious that we were the aggressorsbecause we were fourteen thousand miles from home ratherthan vice versa. We were fighting Charlie in his own backyard.We didn’t really feel that we were fighting for our country; halfthe brothers felt it wasn’t even our war and were sympatheticwith Ho Chi Minh.

When I was in the Nam, Mohammed Ali was refusing to take the oath. Our reaction was that we shouldn’t have taken iteither. We felt that the American Dream didn’t really serve us.What we experienced was the American Nightmare. Blackpeople were fighting with honor in Vietnam just like they did inother American wars. They never ran; they fought to the death.We felt that they put us on the front lines abroad and in theback lines at home. Most of the brothers felt the same, eventhough we fought right along. We wouldn’t give up. We did our best to keep trucking out there and in the woods, but wewould always think about this. We used to sit down and havetalks over it. We’d say, “What the fuck are we doing in Vietnam, man? When we get back to the states, we gonna be treatedshitty and funky, anyway.” So I could understand where thesebrothers were coming from. We felt that blacks should not havehad to fight in Vietnam if, when they got home, they couldn’teven get a job. We had unity and harmony because we wantedto live. But we just wanted no part of the war. I know I didn’t.The benefits were just not there for us. Martin Luther King wassaying this stuff when he got killed. We talked about King andMalcolm. King was a preacher, and we said, “If they kill apreacher, what are they going to do to us, even though we’reover here fighting for them?” It was the hypocritical part of allthe talk of the war that bothered me.

Another thing that got me was the South Vietnamese. We were in Vietnam helping them and they would try to beat us outof the little money we had. I felt that they exploited the GIs.Plus they wouldn’t help us fight. We never did see the regularSouth Vietnamese army in the field. They would be guardingthe bridges or be hidden away in some compound somewhere.When we could come into contact with them, we’d have fistfights. We would call them lazy asses. We used to have run-inswith them all the time. We were fighting for them and theywere scared to fight for themselves. They used to pick up andrun. They would always shy away from fighting at night. Theywouldn’t even fight for their own country; we didn’t see anyreason why we should. We would be out in the field so long,we would have battle fatigue. Man, it was just a hassle for us.The ARVN would have the best made U. S. weapons and theirweapons would stay shiny because they never used them. Allthey did was profile with them. It was like they weren’t even inthe war, because we took it over for them.

But I have to say one thing. Charlie himself—the North Vietnamese soldier—was tough, man. I mean, they really got downto it. What frightened me most of all was that it was a political war. Charlie had a philosophy; they’d say that we were aggressors, that we shouldn’t have been there interfering in theiraffairs. To me, it seemed like it was between North and SouthVietnam. It was sort of like a revolution they were fighting. Alot of Vietnamese didn’t want us there. They didn’t need anyoneinterfering. They believed that to the bone, that one grain ofrice was worth one drop of blood. And many times, when youwould kill an enemy, you could see they were little kids outthere fighting you. Or women. Actually see them laying theredead. I would wonder what provoked a woman or a little kidto get out there and fight like this unless they honest to God feltthat their beliefs were right. It was scary to me, waking me up,making me ask what I was doing there. I mean, what WEREwe doing there? We weren’t supposed to know anything or sayanything—just keep taking orders and moving along. But stillI had my own mind. I still had to think for myself about what Iwas fighting for. I felt that if war broke out on the shores ofAmerica, hell. I’d fight my heart out. But we were half a worldaway. I couldn’t see that we were accomplishing anything.

We’d take one hill, we’d lose a lot of dead, there’d be a lot of bloodshed. And then, the next thing I’d know, we were gonefrom this hill. A couple of months later, we had to go back andtake the same hill again. We were just out there walking andlooking. And it seemed like we were going in circles, and sometimes we would be exposed right out in the middle of rice paddies where the NVA or the VC could set up an ambush and killor maim some of us. We talked about it every day. All the guysfelt the same way. We just weren’t accomplishing anything.In fact, some guys were so depressed and disgusted that theywas killing themselves. Some guys were taking hand grenadesand blowing themselves away. They couldn’t stand the strainanymore. It was really heavy. I don’t think a lot of this stuffwas reported. Guys would just kill themselves, and the armywould probably send the stats home that the guys was killed ormissing in action. Maybe even proclaim them heroes. Hell, Ifelt everybody out there was a hero. I hated to see a guy blowing himself away. But guys couldn’t take it any more. And it happened all over Vietnam. Guys going crazy; I mean losing itmentally. Some guys got so fatigued and so screwed up in theirminds, they would start firing up in the sky, firing anywhere.


Bob
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DALAT TO PHAN RANG

By this time Stan was out of the field for good, but I didn’t know it then. My unit was still chasing the Vietnamese that hadwiped out B Company. We began to move into the big tea plantations in the Dalat area, down at the foot of the mountains,between Dalat and Phan Rang, on the coast. The tea plantations were just acres and acres of this really green, stumpy bush.There were long rows of tea bushes about three feet high. Thefarmers would be out there cultivating it during the day. Rightat the end of the tea plantation would usually be a little Vietnamese village. There were some old French houses, too. Theywere like American houses, but most of them were run downwith the windows torn out of them. I guess the people movedout a long time ago. At the edges of the plantation there weretree lines, also heavy brush, and it was all overgrown. That waswhere we could be ambushed.

The entire battalion was working in the general area of the tea plantations and up into the mountains above them. Eachcompany was maybe fifteen miles apart: Charlie Company onone side of a mountain; Bravo Company on the other side; Alpha Company down below; and Delta Company up above.Whenever one company would get hit bad, then they would callthe helicopters, and they’d bring another over to give them ahand. It was up one mountain, down a gorge, back up anothermountain. Sometimes we would go for three or four days at atime before we would run into contact. When that happened,it seemed like the Vietnamese knew exactly when we were tired.They would just wait it out.

The noise discipline wasn’t secure. Guys would be cursing all over the place. The monsoon hit us on our way toward Dalat.We’d be climbing up the hill and get almost to the top and itwould be real slippery. We could slip all the way back downabout fifty feet. Your rucksacks would be ripped to shreds bythe time we hit bottom. We had to fix all that back up togetherand then catch up with the rest of the company. Even the company commander would be shouting obscenities all over theplace.

I used to walk point every other day. I wanted to walk point because I hated to put my life in another man’s hands. Everyorganization had a few goof-offs, some guys who weren’t quitealert. It’s important to remember that there was a big turnoverall the time, guys coming in, guys going home, or guys gettingkilled or wounded, and other guys replacing them. There wasno way in hell I’d let a new guy walk point for me. They didn’tknow what they was dealing with. And it wasn’t their fault.They just didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t want to diefor that reason, so I used to walk point. It really scared me towalk point, but I got used to it after a while. You never quite gotover that fear. The point man led the company. Right in back ofhim was the man with the compass — to make sure that youstayed on the course that the company commander had designated. Everybody in the company depended on the point manto keep his head together and get us there.

You had to be alert on point at all times. If the point man walked into the killing zone of an ambush, within seven to ten seconds you’d all be dead or dying. If the point man suspected an ambush, he held up the company by making some signal tostop the next man back of him. When the point man stopped,the word went all the way back automatically. We tried to keepabout ten-foot intervals between each man. Each man passedthe word back.

Sometimes we’d know that Charlie was following us. We knew this because sometimes we had to make a couple of killsas we walked down the trail. The point man might have seenCharlie coming up the trail, so we’d hit him right then andthere. Or we’d just walk up on them, as they did get carelesssometimes, too. But sometimes as we’d be walking back downthe trail to set up an ambush, they would ambush us.

Chasing those Vietnamese units, we’d walk maybe twenty-five miles a day, though it always seemed like a hundred miles. When we wound up near a village, we had to check it out. Aswe moved up into the mountains, the people there were Montagnard. They had their own villages with pigs, chickens, andcorn. When Charlie needed food, whenever he needed resupply,he would just go out and literally take it from the village. Wehad helicopters bringing us food when we ran out. SometimesCharlie would have the villagers running errands for him. He’dhide what he couldn’t carry in some of the villages, because hewas moving around. We’d go into these villages, and manytimes we’d find caches buried in the ground — enough corn tofeed maybe two thousand people. When we went into the villages, we’d tear down sheds, look underneath the floor boardsof the Vietnamese houses. Sometimes we’d find little trap doorsand inside there’d be a cache.

These people were sympathizers either voluntarily or by force. Most of the time it was by force. Charlie would come in,take the village chief, and just cut his guts out right there. He’dmake an example for the rest of the people in the village, maybeby crucifixion. We took some of these people down; I haveactually seen where they slaughtered them. We found peoplethat were terrified, caught in the middle. They didn’t want to bepart of either side. The company commander and the Vietnamese interpreters, whom we called cowboy scouts, would get them off to the side and try to interrogate them. But theywouldn’t tell us much. Then we’d start to go through the village, checking it out. As far as we knew, we might have beentalking to some of the enemy.

As we went into the village, we would set up a perimeter and run patrols in all four directions out of the village to make surethat there were no ambushes set up for us. In the meantime, thecompany commander would call in Chinooks. If they couldn’tget in there, they would drop their long drop lines with storagetanks. Then we’d get the corn and other stuff loaded up. We didthat a lot. Sometimes we would find weapons. That was whenthe command would really go in and analyze that village prettycarefully. They would take the village chief and a few otherpeople back to the fire support base, maybe twenty-five orthirty miles away, and interrogate them.

I remember a Montagnard village in the mountains near Dalat. Maybe ten or twelve guys did get shot-happy. They sawsomebody running down toward these tunnels, so all hell brokeloose. Our troops seemed to be the only ones firing, and peoplewere running, screaming, crying. I saw one old man dead, but Ididn’t see anybody else killed. Somebody said they thought hewas a Viet Cong because he ran. To me, the guy was just running for shelter. That incident puzzled me. Another time wewent to a village in the same area where pigs and chickens werekilled. But it seemed like these people were harmless. We neverdid go in and wipe out a whole village. Our company commander was a righteous person; he didn’t allow that at all. WeAmericans weren’t supposed to fire on a village where therewere civilians, even if we got incoming rounds. Now, I neverthought that was right. If we were walking through a villageand somebody started shooting at us, we weren’t supposed toshoot at all? What the hell were we supposed to do? Stand thereand die? That was stupid!


When the South Koreans were there, they didn’t have to get one round coming out of the village. If they suspected thatthere was NVA in the village, they would kill everyone in thatvillage. Everyone! And I have seen villages they went through.We would read and hear how they mopped up everything, like atornado. They went through, killing everybody and everything.They were some mean dudes, brutal. A lot of things they didwere uncalled for. We didn’t have nothing to do with that, butthe command of the 173d actually worked with the KoreanWhite Horse Division.

Anytime we made contact and there were some dead, there might be mutilation, but I don’t know if the Koreans or Charlieactually started it. They would do a lot of things to instill fear,the psychological effect being the main motive. The enemy didanything he could to intimidate you or make you go crazy. Andsome guys did go crazy.

We had one guy who jumped down on his own frag and blew himself away. Another partner shot himself right through thegroin. They had to ship him back to the World. I’m not sayingtheir psychology was directly causing the suicides and self-mutilation, but I think it had a lot to do with it.

Say, for instance, Charlie hit a unit. The village that supported him was completely blown away by the Koreans. He’d be mad as hell. Since he knew where you were, he tried to hit youwhen he had a real advantage. He never surrendered and hereally intimidated us. He would hit one of our companies witha full battalion. Since you’d be outnumbered three or four toone, he would overrun you. Then, before help could arrive, hewould go through your pockets, get all the documents, watchesand rings. He didn’t bother to snip them off our finger. Hecarried machetes. So he took the finger and cut your head clearoff. He’d take your penis or your balls and put them in yourmouth. Guys in Company B told us where they cut off a blackguy’s head and put it on a white guy’s body. It was gross, nasty. When Bravo Company of the 3d Battalion of the 503d gotmopped up, Charlie mutilated their dead. Here’s what guys felt: “If Charlie can do it, then we’re going to do the same thingto him if we kill him.” All the mutilation did was just piss youoff. Charlie turned you into an animal. Psychologically he hurtyou, because if you were to do this, then you were no better thanhe was.

An order from the brigade commander tried to put a stop to mutilations. It said that if mutilating the dead didn’t stop,the people associated with it would be court-martialed andwould receive dishonorable discharges. So he was saying,“Don’t do it. Leave the dead. You must respect the dead. Don’tmutilate them; bury them.” On the average, most Americansare raised to respect the dead. You don’t go cutting them up.So when we made kills, we would actually bury the Vietnamesedead right there. Our dead were shipped back home. But a fewguys continued to do it. One guy in particular had a reputation.I never knew his real name, but if anyone was ever in his unit,they’d know him. The story was that he was out in the bush forthree years without an R & R. He even refused R & R. This guywas vicious. He used to wear a chain of ears around his neckand along his belt. He was just an animal.


There was a lot of depression going with the constant strain of humping and fire fights. I was really down lots of time, andmost of the cats were. “Depressed” is an understatement. Wewere so down half of the time, we didn’t know what we weregoing to do next, and we didn’t care. We lost spirit cause wewere just out there humping. Our motto was “Drive On.” Nomatter what happened, no matter what came down, we justdrove on, with our ears constantly open.

I couldn’t understand the war. I had nothing against President Johnson personally. I just lived under his policy. But I couldn’t understand why he halted the bombing in 1968 andleft us in the field. It jeopardized my life more than ever. At thattime, enemy activity stepped up. We lost more dead andwounded. We believed that the bombing slowed down infiltration, and that it protected us. At the time that the bombing washalted in 1968, it was the heaviest of the war. But we felt the war itself should have been halted. We used to read stuff in thePacific Stars and Stripes about the Paris peace talks and wehoped that they would get in there and negotiate. That waythey would pull us out. We didn’t feel that we should be leftout in the field, because then there was nothing to stop Charliefrom coming down in greater numbers. And that was whathappened. It seemed like the government supported Charliemore than they did us. We understood that it was politics, butit was not militarily correct. And that was when we got our asskicked. Prior to the bombing halt, we were making contactonce every two weeks, sometimes twice a week at the most. Butafter the bombing halt, we started making contact every otherday, and really heavy contact. We started running into moremodern weapons. Every time we looked around, some incomingshit was coming in on our ass, bringing scunnions on people.Some of that bombing might have slowed them up. That shitgot really heavy. We were more fatigued than ever. I hadn’t hadany R & R. It was like every day, every night. They even startedhitting us at night. So it was really stinking, I tell you. I madeit, but I just wish all the cats could have made it, too. Most ofthe dudes that died over there had nothing to do with the control of the war. I feel sorry for them.

I remember we got hit on Christmas Day. Prior to going to Vietnam, I read in the newspaper that there was supposed tobe a truce, a standdown on Christmas Day and no one wassupposed to fight. So it was raining like a bitch. We were getting hit everywhere, and we were so far out in the field that itdidn’t matter. I was looking for the truce. I said to myself,“Damn, I thought it was supposed to be a truce today.” I knewit was a truce because at least they let us know that much. Wedidn’t have time to read no calendar, figure out what day itwas. All we were trying to do was to live. When you have anightmare and you wake up in the morning, you think to yourself, “Geez, I’m glad that was a dream.” Well, to me Vietnamwas like a nightmare for a whole year without waking up.






Every minute of it I was scared; every night, doubly scared. It got to the point where I was frightened all the time, and it didsomething to me. It shattered my nerves and confidence. Eitherit broke you or made you hard. I didn’t know if people wouldever be themselves after they experienced something like that—because it was hell.

The Tet Offensive
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When we started moving back into the mountains, the area around Dalat was getting a lot of heavy contact. Late one afternoon they put us on cattle trucks, and we rode out right intothe night, so we knew it was an emergency. Finally theybrought us into Dalat and we saw dead civilians laying inthe streets, women and babies with people bending over them,crying. We could smell white phosphorus and human flesh. Thewhole city was burning because it was getting mortared androcketed. Charlie just took over the city for a moment. Herobbed it of everything, all types of food and supplies. Therewas much firing, and we knew that we were dealing with a largeelement. We got off the trucks and our entire company took aposition in this huge ditch. We were told that Bravo and DeltaCompanies were driving the NVA our way. We were the blocking force along this road going through Dalat. We stayed theretwo or three hours. Then, all of a sudden, the company commander ordered us to move out to the compound. They broughtus in to be resupplied and to set up a night defensive perimeter.The compound had been hit earlier. Some of the other companies—Bravo, Delta—were there too as well as some units ofthe 25th Infantry from Phan Rang. That next day we checkedout the city to see if the enemy was still lingering on the outskirts of the town. I guess intelligence was trying to find outwhere Charlie had gone. That night we swept the city andmoved on into the compound. So the first night when we thoughtthey would attack, they didn’t, but they attacked the compoundthe second night.


About eleven o’clock, they started mortaring the compound from the hillsides, about a thousand of them. Before we knewit, they were on the ground near the concertina wire. They started trying to get through, and we was firing at them from bunkers. They were falling and dying all over the concertina.When we would fight them back on one side of the compound,they would try to get in on the other side. All the enemy wecaptured were wounded.

There must have been thousands of them in the attack. We were fighting constantly until about five o’clock the next morning. They had mortared us most of the night, and their attackcame about three or four o’clock. Some of the NVA got throughthe wire, but they were dead. The next morning bodies wereeverywhere. They had surrounded the entire compound. Theywere carrying AK-47s, BARs and 122mm rockets on mopsticks. They were all around the compound, hanging on theconcertina. The same unit that had jumped B Company metthis larger unit. So they had had their own little Tet Offensive.They were like a raiding party, going around in small bandsdoing a job on people until they all hooked up. After wedropped a heavy loss on them by beating back their assault,we brought in some more troops — Alpha Company that hadbeen left back in Bao Loc to secure that area.

The morning after the attack, we counted our dead. The medivacs came in and worked on the wounded and took themout. We chowed down and then helped clean up the compound.After the reinforcements arrived, we started to move out of thecompound and dispersed in different directions. We took off tosearch out the remaining NVA that we hadn’t killed in thebattle. We followed some of them real close. From that time on,for the next two months, we were constantly making contact;we would kill a few of them, and they would kill or wound afew of us. After about two months the fighting tailed off. I can’treally be specific on any fire fight because there were so many.We were getting hit every other day. I caught some fragmentsin my hand and a burn in my right eye, and, of course, everyone had jungle rot.

But none of that was enough to get us out of the field. I didn’t want to just leave the field; I wanted to leave to come home, butI had partners out there, man. Once you get real tight with your friends, no matter what, you hate to leave your partners outthere. If I had to be in Vietnam, it was important to be with myfriends.

Another time we were high up in the mountains near Dalat. It was during the monsoon, so we couldn’t get any resupply.Once the storm set in, the helicopters couldn’t land, so we wereout of food, twelve days there in the rain. Everything was wet,no chow, nothing. Some dudes were taking the C-4 out of theclaymore mines and cooking just regular old weeds and grassand stuff that you pulled up out of the side of the trail. Theywere putting that in their canteen cups with a little salt andpepper and trying to cook it.

The CO sent out a patrol looking for food and they killed this monkey. When we got him back to camp, we skinned him. Ihadn’t ever eaten monkey before. Here the guys were saying,“I ain’t going to eat none of that God damn monkey.” “That’smy last resort.” “Before I eat some of that monkey. I’d ratherstarve.” We started cooking it, and before you knew it, everybody was in on it. First we tried to roast him on a stick. We tiedhim up, but some people started to talk about how he was likehuman meat: “He won’t cook good like that. You’ve got to cookhim in a pot.” We roasted him to a certain extent; we didn’thave no pot. Then we cut little pieces off and started to boilhim in our canteen cups. And he was pretty good, although alittle rubbery, but I just chewed and swallowed it. I didn’t care.

The storm began to let up after about thirteen or fourteen days, and we started to come out of the hills. It wasn’t badenough that we were tired and starving, but we were having todeal with Charlie coming down the hill. We got hit, lost a fewdead. Halfway down the mountain the storm stopped, so thechoppers came in and picked up the dead and wounded. Ithought they were going to airlift us out of there, but theywanted us to continue on down on our way to the fire supportbase to see if we could make contact. Same old jive! But at leastwe were going in. They said, “You will be reporting in the next couple of days down to the fire support base where there will be hot showers and mail.” Before we made it to the support base,my partner, Ellis, was killed.

Ellis had gone through all that shit in the mountains around Dalat and then died after it was over. We had come down intothe tea plantations out of the hills. The operation was over andwe were heading for hot showers and hot food. Ellis was asquad leader, a black guy from Carolina, a well-manneredguy, a sergeant E-5. His job was to make sure everyone wasfunctioning as efficiently as possible. Actually, he workedbetween a squad and platoon because we were so short ofleaders. Anyway, we were working this large tea plantation aswe were heading back toward the fire support base. As we werecoming out of the plantation, we were finishing up and wereall happy and stuff. Everybody kind of lollygagging. One guy infront of Ellis tripped a wire. He was hit in the leg and anotherguy got hit in the arm. The booby trap blew Ellis’ intestinesout, just tore him up instantly. That stayed on a guy’s mind,because we knew that when we got back to the fire base Elliswas gonna go in. He was getting ready to come home. Thisshook up a lotta cats. When you got short, man, you hated to gothrough all that hell, and then turn around and get blowedaway with just a few days left. Ellis had been out there for ayear minus fifteen days. We felt that he should have been out ofthe field thirty days prior to going home for no other reasonthan to clear up the jungle rot and to try to get some of that reddirt out of his skin.

I went on R & R about my ninth month. You could go on R & R six months after you were in Vietnam. Usually most guyswent at six months, but I wanted to save mine, so when I cameback to the field I wouldn’t have that much time left out there.As it turned out, I never did rest up. Most guys were going toBangkok, Taipei, Singapore, Hong Kong. I’d heard that Bangkok was the best place for women; it was the most popular placefor black guys. They brought pictures back of these chicks theyrented. So it got to me. I wanted to go someplace like that, too.






But like I say, I was a married man. My wife had been pregnant all the time I was in Vietnam. In September of that year, justbefore Ellis was killed, I got news my son was born. When theybrought out the mail one time in the field, the Red Cross girlcame out on the chopper. She gave me the telegram that mywife had sent to Vietnam. The baby was born, he was so manypounds, so many ounces. His name was Robert, Jr. That was onmy mind, too. So when my R & R came, I had my chance to seehim. I flew to Hawaii to meet my wife. Since I was working forthe airlines prior to getting drafted, she flew on one of mypasses, which was still in effect. By that time, I really neededa rest.

I caught the supply chopper back to the rear. I had a couple of days to clean up. R & R lasted seven days. They sent me backto An Khe, our home base, and they fitted me up with someclean khakis. The doctor dabbed a little salve on my jungle rot.Then they shipped me back to Cam Ranh Bay; that was theshipping point for all R & Rs. I caught a plane from there toGuam and then flew on to Honolulu. I was glad to get out ofVietnam. I saw real live people besides GIs and didn’t have toworry about them shooting at me. Even though I was jumpyand my reactions were different, I tried to play it off. I tried topretend it wasn’t happening. I thought to myself, “God damn,you mean there are people in the world still living civilian-type lives?” I stared at the other people on the flight. We landedin Guam and picked up these civilians. Damn, I was thinking,I was out there in the field; doing all this fighting and shit, andhere were people who acted like there wasn’t nothing going onat all.

After we landed in Hawaii, they took us over to Fort DeRussy. We sat in this big funky building while they told us what to do,what not to do, when to report back, all this bullshit. “Yourquarters are over here.” I didn’t want any part of the armyright then. Especially when they said, “You’ve got the optionof staying on the military installation here, or you can go downto Waikiki Beach. I said, “I’ll go to Waikiki, man.”


We finally left, and this was the first time I could see my kid, who was getting pretty big. I was really jubilant, overjoyed atseeing the baby, trying to forget about the Vietnam shit. Wetried to go see everything in the seven days, taking pictures andrunning around, but the baby was sick with a cold and gettingworse. I took him up to the military hospital and they took careof him. Finally, my time was up; I had to go back. I was one sadmotherfucker. I was thinking about going AWOL, man, butI knew I’d never get away with it. I wanted to go home so badI didn’t know what to do, but we said our goodbyes and Iheaded back to Vietnam.

It seemed like those seven days just jumped, while being in the field a day seemed like a year. Going back to Vietnam was areal downer. I went back the same way I came out —Cam RanhBay, then to An Khe, and from An Khe back to my unit. I keptthinking as I was processing back into it, what the fuck was Idoing here? Was this me? The first day I got there I thought,this gotta be a dream, man. Vietnam? Me? Was this really meout here? After nine months and my R & R, after being so closeto home, I was stunned to be going back. But, I’d seen mybaby and that made me feel better. After I rejoined my company, it didn’t take me long to adapt because I’d been gone onlyeight or nine days.

For the next two or three weeks we were just scuffling through the jungle—up one hill and down the next, before we made anycontact. It was a good transition back into the boonies. But evenif contact came down the first day, I was still ready; it wassomething you didn’t forget. All the leeches, the heat, and allthe other shit would put you right back to where you were. Butfrom that time on, I went sour; I didn’t want to be there.

If you are doing really tough work, and then if you sit down for a while, you gonna get stiff. And you hate to get back intoit. But after you get back into it for a while, you’ll be all right.That was how I felt about going back to the Nam.


Stan
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BUGLER

I knew that getting out of the boonies to become a bugler was a stroke of Fate. As the vibrations of the helicopter had mehanging on, my immediate feeling was that a bullet could stillknock me back down to the ground, and I wanted to defeat thatat all cost. I just sat there and sort of looked up at the sky andthought, thank you, God. As I sat there, a big grin slowlystarted easing on my face. I probably grinned the whole tripback. I just couldn’t believe it. My first stop was LZ Ross, andas I saw the fire support base coming into view, I thought: well,I had a fight ahead of me to stay out of the boonies. I didn’tactually know what was ahead of me. I was still thinking thatthere were going to be forty guys bucking for that bugler position. If I didn’t make it, they’d send me back. Not all the guysapplying were in the boonies. I was told that the brigade sergeant major—I mean the sergeant major right up underneaththe colonel — sent out a memo to all the battalions in the rearas well as in the field.







As the helicopter neared the ground, I hopped off to look for my company headquarters. It was the first time I’d been backthere without my unit, so I was a little lost. Finally I saw“Bravo Company Supplies” on a little tacked-on sign right upon top of a sandbagged bunker built into the side of the hill.

I went in and said to the sergeant, “I’m coming back to the rear to compete for a bugler position. I was ordered out of thefield by the brigade sergeant major.” He said, “Bugler? No Goddamn bugler around here. What the hell are you talking about?You got malaria or something?” He was actually serious. Ithink he thought I really was not in my right mind. “Bugler?There’s no bugler out in the boonies. Where the hell you thinkyou are, in the damn states?” “No,” I said, “Tm not kidding. Iwas actually picked out of the field to come in, to try out for abugler position.” “Bugler,” he said. “I don’t know anythingabout it. Who told you to come out of the field? What unit areyou with?” I told him what company I was with. Then he said,“Who gave you orders to come out of the boonies like that?” Isaid, “Captain Milpas, my CO.” “Awright,” he said, “fine. Goover there and sit down, and I’ll be right with you.” He wentback into the hootch and radioed some place; wanted to talkwith somebody to verify my story. When he came back, he said,“You Goff?” I said, “Yep.” He said, “All right. Listen, I won’tbe able to get you off today.” I didn’t ask to where. Hell, I didn’tknow where I was going, anyway. “Tomorrow morning,though, you be out on the landing strip at eight o’clock. In themeantime, your company is in the first row of hootches Justright down the road there, understand?” I said, “OK, fine.” Iambled on down the road toward the B Company hootches.

I met a few of the guys, but I didn’t tell them anything about what I was doing, because I didn’t want to go through that bullshit any more. I was a little nervous anyway, thinking this shitcould filter out at any damn time. Any sergeant could tell me,“I don’t know anything about this at all. You’re getting yourass back out there the first chopper goes out to your unit.” So Isaid to myself, “Man, you better be cool, just relax—just sortof blend in here like you’re part of the units that are already up here.” So that’s what I did. Guys would see me, and I’d justsay, “Hey, man, what’s happening?” They’d ask me why I wasthere, and I’d say, “Aw, I just came in. I don’t feel too well...”

That night was a typical night in the rear. I pulled guard duty with the rest of the guys. But when eight o’clock came around,I was up there sitting on the landing spot for the supply choppers. The sergeant came down. He said, “Goff, you’re going toLZ Baldy, and when you get there, just ask for first sergeant of headquarters company.”

I thought LZ Ross was huge, but I never saw anything like LZ Baldy. It was like another big city. It was brigade headquarters, that was why. I couldn’t even see the other side of it. Istarted immediately walking up toward B-TOG (BrigadeTactical Operations Center).

I walked inside and asked for the first sergeant. I met a specialist-4 that talked sort of funny, like he was gay. When Isaid, “Hey, I want to see the first sergeant,” he hesitated, “Uh,the first sergeant . . .” I thought, oh no. He said, “Well, thefirst sergeant can’t see you right now.” I said, “OK, fine. Listen,I’ll be out here in the front, and you might tell him, Goff ishere. OK?” “Here? Here from where?” I said, “Here from LZRoss by way of Bravo Company. Tm applying for the buglerposition.” “Bugler position?” This was beginning to get to me,everybody thinking it was so strange, like I was a man fromMars or something. Anyway, I went on out front and sat. I satthere most of the morning. I was getting awfully hungry because I was used to eating G-rations whenever I wanted to eat.One thing about the army, they let you eat. Finally I went backin the office. “Where’s the chow, man? Can I go down there andeat?” “Oh, yes. There’s no problem.” And he told me how toget to the messhall. I left my rucksack and went down. Itseemed strange to me—a messhall actually built off the ground.I walked in there and discovered they actually had another areawhere the guys could eat inside a cafeteria. I found that strange,too. This was beginning to be a little fancy. I’d been out of theboonies only two days after all the weeks of jungle. The guys were looking at me sort of weird. They were all relaxed, and Ididn’t fit in too well. The chow was pretty good. After I dumpedmy plate, I went back to the headquarters company.

Finally, the first sergeant appeared. He was a big fat guy, about six feet, two inches; he was sort of a scowly lookingperson. He said kinda funny, “Are you the bugler? I’m FirstSergeant Dove. The brigade sergeant major is not quite readyto see you yet. He’s been tied up all day. So I don’t know whether you’ll see him today or not. In the meantime, you see that tentright there? That’ll be your home. You go in there and findyourself a cot and just relax. Right now, I don’t have anythingelse to tell you, so just sort of relax.” That was it. And I thought,wow, nobody telling me that I had duty to pull, no KP, nolatrine duty, no guard duty, no nothin. Just relax. I just knewI’d be sent down to some infantry company. I had nothing todo. So I just went over there and picked out a cot.

I thought I was going to be shown where the other forty guys were supposed to gather for the competition. I thought I wasimmediately going to see the sergeant major, and I was going tobe on trial that day. If I didn’t make it, I was going to go rightback out in the boonies. By the end of the day, I was still justsitting there, looking at the twelve empty cots inside this tent.When the guys started drifting in, I occasionally looked up,but I didn’t say hi or anything. The only thing I did was lay onthat cot and sleep. I'd wake up, then I’d sleep some more.

I got up bright and early. I was the first guy in the mess hall. As I ate, I kept thinking, well, today would probably be THEday. I was just about as excited with this as I was when I gotready to go across that rice paddy; just that keyed up. Everybody was saying, “Good morning.” My friend was telling everybody who I was: “Oh, that’s the bugler. There’s supposed to beabout forty other guys, but he’s the only guy here.” By noweverybody thought it was a big joke, and I was laughing, too.

Nothing really happened that morning. Nine o’clock rolled around. Ten o’clock. Nothing happened. Eleven o’clock—Goddamn, what were they doing? Was I going to meet the sergeant major or wasn’t I? Did the top major exist or what? Nothinghappened. I just sat there all day in this hot tent, nothing to do,no job assignment. Not that I really wanted to work, but Icouldn’t understand all this looseness. But what was I worryingabout? Other guys would have been just crazy with happinesswith nothing to do. But I was climbing the walls. One o’clockcame around. I went inside the headquarters company andsaid, “Hey, sergeant. Am I going to see the sergeant major orwhat?’’ So he says, “Look —I don’t know, Goff. Right now, Ihaven’t got any word from the sergeant major.” I said, “Doesthe sergeant major know that I’m here. Top?” He said, “Thesergeant major knows you’re here, Goff.” I said, “Where arethe rest of the guys?” He said, “I don’t know. I don’t know anymore than you do. Just relax.” I heaved one of those big sighs.Then I walked out of the place.

At the end of the second day, the first sergeant came out to me. “Hey, Goff, brigade sergeant major is going to see youtomorrow morning and by the way,” he paused, “I heard aboutyou. That was great.” I sort of looked down at the ground andsaid, “Thanks a lot. Top.” He went back in his office. And fromthen on, I could tell, there was a new type of awareness fromthe men who were around me. I hoped they wouldn’t startstaring, because that used to embarrass me. I didn’t want theguys to treat me special. I didn’t really know the significance ofbeing up for a DSC.

From that point on I had full cooperation. I guess we all realized that it probably would take the brigade sergeant majorto tell us why, all of a sudden, only one guy showed up andthat was me.

Later that night I heard there was a movie for some of the infantry guys that had just gotten in that night. I thought,infantry, my comrades! It was like I knew those guys. I felt comfortable with them. The guys up there at headquarters company had it made so long that I didn’t feel comfortable withthem at all. They were a different type of guy from the infantry.






I almost trotted to get down where this company was. It might have been my company. But it wasn’t. I saw all these strangefaces—almost all black. I sat down and just blended in withthem. I heard all these war stories while the movie was goingon —“Yeah man, that dude really got it bad, man —I sure hatethe fucking ...” My face fell because I started thinking thatthey could be my company. My own guys could be getting theshit beat out of them. But finally, after talking about the bad,then they started talking about the good. They started bullshitting, and that made me feel good, too. I was sitting thereand laughing with them. They started cracking jokes on eachother, playing the dozens with each other. It brought back oldtimes. Three days out of the boonies and I was going crazy already, missing the guys. But did I want to go back out there?No way!

After the movie I went down and got some beer. I was trying to see if maybe I knew anybody from AIT that was in their unit.But I didn’t see anybody that I knew. I sort of felt lonely again,with nobody to talk to. Once you were in those cliques, it waslike you needed to feel you belonged. Even though I’m black,they still didn’t know me. These guys broke bread together,starved together out there in the boonies, seen each other’sblood run — so you didn’t walk up to them and say, “Hey, man,what’s happening?”

The next morning, sure enough, the Top came over as I was going to breakfast and told me to be at B-TOC at eight o’clockto see the sergeant major. I went up to this huge commandheadquarters about ten minutes beforehand. B-TOC was ahuge bunker, as big as a house, but it wasn’t more than ten feetoff the ground. I walked in and saw pictures on the wall, emblems, probably of different units, pictures of different commanders. I stiffen up every time I go by an office. I knew not tosalute, but I was still a little edgy. I was in the rear. I didn’tknow what the policies were. By this time I was getting a littlefuzzy in the head.

One major came up to me and said, “Can I help you there,soldier?” I said, “I’m looking for the brigade sergeant major.” I heard a big resounding voice say, “Right back here, Goff.”The sergeant major was just a picture of military. His fatigueswere immaculate. Every crease was in, and his boots were spit-shined. Jesus, it looked like you could see yourself in them. Hehad a jutting chin, blue eyes, and a shaved head. He looked asif he stayed in shape, but he was slightly older than I expected,probably about fifty-five. But he was really sharp. He smiledand said, “So — you’re Goff.” I said, “That’s right, sergeantmajor.” I swallowed hard and looked at him. He said, “Well,first of all, I just want to tell you, you did one hell of a job.”“Uh, thank you very much, sergeant major, I appreciate that.”He said, “Now, let’s talk about what I want you to do.” He wasstanding there with his arms crossed and one leg sort of upagainst the wall, eyeing me up and down. “Now what can youdo?” I said, “I don’t know what you mean, what can I do, sergeant major.” He said, “Well, I know what you can do with aweapon, Goff, but back here ...” He moved up and put hishand on my shoulder. “Back here,” he said, “I’m going to giveyou a different weapon. I want you to use your head.”

I looked at him—jeez, where was he coming from? He said, “Now, did you type in school?” “No, I’m afraid not, sergeantmajor.” At that point my feelings were down. “Well, you cameto blow the bugle, right?” I said, “That’s it!” Then we bothlaughed. He said, “No question about that. But I can’t have yougoing around here just blowing the bugle, Goff. I’ll tell you allabout what I want out of the bugle in a minute. But I’ve got tofind you another job. You’re not going to blow the bugletwenty-four hours a day, you know. So I gotta find you anassignment.” “Yes, I realize that, sergeant major.” “OK,” hesaid, “now you can’t type —hm. Well, I’ll come up with something. Don’t worry. In the meantime, this is what I want you todo. Here’s my idea of why I’m looking for a bugler. You see,back here, Goff, we don’t see any of the action that you see outthere. These guys don’t get a chance. All these guys have gotclerical jobs to do. You know what I mean? So they’re gettinga little relaxed. I’m going to put some spit and polish back here. That’s what I’m going to do. You understand what I mean,Goff?” “Sure, sergeant major, I understand.” “I want a reveillecall to wake them up in the morning and a call to put them tosleep. There’s a tape. I’m going to have you go back to Chu Laiand meet the bugler there. I’ll have your orders cut back to ChuLai, and there you are to meet the division bugler. I’ve beentrying to get that tape, and I keep putting it off. Every time I goback there, damn it, I forget it. So I want you to take that tape.I want you to listen to it and learn every one of those callsperfectly. I want every one of those calls memorized, OK?”I said, “All right, sergeant major. I’ll do it.” He said, “OK, fine.In the meantime. I’ll come up with a job assignment for you.Goff, you did one hell of a job out there. One hell of a job!”“Thank you very much, sergeant major. Thank you verymuch.” “OK. That’ll be all, Goff.” He looked after me withhis jutting chin as I walked out of his office. That was the lastI saw of him.

I got all the way down the hill and thought Damn! what a guy. This guy was really the army. This was the first time I’dseen someone have this much power, this type of control, thistype of military expertise. I was in awe: I’ll admit it. I was onlynineteen years old, not even twenty. This sergeant major waslike the president of the United States himself. Me being a black,too. I haven’t had white men come up to me and tell me I’ddone something great. I was like a kid barely out of high school.I’d been working all my life, but with my hands, bus boy, potwasher, gas pumper. Then, all of a sudden, somebody withauthority was throwing me into a different light. I walked backdown the hill, and I went, whew! Going up inside of that placeand facing all those guys was like running across that ricepaddy. I had wanted to say, “Fuck it, I ain’t going in there,but damn, I pulled it off. I’m not going back to the boonies.”I walked back to my hootch and sort of sat there trying to letoff steam. I was still thinking, whew, at least I got a few moredays out of this damn thing. Then it started dawning on me.Chu Lai, I was going to Chu Lai, man. Wow, I hadn’t been to Chu Lai since I came in-country.

Later in the day, after I got myself composed, I went back to headquarters looking for the first sergeant. The sergeant majorhad told me to get the bugle from the Top. All he could find wasan old beat up thing with dents in it. Then it dawned on me.I said, “Wait a minute—man, my trumpet. My trumpet is inside of my chest locker back in Chu Lai.” That was where I hadto go anyway. It was all coming around. I thought, why, man,how ironic. There had to be a God. Who the heck told me tobring my trumpet, but God. Who told me I was going to needmy trumpet? Why the hell did I bring a trumpet? I was going inthe boonies. Did I know that I was going to end up being abugler? No earthly way. I thought about that over and overagain. Who on earth would have known? I didn’t tell myself,packing my things that day before I got ready to go, that I wasgoing to become a bugler and that was why I was going to needmy trumpet. God just told me, “Put your trumpet in there.”

In the meantime, I took their bugle back to my hootch and sat there on the edge of the bed with it in my hand. I could practice,anyway. Most of my days were spent practicing and waiting fororders to come through for Chu Lai. Nobody told me I had todo anything. I didn’t even have to wash a dish. The only thingI did was eat, sleep, and play the bugle.

In the meantime, I wasn’t making any friends. I didn’t want to make any waves. I didn’t want to start getting with thewrong guys, getting high, and then getting busted. I wanted toget high, but I thought I just better cool it; I didn’t know theseguys; I didn’t know how careless they were. I mostly kept tomyself for about two weeks.

Finally, after about two weeks, one of the guys in the mess hall invited me to come up to his hootch one night. He’d seenme around and we finally started talking. By this time I waspolishing my boots. I was getting into the mentality of the rear.The guy said, “Hey, man, why don’t you come up to the hootch,man. I got some dynamite smoke. Listen, man, we got a dynamite hootch.” At that time it was how much music, how much entertainment could you put in your hootch? It was like comingto somebody’s house. These guys had two or three tape recorders. You could buy a tape recorder over there for seventy-fivedollars that would cost you three or four hundred dollars here.

Aretha Franklin and the Temptations were very, very popular with us at that time. Blacks were comparing her with the Beatles. I used to hear Aretha Franklin sing and it would bringtears to my eyes. I wanted to go to their hootch, but I alsowanted to avoid any problems. I thought, well man. I’d betterbe cool; I didn’t know these guys. They had a proper MOS, andI didn’t. If I fucked up, I was gone. No Article 15 for me. So Ididn’t go. I started getting negatives from them because theykept inviting me, and I never showed. “Where’s this guy coming from? Who the hell does he think he is, a pet or something?”

This was the first time I had even been put in a predicament where I had to play white over black and black over white; Ihad to operate. I had to play everybody. In my past dealings,I hadn’t had to contend with that. Being out of the South withonly two years in San Francisco, I was accustomed to blackwith black, black over black. I had no white friends in SanFrancisco. For me, all of a sudden, to learn that I had to befriends with whites, blacks, anybody, was a very transitionalthing. Some guys get it when they go to integrated schools. Theybegin to be social equals, dating whites, having white friends.Me, I got it in the armed forces. So there I was, contending withequality, which was driving me up the wall. I said to myself,“Well, Stan, you just have to be strong and deal with it, that’sall there is to it.” I was completely uncertain what was going tohappen. I wasn’t even assigned to a unit. Their futures weresolid but they did not realize what my situation was. I’d been inthe boonies. I’d been shot at, seen guys get blown away, andthey hadn’t. So a cold war was developing because I wouldn’tsocialize with these guys, white or black. I lived with them, butI didn’t go to their hootch.

One of these guys got smart with me in the mess hall. I didn’tlike the piece of meat he put on my plate. He said, “What’s wrong with that meat?” I said, “Hey, man, I just don’t like it.”Then I knew that they were getting upset. Trouble was coming.They didn’t understand that being on that base was verystrange to me. So I said to myself, “Oh shit, this is all I need.”Then suddenly the spell was broken. The sergeant major sentdown the orders for me to go to Chu Lai. That was what brokethe cold war.

The next morning I was sitting down on the landing zone, ecstatic, really hyper, waiting for this Chinook to come in.When I saw that white sand of Chu Lai, I just started grinningfrom ear to ear. I found out what my company was, where myheadquarters were, and I ran back there. The first thing I didwas go inside of this hootch where my foot locker was. I told theclerk my name was Goff from Bravo Company, 196th InfantryBrigade, and I’d like to get my things out of my foot locker. Ihad to fill out this form. He says, “You going home?” I said,“No, I’m not going home, but I’m a brigade bugler.” He goes,“You’re a WHAT?” “I’m a brigade bugler.” “You’re kiddingme. They got a bugler out there?” I say, “Yeah. Don’t they havea bugler here?” He says, “Yeah, I guess they got a bugler here.I never hardly hear the God damn thing though. I’m alwaysasleep.” These guys back in Chu Lai were living the life ofRiley. And I was just sort of getting onto the syndrome of whatit was really like in the rear.

I filled out all these papers and got my personal belongings. And there was my trumpet. I started grinning from ear to ear.I picked it up and sort of petted it. I said, “Man, YOU are goingto keep me out of the boonies.”

The next thing to do was to find out how to get to division headquarters. I got instructions to ride a big truck back to thedivision along with some other guys that were going into town.Guys could tell I was from the boonies; I’m black and whatthe hell was I doing back here with all this spit and polish? ButI got to see the first sergeant of division headquarters, and hegave me instructions on how to get to band headquarters. It sohappened that the bugler was there. So I introduced myself to him. While we were talking, I was astounded to find out thathe actually didn’t play any more. I said, “You’re kidding?”“No, I’m not kidding,” he said, “it’s nothing but a recording.But, I recorded it.” Then I cracked up. I said, “Oh, I see.” Hehad the tape. “Here are all the calls right here,” he said. “Thesergeant major has been trying to get this tape, and every timehe comes in, he misses me or I miss him.” He was so relaxed;taking all this for granted. He said, “Here’s the tape right here.I don’t know whether you’ve got a tape recorder back there ornot. Maybe you should listen to these things.” So we listenedto it. I said, “There isn’t a tape recorder at Baldy. I don’t knowwhat he’s going to do about that, anyway.” “Well, maybe heexpects you to play it here and then you can maybe tape it, sometime he’ll come home with a tape recorder.” He never did. If Ihad not listened to it, it would have been all ad lib.

I listened to the calls all that day and the next day. Then I shook the guy’s hand, thanked him very much for his cooperation, took the tape and went back to Baldy. The sergeant majorhadn’t told me to stay up there three days. I didn’t want to blowit, staying up there endlessly. Get back on my own turf, knowwhere I am, and relax—that was my plan.

I went back out to LZ Baldy. Checked in with the Top. With me being gone a couple of days, the guys in the mess hall sort offorgot the cold war. Anyway, they sort of warmed up. I don’tknow, maybe they heard something. When I got back, therewas no problem. Guys even said, “What’s happening?” I wasreally shocked, and thought, wow, it was great. Now that Iwas back, I was going to go up and see them. And it was a goodidea, too, because then they found out —I was black as theywere. I was trying to cover my own ass like they were trying tocover their ass. And after they found it out and had a chance totalk about it, we really got tight. They were my buddies. By thetime I left Baldy, I knew every black guy in that headquarterscompany, and they all knew me. It was really beautiful.


Stan
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THE COLONEL’S MESS

After two and a half more weeks, Top came down one morning—I never will forget it —and he said, “You’re going tobe assigned to the colonel’s mess. You’ll be personally assignedto Colonel Kroesen’s staff.” I thought, the colonel’s staff! Shit,I was at home with that. I’d been working in hotels as bus boyall my life. I packed my rucksack and I threw it on my back.The damn thing sure felt strange. I hadn’t had a rucksack on formonths and I was already dying with the weight—and it didn’thave anything much in it.

I walked up to the colonel’s mess, where I met Poncho, a Puerto Rican guy. I introduced myself, and he said, “Me, I’mPoncho.” “What’s happening. Poncho?”

“Oh, man, this is the life, the life, the life ...” He was always like that, really a great guy. “Just having fun, man, fun ...”“What are you getting ready to do?” “Oh shit, man, I gotnothing to do until eleven o’clock.” “Is that right?” “Yeah,man. Are you assigned up here or what, man? Are you gonnawork up here? I see your rucksack and all, are you moving in or what?” “Yeah, I guess I am.” “You assigned up here?” I say, “Yeah.” “Oh, man, that’s good. I really need some help.”I said, “What do you do?” “I’m a waiter, man. I’m a waiter.Maybe you gonna be a waiter too. You a cook?” I said, “No, Idon’t cook.” “Then you gotta be a waiter.” “I guess so, man.”“Aw, grab that bunk over there, it’s empty.” “OK, man.”


A waiter, damn, I was feeling great. “Now, let me tell you, man,” he got serious. “Cut all the bullshit out. I like bullshit,but I can be serious, too.” He was a real smart guy; he knewhow to play the game, and he knew all kinds of games. “Nowlisten,” he said, “there’s this head waiter, man. He don’t likebrothers.” Like that, right off the top. The head waiter’s namewas Woody, and he was from Louisiana. He had more time inthe mess than anybody; that was why he was in charge of thewaiters. He turned out to be one of those flake white boys, sharpbut crooked. His trip was anything that could make him lookgood and make you look bad. He had got hit in the arm by someshrapnel and had grinned and lied his way out of the boonies.This was the kind of white boy I’d heard about from Piper. Sothat was all the more reason that I hated him.

While Poncho was hipping me to Woody, he came to the door. Poncho immediately started getting back into his thing;he was a real sharp guy: “Yeah, man, you gonna like it up here,man. Hey, Woody come in, man.” Woody says, “Yeah?” andstarted grinning. “Come over here and meet our new waiter,man. This is Stanley, man. Stanley, this is Woody.” As soon asI saw him, he gave me this big southern “good ole boy” grin.I knew he was a bastard right off the bat. “How ya doin’?” Hedidn’t know me from beans, but he was grinning at me, shakingmy arm off. “How ya doin’, Stanley?” “Oh, not too bad, man.”“You just get in?” I’m thinking to myself, “You motherfucker,get out of my face.” I didn’t grin one iota; I just looked at him.And I could tell he knew I wasn’t buying his bullshit. Then histone turned serious. “You from the field, man?” I say, “Yeah.”“What you do to get up here, man?” He wanted to know thatright off the bat. “Shit, man, I didn’t do anything. I’m just thebugler.” ‘‘Oh, I see — ” He was shocked at that, too. ‘‘A bugler?” ‘‘Yeah, I’m a bugler.” ‘‘Oh, is that right? This is inaddition to your job assignment?” ‘‘Right.” ‘‘I see. OK.” Thenhe said to Poncho, ‘‘Well, we’re going to be going down in aboutthirty minutes. I came up here to get you.” So Poncho turnedaround and said, ‘‘Man, you didn’t come up here to get me. Youknew I was coming down there, anyway. What are you lyingabout. Woody? You’re starting out right off the bat giving theman a had impression of me. Now, you didn’t have to come uphere to get a light hulb.” They started bullshitting with eachother. Maybe he did or didn’t come up to get him, but all threeof us walked back down to the mess.

Inside the mess I met Sergeant Williams, the black mess sergeant. At this time, no one here knew who the hell I was or why I’d been sent to the rear. Nobody’d briefed them. So the sergeantwas quickly taken aback when he saw me walk through thedoor. He was about to say, ‘‘What the hell you doing in here?”I could see he was stiffening up, hut Poncho said, “Hey, Sarge,meet our new waiter.” So the sergeant said, “Oh, I see, you’rethe new waiter. Right. Oh. OK.” You could see him sort oflaughing, thinking, God damn, they sent a black waiter ... Iknew he was wondering right then what the shit did he do to getup here? He said, “Well, now I got a white, I got a PuertoRican, and I got a black. That’s all right.” He started makingjokes about it. “We’re going to keep this thing multi-racial,there’s no doubt about that.” But I could tell, he was reallyshocked. There were no black waiters in the colonel’s mess,never had been. I met the other guys in the mess. BesidesWilliams, there was a black cook and a white cook. Jim wasblack — a damn good cook; Fred couldn’t cook worth a Goddamn. He was a big fat dude, but he was all right. He was oneof those slow thinking guys, but once he had it, he had it. Sergeant Williams explained my duties to me. The other waiterswould show me exactly how to set up. Then I saw Vietnameseback in the kitchen washing dishes. I said to Poncho, “Damn,we don’t have to pull KP, man?” And he said, “No, we’rewaiters.” I thought to myself, wow, this was really something. I didn’t have to worry about washing the dishes.

By noon we were set up. About 12:15 p.m., the first couple of officers walked in. I heard their speech; they were from theSouth. I stiffened up immediately. I wasn’t sure what theseguys were going to say. Were they going to call me, “boy?”Every officer that came in was either a captain or a major or alight colonel. No lieutenants in the colonel’s mess. So I wasthinking, oh, Christ, every one of them was from the South.Nobody’d said anything to me quite yet. Then I saw one look upand say to another officer, “Hm, got a new waiter. Sending anigger up; blah, blah, blah.” Then they saw my name tag. “Oh,well, he earned his way up here.”

The officers went through the same type of trip as the enlisted men, except that enlisted men stood in line getting their ownplate loaded. In the officer’s mess, the cooks in the back loadedthe plates for the officers. It was great food, too. I couldn’t waitto eat it myself. I remember that it wasn’t overcooked or undercooked—you could tell everything was fresh. Everyone in themess hall was still talking, but the mumbling was getting to aminimum. I was wondering why, and I looked up and peeredway over everybody. I thought, oh, this must be the commanding officer. Beside him was another officer who turned out tobe Lt. Colonel Milliner.

Colonel Milliner opened the door for the other officer. It’s really strange how military rank works. These guys were allcareer military right down to the bone. Everything was done byseniority-rank; so the light colonel opened the door for the fullcolonel. Chairs scraped back and everybody jumped up. Thewaiters were supposed to stop immediately wherever we were.I saw the other waiters stop, and I stopped. Woody gave me anintimidating look. Hell, I’d already stopped. What the fuck washe looking at? I could tell right off the bat what Poncho told mewas true. He just wanted to make sure that everyone knew thathe was the sergeant waiter. The colonel walked to his seat,looked around, and then sat down; and as he sat down, everybody else sat down. Then everybody started talking again.


The colonel just sort of glanced at me. I learned later that Colonel Kroesen didn’t treat everyone the same. If he respectedyou, then you were his man. He was really a powerful man,and I had a lot of respect for him. I found out later this man wasone of the most intelligent colonels. I don’t mean just in militarytactics, but overall; he taught mathematics, I think, at WestPoint before coming to Vietnam. He was his own man. Alwayskept himself in shape, very lean. He always had a swagger to hiswalk. I studied that guy from day one because he was unique.That day he didn’t look at me any particular way, just like I wasanother man, and I liked that.




After that first day of serving the colonel’s mess, the work was pretty uneventful. The officers were always talking about thewar, about strategy. I had one guy that called me boy one day.He said, “Boy, listen, what I want...” I just looked at him, andthe captain next to him nudged him. I don’t know what thecaptain said to him under his breath, but the colonel waslooking right at him. I just left. I didn’t know that the colonelwas staring at him, but the captain must have told him, “Look,this guy is not a shammer.” At that time it was a common practice for guys to sham to get in the mess hall. So most of the officers looked at them as shammers. The next day, man, I didn’thave any problems at all in that mess hall. Nobody called meboy. They asked me what my name was. One southern guy said,“What’s your name?” I said, “I’m Goff.” He said, “OK, Goff,I need some more coffee.” And afterwards, believe it or not,they always asked me, “please” and everybody called me Goff.There was no question the colonel had everything to do withthat. I mean, how else? They would have been stomping on mybehind to get me to break, because they were envious of the factthat I was up for the DSC. Well, the colonel stopped all thatbullshit.

All the time that I was working in the colonel’s mess, I was practicing the trumpet every day. One evening, the colonelannounced to all the officers that we were going to have abugler. I was just about to serve somebody’s plate, and thecolonel shouted out, “There’s our bugler, right over there,”and everybody looked around. I felt about two feet tall. I just started smiling, you know. “You’re going to play that bugle forus, Goff, is that right?” “Yes sir, no doubt about it.” So he said,“When are you going to start playing? I’ve been waiting onthe sergeant major to tell me when this is going to start.” Hewas smiling. I said, “Well, I’m waiting for the sergeant majorto tell me that it’s ready to go.” He said, “Well, why don’t weget it started?”

I guess I’d been in the rear about six weeks before they were actually ready for me to start. I don’t know why it took so long,but that’s the army for you, hurry up and wait. Another threeweeks went by before I actually started playing. The sergeantmajor stopped me one day after the colonel mentioned it, andhe told me he wanted me to start playing. He said, “Are youready? I want to hear a wake-up call tomorrow morning atsix o’clock.”

I was standing on the hill, bright and early, at six o’clock on the dot the next morning. As a guy raised the flag up, I startedplaying the wake-up call — reveille. With the echo in the hillsand me standing on a vantage point, they could hear me allover the LZ. Then I did a chow call at noon and a retreat inthe evening at 5:30.

In addition to our other duties, some of us started building a bunker onto our tent. At that time, we had no bunker to run toin case of a rocket or mortar attack except the colonel’sbunkers. So we were authorized to build a bunker. At first itwas a lot of fun; then it got to be work. But I would always getout of it, because I had to go prepare for my calls or prepare themess. The guys were filling sand bags all the time, and supposedly they had recruited some other guys to help fill them.The colonel’s drivers were in the tent right next door, with themess people. He only had two drivers. They had been wounded.Everybody had some sham, but you couldn’t say that these guyshadn’t paid their dues. They’d all been hit; even Woody hadgotten hit. No one could say that these guys were goldbricking;they were there as part of a deliberate choice by the colonel.


One day, I was just sitting there living the life of Riley, and I looked up, and there was Carl, my buddy from out in theboonies. Carl told me he came in out of the boonies because hewas ill; he said he’d almost cracked up out there, and they senthim in for a few days’ rest and to see a doctor. Carl had been inthe boonies steadily something like seven or eight months. I’dbeen in the rear about three months. Carl had been in-countrymaybe a month longer than I had. He had about four monthsto go. He’d heard that I was up here, and he wanted to come upand see where I was. “Ah, man,” he said, “you’re living the lifeup here, man.” I said, “Yes, it’s not too bad . . .” He said,“Wow, man. I’d give my eye tooth to be back here.” I said, “Iunderstand man, I do, no doubt about it.” We sort of talkedon a down-to-earth basis. At first, I didn’t notice how uptighthe was. He seemed like he was fine, except that I could tell hewas tired. I could see the weakness in his body. I took him backto the bunker. (By this time we had it completed.) I took himaround and Sergeant Smith met him. I asked the sergeant,“Could he stay here for a while with us?” He wanted to stay upthere with me. Sergeant Smith said, “Yeah, long as he doesn’toverdo it, try to take advantage of it.” Sergeant Smith had hadsome experience with that before. So he said, “Yeah, he can staywith you. Should be an extra cot there.” So the cat crashed upthere with me. Later Sergeant Smith said, “Now, this guy’s notAWOL, is he?” I said, “No, he’s not AWOL.” I brought backfood for him from the mess. After Carl had stayed there a day orso, Sarge started telling me, “Your buddy doesn’t seem tooright, Stan. Are you sure he’s OK?” I sort of played it off. But Icould tell, Carl would get off on a track and keep going. Hewasn’t sharp like he used to be. He was reminiscing all the time,and he wasn’t ever thinking about the future. I noticed that henever talked about going back to his unit. He was just partyingwith us all night—which was fine. Poncho and I even carriedhim up on the hill with us one night. We had a great time. Ithought the guy was just strained. Later Sarge said, “Shouldn’the be checking back with his unit? He stays up there all day.I never see him going to the doctor or anything. I thought he was sent in to see a doctor and he was supposed to reportback out.”



About the third day Smith was really getting on my back about Carl. The sergeant said he smelled because he hadn’ttaken a bath. He’d been up there three days without a changeof clothes. He said, “Where’s his clothes? Listen, Stan, I believethis man is AWOL. Now, I don’t want to have to call the fieldmarshal.” The provost marshal was in charge of the militarypolice on the post. He said, “I don’t want to have to tell MajorWilliams about this guy. I want you to tell him yourself, Stan,all right? He’s your buddy and he comes from your unit. Iunderstand you fought side by side, so I want you to tell himthat he’s going to have to leave.” I said “All right. SergeantSmith, I’ll do it.”

When I went back up there to tell Carl, he really pounced all over me. He had seemed fine until I told him that he was goingto have to go back. I said, “Where is our unit right now?”“Oh, man, you don’t give a God damn ...” That was when hewent sort of berserk. He called me everything except a child ofGod; he cursed me out, told me I was an Uncle Tom, all kindsof bullshit. I said, “Man, I’m sorry, Carl. I’ve been told youcan’t stay here any more. I would love to have you stay, man.”“Oh, you lying motherfucker, you just looking after your ownGod damn self; you don’t give a shit.” I said, “Man, I understand, I’m awfully sorry, man, really I am. I hate that I have totell you that, man.” He said, “I wish you could think of anything.” I said, “I can’t think of anything to enable you to stayon, man.” He just claimed that I wasn’t trying to help him outat all. I’d had him stay up there three or four days; he didn’thave to do anything except sit there and rest. I had him right upthere, man, but he told me that I didn’t try to help him. Obviously, he wasn’t himself —the man was tired, and I couldunderstand. I would have been the same way, probably.

I watched Carl go on down the street, and that was the very last time I saw him. He brought the reality of the boonies backto me for the first time in months. Of course, the whole episode kept going through my mind. That night after work I said, “Thehell with it. I know I tried to do everything I possibly could tomake the guy feel at home.” Poncho told me, “Hey man, don’ttake that personally; you know the guy’s sort of—off, man.”All the guys told me that. I said, “Oh, I know it.” I had a gooddrunk and forgot all about it.


Bob
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WOUNDED

We were working in and out between the mountains and the valleys and down by Phan Rang on the coast, humping backand forth, wherever some action would ignite. We’d jump onchoppers and go in on a combat assault. We were always onthe go. We’d work an area for fifteen or twenty days throughthe swamps or hills and, if we didn’t make any contact, we’dhear that somebody had been hit and here were the choppers topick us up. That was the nature of airborne as a striking force.We moved around quite a bit, which is why I got the Air Medal;you have to have at least twenty-five combat assaults out of achopper after six months in hostile territory. We was alwayswhere the heat was. We took documents off the enemy deadthat, when they were translated, said to avoid the 173rd by allmeans. They called us “the herd” when we were in Vietnam,because they thought we were animals. We were unshaven,nasty, dirty, and stinking. Our attitude was piss poor; everydaywe had a case of the ass. So when we made contact, it wouldn’ttake us too long to break contact. We’d bring so much scunnions, it would make Charlie move on out. He was losing a lot dealing with us. Everywhere we went we’d quiet the area down.It really didn’t matter what company of the 173rd it was. Allthose hard times and stuff pushed us to the point where we werejust like machines. We were tough, and we knew how to function under extreme pressure with total unity and harmony. Wefelt that no one could beat us. In fact, that was our motto: “Firstin the Nam, second to none.” We didn’t want to be there,though; I didn’t. But I said to myself, “Since I am here, since Idon’t want to die. I’m going to do my best to saturate the areawith fire—just so I can live.”



Phan Rang
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I walked point with the M-79. There were usually four 79s in the company, one per platoon. The M-79 man could walkjust about anywhere. If there were a couple of extra 79s, whichwe had sometimes, depending on the area we were in, theywould be mid-way in the platoons. There really was no standard operating procedure. I thought the M-79 was a good pointweapon. Actually, I felt better with that than I did with theM-16. Of course, you’d never walk point with the pig. Yourfirepower would be too vulnerable. But I would walk third fromthe point man with the pig sometimes. When we went on eightor nine-man patrols, I used to walk right in back of the compass man. In case we got hit, I was right there to lay out somesmoke.

We kept tramping through the jungle going nowhere. It seemed like we was going in circles.

My pig was being humped by this brother from Little Rock, Arkansas, named Lee. When I got back from R & R, I heardthat the company commander had warned him about the weapon. He checked the gun while I was gone and found out thatLee hadn’t cleaned it for five or six days. The monsoon was justabout over, but the rain had started to rust inside the barreland all up inside the chamber. The CO had made Lee clean itup right there in front of him. At first, he was gonna take thegun away from him. Instead, when I got back to the field, hetold me to keep a close eye on Lee. I was supposed to make surethat he’d keep proper maintenance on the gun. So I didn’t take the pig back; I just made sure that he’d clean the gun so itwould be ready for firing. That was why I was assigned to myold platoon when I got back to the field. The company commander put me in the gun squad as assistant gunner eventhough I was humping the M-79. In case something happenedand the gunner couldn’t operate, the assistant took over. BeforeI left the field, Lee had been my ammo bearer. So the companycommander kept me near the pig, which pissed me off.

Later we moved into a hilly area toward Dalat. I was walking point with the 79, going up a hill, with the gunner not far away.Another brother named William Patton carried the compassright in back of me. As Lee was humping the pig, he fell out.The hill was so steep that he got fatigued. For a while he triedto make it, but eventually he just completely collapsed. So Ireacquired the pig. Actually, I just got pissed and took it. Ididn’t like the way the company commander was talking toLee, and I didn’t like the way Lee seemed to be bullshitting. TheCO was talking to him rough, “Get your God damn ass up, youno good asshole. You gonna pretend you can’t be a man uphere? Everybody else is keeping up, why don’t you keep up?’’ Ihad mixed feelings about the situation. I could see that the company commander was right, in a way, but I didn’t think heshould be pushing Lee. I thought he was bullshitting at firstmyself, but then I could see clearly that he was badly fatigued.Everybody was exhausted. I was, too, after living the good lifeon R & R. Some of those hills were drastic, you’d reach out forbranches and little trees; you needed all the help you could get.

Most of the guys didn’t think it was Lee’s fault. We knew that he humped the gun good on flat ground. He wasn’t used tohumping it in the hills. That extra twenty-four pounds with allthe extra ammo criss-crossed around your shoulders took getting used to. Lee wasn’t used to carrying that weight. Hell, ittook several months to get used to carrying the pig. So he wasn’treally half-stepping. He was a very skinny guy, so he was justout of it. Everybody was feeling sorry for him, trying to helphim up. Some of the guys were even taking some of his canteens to hump for him until we got off the slope. So that was how Ireacquired that motherfucking pig. Then, when we got to thetop of the mountain, a big fire fight broke out. I had the pig onone flank and Bobby Taylor had the other pig on the oppositeflank. From that point on, I kept the pig until I got hit.

We’d been moving into this mountainous area toward Dalat. That was where we ran into this big NVA base camp and gothit. As we tried to take this one hill the first line got wiped out.The company commander yelled for everyone to move forward,“Move on the flanks, cover the flanks!” When we tried to moveforward, they dusted us. A lieutenant must have been hit with aB-40 rocket cause it just ripped him up; the whole upper part ofhis body was cut off. About four other people with him gotkilled at the top of the mountain in that first exchange. And itwouldn’t let up.

That was when we knew we were in a heavy fire fight against a major unit. They started hitting us from the front and fromthe flank. We started moving, though: “Come on, move up,move up, get the guns up here.” That was what the companycommander was yelling. “Get them guns up here,” talkingabout the machine guns. He wanted the pigs on the point. Itseemed like there wasn’t any way in the world we could do it,but we got my gun up. At this point, our pigs wouldn’t do anygood because those mothers up the hill had a couple of 50s.They were knocking down trees with that shit and firing rockets, too. Plus they tried to surround us on the flank to try tochoke us off. So the CO got on the horn. We had to back themup, now. If we didn’t hold them back at this point, they’d justoverrun us. They could have if they wanted to, I guess. Theyhad the high ground. So we started climbing this hill, trying toget at them. Shit was flying everywhere, and we didn’t know ifCharlie would flank us; seemed like we was in a big L-shapedambush. That was how the shit was hitting—from straight infront and above and from the right on our flank.


We tried to take that hill for about two hours and couldn’t do any good. Those mothers had us backing up, they werethrowing so much scunnions out at us. The company commander had been on the horn, but it seemed we had walkedclean out of artillery range. So they had us. Then he asked forair support, calling in our big brothers, you know. Every gruntloved the Phantoms. Pretty soon, they came swooping indropping napalm. They broke the strangle hold on us; Charliebroke contact.

It turned out Charlie was in fortified bunkers in the biggest base camp I’d ever seen. They had something like three or fourhundred bunkers. It was strange, the way they had it. Theypicked the ridgeline as the perfect spot. All around the ridge,on each side, there was nothing but fortified bunkers. But thatmade it easier for the Phantoms to hit them. The place was likea home base that they had been operating out of for maybe sixmonths or so. They had places set up where they had beenbarbecuing pigs.

After the fighting was over, I looked down. My leg was bloody, the blood just draining out of my boot. I had been soscared and fighting so hard, I didn’t know I was hit. Plus, I’dburned up two barrels on the pig I was using. I’d really melteddown the first one and by the time the shit broke off, the secondone was about to go. We lost about eight or nine dead and abouttwenty wounded. We picked up about thirty NVA and they allhad AKs. You couldn’t bring them out of the country. The NVAwas running the banana clips with the bayonet tucked underneath. I checked it out. The AK is a pretty sharp weapon. Itfires a little faster than the M-16, so they jam after a fire fight.We’d just go around picking them up. We found different kindsof stuff we had to turn in; rain gear in the bunkers, bags of rice,everything they left behind when they ran away. We foundblood trails everywhere, too. They were dragging their deadand wounded away as they moved out. I guess they knew thatwhen the Phantoms dropped the napalm that was the end of thebattle. They dashed off down the mountain. I used to look at that napalm and say to myself, “I’m glad I’m on your side,brother.”

For the next few days our guys stayed out there and cleaned up the area. Then the whole unit moved back to the rear. ButI went out with the dustoffs. They ran the casualties to different hospitals at Tuy Hoa and Nha Trang. At first they weregoing to send me to Okinawa because I was short—I gotwounded a couple of months before I was to come home. Thenthey changed their minds and sent me to Tuy Hoa. I had got hitlow down on the shinbone; the slug just fractured it. It didn’t gostraight in, nothing like that. I didn’t get medivacked rightaway because the fighting was pretty intense when I got hit.They didn’t want to take any chance of bringing in choppersright away.

After the fighting, the dustoffs came in and took us to the aid station in the rear, located right at the fire support base thatmy unit was operating out of. The doctors and medics theredid what they could for me—stopped the bleeding and kept thewound from getting infected. At first, when I got hit, I didn’tfeel anything. I was too scared and I was concentrating onCharlie. I felt a little stinging, but I didn’t think nothing of it.If I’d been hit in the neck or my arm was coming off, that wouldhave been different. At the same time. I’d still have been tryingto fight; I didn’t want to die over there. That was one thing Ididn’t want to do!

In three or four hours, the choppers came back in to evacuate us to the 8th Field Hospital at Nha Trang. I saw dudes comingin that were really hurt. That was why I didn’t feel so bad. I hadwhat they called a surface wound. I was looking at these otherguys, and I was thinking, man, oh man, these dudes . . . Oneof them lost a leg, another an arm. I really felt shitty, not aboutmy wound, but about those cats. I knew they’d just be out of itand I resented the fact that we were in Vietnam more than evernow. I realized that I could be lying there much worse than Iwas. There were guys trying to console other guys being broughtin, but I knew, if a guy had a limb gone, how could he be consoled? I was thinking, he was going to be like that for the rest of his life, no matter which way the war came out. He wasgoing to be missing a limb, man. Shit!

They knew I had been in the field. Everybody knew everybody. And these guys were very resentful. Some wanted to die; you could see it in their faces. Some were screaming and cursingas they were being taken down corridors in the hospital.

GIs don’t benefit from wars. I felt like most of the troops in Vietnam. We felt that we were just as patriotic as anybody,but we were in the wrong situation. Today, everybody’s forgotten about those cats. Even today it’s on my mind. How are theysurviving? It seems like when we came back to the World, nobody seemed to care. I felt I could understand the hatred I couldsee in their eyes. I know how I felt. If they’d have had to amputate my leg or whatever, I think I would have just taken a handgrenade and blown myself away. I wasn’t coming back likethat.

The guys used to talk about that in the field: “If I lose a leg, don’t let ’em send me out. If I lose consciousness, and if you cando it without being seen, blow me away.” We meant it. I toldmy partners, “If I lose a leg or arm or something like that, blowme away, man, if you can do it without somebody seeing you.I don’t want you to go to jail for murder.” It wouldn’t havebeen murder to me; it would have been a favor. But, of course,common sense tells you the army would have made it murder.I never wanted them to send me back to the states as a cripple.

The hospital was full of guys that were hurting. Hopping around that hospital, man, I saw just about everything. In fact,being nosy like I am, I used to go in places you weren’t supposedto go. Nurses actually chased me away. I saw guys with noprivates, no penis. I saw guys with no legs, with one leg, onearm. Once they destroyed some part of your body, then it takesa lot just to go on. Guys do it, though!

I was at the 8th Field Hospital at Nha Trang for twenty-nine days. The hospital was right down the beach from the town ofNha Trang. You could catch those little Lambrettas and go up to the town. The post at Nha Trang was serviced by hundredsand hundreds of Vietnamese workers out of Nha Trang and surrounding villages. They had a little bus stop there where theLambrettas would line up like taxis. It was the Vietnamesetransportation system—for the ones that didn’t have bicycles.The women especially came into Camp McDermott to do cooking and cafeteria work, laundry for the troops, any type of littlejob. Camp McDermott was a big place. Vietnamese womenwould be working in the hospital, along with the GIs, of course.The hospital area itself was like a city. So the Lambrettaswould haul people constantly back and forth between the postand the town.

Along the beach between Nha Trang and 8th Field Hospital, some of the officers had large houses that they rented from theVietnamese. They were staying off the post. Right there in frontof all this they had a resort area running about five miles—nothing but white sandy beach with all these dudes out theresuntanning. They had security all around the city of NhaTrang. It was like an in-country R & R center; they could layout there without a weapon or anything. Everyone would kindakick back. I would put on an old straw hat, stoop over so Iwouldn’t be noticeable; whoever seen a Vietnamese 5 feet 10 1/2 inches? So I would slip out of the compound, get a Lambretta,give papa-san fifty P and I’d be downtown.

Sometimes MPs would stop you and say they was looking for a guy with such and such a patch. If he was in town loafingand loitering, they would try to find him and bring him back tothe compound and turn him in to his unit. They would patrolconstantly with jeeps. A lot of guys were shamming, man.You’d go into a bar and it would be full of GIs from all units,kicking back, drinking beer, bullshitting, smoking dope. Whenthe MPs would come, they’d scatter. Some guys would havethose excuse-type papers to be in town. You could get American-type food, almost any type of beer you wanted. That stuffwas coming right off the base. I said, “Hey, what is this?’’ I hadsome really funky feelings about what I saw, because all the time I’d been in the field, I thought everybody in the Nam wasfighting. I’d never seen a town this big since I’d been to theNam. I’d never seen GIs lounge around, and all the time I wasthinking back to my partners in the boonies. I was thinking,hey, they didn’t even know this was happening. Like I neverknew until I saw it.

You had your choice of women, choice of food. They had something like a discotheque up there where you could get coldbeer and nice girls. You had everything you needed. At therestaurant, they had tables and they’d put a napkin down infront of you —it was like I was back in the states for a minute.It boggled my mind to the point where I was thinking there wasa lot of corruption going on there, a lot of bullshit going on.And they got us out there in the field going through all this helland here were all these guys sitting on their ass having a vacation. And they were getting hazardous duty pay just like theguys in the field.

What blew my mind was that it was so much like stateside. In Nha Trang I saw starched and ironed fatigues, shined jumpboots, and I was nasty and dirty. When I got back from thefield, I didn’t have any clothes, so I went to a supply clerk andgot him to give me some. That was what made it easy for me toget in and out of the compound; they couldn’t determine whichunit I was in. You had to have ID on you; hospital papers, unitpatch, or a letter from your liaison officer. I had my hospitalpapers, but I wasn’t supposed to be in town; that was why I hadto slip out. When I discovered that they didn’t have a rosterand weren’t going to call my name, I just stayed in town.

I met a girl there. She worked in the cafeteria. I used to talk to her in the cafeteria, and later she invited me into town. We gotkinda close, just from talking. She knew my situation; knew Iwas horny from the woods. She insisted that I stay up at herplace in Nha Trang during the day. She’d bring food from thecafeteria. She knew when the MPs came through, what I shoulddo if they knocked on the door. She lived alone. Her husband and her daughter had gotten killed around Saigon years ago. Her father had died in the French war. She spoke Englishfluently. I would stay down with her for two or three days at atime before coming back to the base. And she would tell me,“Viet Cong right next door!” I had no weapon, no nothing.Hell, Charlie was there on his R & R. Anyway, she would takecare of me. I hated to leave her, often I think back on her,wonder how she’s doing. I wonder if she got killed when theVietnamese made that last assault to take over the whole country.

Coming home was the best part of the war. Man, I can’t even describe it. It was like being born again. I know one thing. Thisjoker was double happy. In fact, when I landed at McCord AirForce Base, Washington, I got down and kissed the ground!They held us there for a couple of days for in-processing. Theonly thing I wanted to do was get out. I had quite a few medals.They dressed us up in our greens. But I threw all that shit away.I came home in a suit, and the only ribbon I wore home wasthe National Defense Ribbon—the first one they gave me afterthree or four months. I felt I had defended something. But at thetime I was quite confused. I don’t know what the fuck I haddefended.


Stan
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R&RIN HONG KONG

A really tremendous thing happened to me in January of 1969. I was getting an R & R. I had more money then than everbefore in my life, about five hundred dollars, cold cash. I wasvery excited and packed up my little items ready to go. At theR & R center at Cam Ranh, they had all these countries whereyou could go. A sergeant came and told us about these countries, giving us the whole breakdown, the cultures, everything.He told us about venereal disease; that was the big thing.“Now, we gotta talk about VD. I know you guys have beenwithout women. I know the first thing you’re going to do—those of you that go that way. Only deal with the girls that havea medical card.”

All my life I’d seen movies with Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh about Hong Kong. So I said, “Well, I’m going to gothere.”

I never will forget approaching Hong Kong. Suddenly I saw a huge cliff emerging from the ocean, like a city sitting on theedge of an island. The water was beating up the edge of thisrock cliff. And then all of a sudden, we were landing. I don’t know how the pilot actually landed; I never did see a strip, myself. We were there. Wow! I was getting off and my head wasabout twenty feet high.

I heard the guys talking about what they were going to do, but I didn’t make any friends on that flight. We got on a busand they took us to a large auditorium that was part of the citymunicipal center. They told us again about VD and gave usthe names of good hotels. So it was not a bad orientation. Theywere doing it to help us, because they told us, “Once you’reout there, you’re on your own. If you get your heads knockedin, killed, anything ...” Then he finally said, “Okay, now,we’ll turn you loose.” When he said that, boy, chairs rolledover, guys climbed all over themselves.

I hailed a taxi. I told this guy the name of the hotel that the instructor had recommended. It was a moderate hotel, not veryexpensive, but very, very clean, a very stately type of building.I admired the Chinese for the quality of their workmanship.I looked at the table, the hard wood floors—everything washandmade.

After a bath and some tea, I was back out on the street and saw this place called the Old Savoy Club. I got to Hong Kongthinking about Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh. Now I thought,wow, Billie Holiday used to sing at a club called the Old Savoy.So I walked in. Upstairs they had a lot of entertainment; downstairs at the bar was where the girls were. So I went downstairs. I was sitting there, having a drink, when mama-sanapproached me, “Hi, GI. You want a girl, GI? You want agirl?” I said, “Yeah, that’s a good possibility.” She say, “Oh,I got a girl for you, GI.” She showed me one girl. She was a littleskinny; I thought, not enough chest on her. Then she showedme another girl whom I didn’t like at all. Then there was onlyone that wouldn’t come or smile at me either. But she wasreally fine. I looked at her, and she looked at me, and then shestarted to take her hair down. Mama-san fussed at her inChinese. Finally, this girl reluctantly came over.

But I said, “Naw, that’s OK,” and she went back. I knewshe was reluctant. Then I thought, what the hell, I liked her, and told mama-san she was the one. “You want her?” “Yeah,I want her. What’s her name?’’ “Suzanne.”

When Suzanne appeared after about five minutes, I began asking her, “What have you heard about black GIs? It’s obviousyou have heard something about black GIs that is causing younot to want to meet me.” She said, “Oh, no, you got me allwrong. I like everybody. I’m not prejudiced.” And immediatelywhen she said that, I knew. They weren’t familiar with thatword; somebody had crowded that idea into her mind.

“Oh, you buy me a drink?”

So she got off the subject. I bought her a drink and we started talking. She said, “You like music?” I said, “I love music.” Shewent over to the juke box and played a song by Esther Phillips—her first big hit, a love ballad. That became our theme song.We always played it, she and I.

We got to drinking. I knew nothing was in her drink, but as we drank I became more loose and canny, too; I wanted tocollect my thoughts and not be anxious to let my physicaldesires overrule my good sense.

She said, “I’m very expensive, Stan. Can you afford me?” “Aw, come on, what do you mean, you’re expensive? What arewe talking about?” She said, “Oh, well—you interested?”“Sure I’m interested. Do you think I’d have you over here, talking with you? I could be down the street.” She said, “OK. I gowith you and we talk price in your room. You have to paymama-san money to take me out.” So I paid her five bucks justto get Suzanne out of the place.

I took her on back to my place and saw how really beautiful she was. Then I thought, wait a minute, don’t get carried awayand blow everything—I was getting to be a gullible mess here.She sat over on one side of the room, which pleased me. I satback on the other side, watching her crossing and uncrossingher legs, letting me see what I wanted. We started talking aboutprice. After a lot of dickering, we agreed on thirty dollars anight for the whole week.

It was a gentle love-making though it was all night long, verygentle, because I really took it very slow with her. I wanted it to be slow, because I wanted it to be good, to myself, as wellas to her. It was a great experience. I’d heard all kinds of storiesabout prostitutes myself — that they had no feeling and stuff likethat, and that was all bullshit.

The next morning she awoke about nine o’clock. She awoke with a start, like she didn’t mean to really stay that long. Shesaid, “Oh, nine o’clock? I’ve got to get home.’’ She said, “Oh,Stan,” but I knew she liked me, when she talked to me like that,and even when she stayed that long and forgot herself asSuzanne, professional prostitute, and became Suzanne, thewoman. She was only about twenty, my age. I was very impressed with her.

When she was ready to go, she said, “You’re a real nice guy, Stan.” I said, “Well, will I be able to see you tonight?” “I don’tknow, Stan; you don’t pay me enough money, I need moremoney. Tonight you talked me out of what I need to get. Butyou’re a real nice guy. If you want me, you come down there.Then I know you want me.” She was serious about that, lookedat me hard as she left. I thought, wow, I had to come all the wayto Hong Kong to fall in love! She was getting to me, just thatquick. I didn’t want any other woman then. She had spoiled me.

So I crashed, and couldn’t even fall asleep. Seven o’clock, I couldn’t hardly wait. I knew I didn’t want to go there tooearly, so I made myself stay away until about seven-thirty oreight o’clock. But when I got near the Old Savoy, I almost ranto that place, I was so anxious. As I got downstairs mama-sancame over and said, “Hi, GI, I heard. Suzanne called me. Shelikes you.” I said, “Really?” I’d gone all to pieces now, waitingand waiting. She said, “I don’t know where Suzanne is.” Ithought maybe she hadn’t showed up for work or something.Finally about 9:30 p.m., like magic, I looked up and thereshe was, smiling just so beautifully: “Where have you been?”“Oh, I’ve been out —I hear you’re looking for me.” She got inthe booth and sat right beside me and squeezed my hand.

Suzanne and I decided to party that night. I wanted her toshow me Kowloon before going to my place. First she took me into plush night clubs where all the English were. There was asinger up there singing Dinah Shore-like tunes, sort of boring.We ate dinner and drank a little wine. She said, “You don’t like,huh?” I said, “Oh, no, it’s OK.” She said, “No, you don’t like.I take you to other club where there is a band.” But this placereally didn’t have a lot of blacks either. I thought I would seeother black GIs. Then she said, “I know. I know where to takeyou, Stan.”


We went to a disco where I saw nothing but dark-skinned Chinese girls, and it blew my mind. My mouth fell open. I hadnever seen any dark-skinned Chinese girls. They were reallygetting down. I saw other black GIs. “Hey, what’s happening,man? What’s going on?” I was really coming loose. “Whydidn’t you take me here first?” She was giddy with laughternow, “Oh, I just wanted to save the best for last.” But I thoughtto myself that she wasn’t comfortable here. She was used togoing to the other places. But she sat there. That was when Iknew Suzanne liked me. She was so light-skinned, not white,but her skin was very pale. I could see the other girls werecutting her down. It was like they knew her or something. Theywere just staring at her, hard. I was having a good time, butshe said, “We go, huh?” I started to say, “What do you mean?We just got here.” We had only been there for an hour, andthings were really getting bopping. I smelled a little smoke, andI thought maybe I might be able to angle around here, but sinceshe was talking about going, we left. She really made love to methat night.

The next morning she asked about more money. She said, “Listen, Stan, I guess you know I’ve agreed to go ahead andstay with you all week. Yeah, I stay with you, Stan. I don’t likethe money that you’re paying me. Why don’t you pay memore?” I said, “No, Suzanne. There’s no way I will do that.I’ll pay you what we agreed every day, or at the end.” She said,“OK, you pay me every day.”

The next morning after I paid her, she said, “Maybe you wantto be alone one night; maybe you want to go out and see some things on your own.” I was sort of tired out. She was telling meshe had something else to do.

I went out and started walking down the street again, looking at jade and Jewelry. I passed some clubs and heard this soulmusic, saw a lot of cuties, but wasn’t interested. I couldn’tbring myself to pick out another woman. I stayed out to abouteleven o’clock and suddenly remembered, Suzanne was supposed to call me.

I got back to my room and waited until the phone rang. “Stan, I’m coming over; you want to see me tonight?” “Sure, Iwant to see you. You know that.” She stayed with me all the restof the time, and I was very sad about leaving her. I even thoughtabout going AWOL.

When I returned to the Nam we wrote each other for a full three months. Each time I’d write her, she’d write me back,telling me things going on in Hong Kong. Finally, I saw theopportunity for a leave. I had a good rapport with the officers,especially Major Williams. I told him I would like to haveanother leave.

When I got back to Hong Kong, I picked up the phone and called the Old Savoy. Before I even hung up the phone, I wasdown in the lobby, waiting. She came running down the sidewalk right into my arms. I just picked her up. “Oh, Stan, I’mso happy to see you here. I’m just so happy!” I was happy, too.Tears were in my eyes. She really didn’t believe I was coming.She said, “You told me you were coming, I just didn’t believeit.”

The second time I left, it was a tear jerker. We were both crying. She said, “I’ll never see you again, I know, I know . . .”I said, I’ll write you. I’ll write you and I’ll send for you. But Iwant you to make sure that it’s a decision you really want. Onceyou’re in the states it’s hard as shit to get back.” She said, “Iknow. I want to go. I want to go.” I wrote her several letterslater at the Old Savoy, but never got a response. I said to myself, “Well, I guess you can hang it up, Stan.” But when I gotback home, sure as shooting, a big package was waiting for me at the post office, all the way from Hong Kong. It had five suitsin it, half-a-dozen shirts, another half-a-dozen ties. She sentthat to me, but there the story of Suzanne ended.




Stan
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THE MEDAL

After I got back from R & R, they were working on me getting the DSC. I didn’t hear anything at all until CaptainMilpas, my old company commander, came up to eat one day.He came to the door of the mess hall and I rushed out to shakehis hand. He said, “I want to talk to you after dinner.” He andColonel Kroesen were coming to see General Geddes. AfterGeneral Geddes had come and gone. Captain Milpas came backout there and started talking. “Listen, Goff,” he said, “what Iwanted to tell you is that we’re having sort of a problem. General Geddes wants to knock your citation down to a Silver Star.He already has given Hardcore a Silver Star. But the colonelrefuses to award you a Silver Star. The colonel is very disappointed, and I am, too. So the only thing I can tell you rightnow, Goff, is that that’s why it’s been held up so long. That’swhy you have not heard anything. But don’t worry, as far asI’m concerned, you earned a DSC, and you are going to get aDSC. The colonel is in my corner. That’s all I can tell you rightnow—OK, soldier?” I said, “OK, Captain Milpas, I understand— thank you very much.”







I remember we had a change of Top—headquarters first sergeant changed. This new Top knew about the DSC. Westarted talking late one afternoon, about sunset. I had justfinished blowing the bugle and he was telling me that I soundedgood. Then he said, “You know what the DSC can do for you,soldier?”

I said, “No. Not really.”

“Well, listen,” he said, “if you wanted a career in the military, you should take it right now. You wouldn’t have any problems at all. You’d probably be the youngest first sergeantever. You could retire with a full pension; you can get an extrapension aside from your military pension.” I said, “Really?”

“Sure, twenty years in the service, you get an extra pension for the rest of your life just for having the DSC. In addition tothat, any kind of war at all that comes along, you never haveto go back.” “Are you kidding?”

He said, “Nope. You can volunteer. They can draft you. But they can’t send you into combat.”

Well, I thought that was quite significant—obviously. “That’s the first time anyone had ever told me about anyadvantage in actually being the recipient of that type of anaward.”

One day I was in the mess hall bullshitting with Sergeant Smith and Jim, with my feet docked up on the table, doingnothing, when the colonel came spinning back through there.He looked at the sergeant, looked at Jim, and waltzed up to me,and said, “Goff, congratulations. How does it feel to be a DSCrecipient?” Just like that. I thought to myself, oh, wow. I said,“I can’t believe it. Sir.” He said, “Yes, you got it. I just cameback from Saigon, and General Abrams is going to give you theaward personally.” My mouth just fell open. Sergeant Smithand Jim heard it, too, and they were just all smiling from earto ear, proud of what was happening to me. After that, Icouldn’t thank him enough. Everyone in the kitchen just aboutmelted into their chairs.

I had to wait another eight weeks for General Abrams toshow up. I was getting apprehensive as hell. On the day of the award, I started seeing men gathering all around, right in frontof the new brigade headquarters. Finally, this captain came inand said, “OK, Goff, we’re ready to go. You can come outnow.” As I walked with him, I felt like I was going to the gaschamber. He was saying, “Relax, man, relax. You’re not goingto a funeral. You’re supposed to be happy today.” I said, “Well,I am, you know. No problem. Sir.” So we walked out on thesteps, and I saw all these heads turn to look at me. By now,there were two to three hundred men out there. They brought aunit in from the field; not my company, but my unit was represented—the 196th Infantry Brigade. I didn’t get a chanceto talk to these guys, but I saw them out of the corner of my eye.Captain Milpas was there. I remember Sergeant Needham;I saw Hardcore Castile. They let them get up close.

Guys were still gathering. The Captain positioned me, and then I saw the brigade sergeant major, now the division sergeant major, and he inspected me. I thought to myself, “Goddamn, I hope it’s all right.” Then I saw a little smile come on hisface and I thought I must have looked all right. In the end, hewalked over to me and said, “Goff, you look great.” He hadgiven me his seal of approval. This was all an astounding experience to me; I was speechless.

I heard the chopper coming. That was what we were all standing out there for—waiting for General Abrams, and Ithought, GENERAL ABRAMS. There he was! The chopperlanded, and he got off with his entourage of generals. GeneralAbrams was a four-star general. He had several other generalswith him and a Marine lieutenant general and many otherofficers.

I was standing there waiting and finally, out of the corner of my eye, I saw officers stiffening up. Finally, Colonel Kroesenwalked out to greet Abrams. They had a small formal exchangeand Kroesen saluted them. Then he turned around and startedwalking toward me. Abrams was looking at me and askingquestions of the colonel. As I stood there, he came fully intoview. He looked at me as he walked up. As he got closer, my heart went “BOOM.” I was ready for him to say, “What’swrong with this guy? He doesn’t even smile or nothing.” I wastrying to maintain my control. I saw a slight smile come acrosshis face. Then I sort of acknowledged that smile, but I didn’tbreak into a big grin. I thought to myself, “Now, don’t blow itby grinning.” I’m thinking black, too. “Don’t blow it,” grinning from ear to ear. Oh, yassuh. General, kind of bullshit.He had very steel, cold blue eyes, and they were very much incontrol. He didn’t seem to be under any pressure, having tohurry up and get this out of the way. His movements weredecisive. He looked at the medal, he looked at me. He held it upand pinned it on me. Then he looked at me, and said, “Congratulations, soldier.” I said, “Thank you very much. Sir.”“You’re very welcome.” Then he turned and made a quickright face. He went over and the colonel led him inside of aB-TOC.

After General Abrams disappeared into B-TOC, all the officers filed by me, and all of them shook my hand. It was all precision. It didn’t seem like they had rehearsed it or anything.These guys were really pros; they didn’t bullshit. I shook handswith every officer there, about eighty of them, including thegenerals down to the lowest lieutenant. The sergeant major ofcourse came at the end. He said, “Goff, good job. Good job.”And I knew I had done a good job for him, you know, in accepting the damn thing. It was quite an experience. It was anexperience that obviously I’d never had in my life, but —itwas something, it really was. After I shook all these guys’ handsI was really tired.

Finally, some of my guys came up. Needham had been promoted. He and the other platoon sergeant shook my hand, “Congratulations, Goff.” All officers were inside B-TOC now,and slowly all the guys were dispersing. I went back into MajorWilliams’ headquarters and pulled off my utility belt, andthen sort of eased off to my own quarters. I just sat on thebunk for a long time in shock. Every time I started thinking,did it really happen? I looked down and said, “Well, there’s your proof.” I just wanted to leave it there, you know. But Ifinally took it off. Most of the guys left me alone. They knewwhat I was going through, trying to come down. I was gettingshort, too. The medal had finally come. So really, I was over thepeak.

Finally that day came! I was really up as it got nearer and nearer —five, four, three, two. My adrenalin was really going,hyper happy. The officers teased me about it. “Oh, there’s ourshort-timer. You’re not going to be around too much longer,huh, Goff?” “That’s right, Tm going stateside, no doubt aboutit.”

I got my orders to Fort Ord, California. I felt pretty good about that since it put me near San Francisco.

The day I see that Big Bird — that was all I had on my mind now. And when I saw that big plane and got on it, boy, I don’tknow. The feeling that you get on that plane is something thatI can’t really describe, like you were light as a feather. Youwere actually high, a feeling that you really cannot explain toanybody. You were in one piece, and you were going to fly thatgreat big bird home.

As the plane went down that landing strip, I looked back and thought of all the guys who were still there. I said a silent prayerfor them; and I said a prayer for Bob. “Lord, please have himget out of the boonies; please, please, have him get back to thestates.” I said that over and over again. We were airborne, andas I looked around and saw how Cam Ranh Bay was jumpinginto the background, slowly getting smaller and smaller andsmaller —I cursed that God damn Vietnam. You know! I said,“May I never have to come back to this bastard. They ain’tnever getting me to come back here.” Vietnam slowly driftedout of sight.


STATESIDE

[image: ]



As I [Stan] saw San Francisco come into view, I got excited all over again. The first thing I did when I got off the plane wascall my cousins. They were tremendously excited that I wasback in the states; I was in one piece, I was OK. They’d heardabout me, “You need anybody to pick you up?” “Yeah, Iwould.” They were all out there like a shot. They all huggedand kissed me, “Oh, I heard about you, that was magnificent. . .” I went over to their house. They brought out the bottle.My mother and my girlfriend didn’t even know I was back untilafter they’d called them, because I ended up getting drunkthere. I was trying to tell them everything at once and they wereasking me everything at once; pretty soon I’d drunk myself intoa stupor.

They knew it and carted me off to bed. I slept there for about eight or nine hours, I guess. I woke up and they were stillpartying. I got back up and we started partying again. Prettysoon my girlfriend came over and picked me up. I went over toher house. I didn’t leave there till the next day at four or fiveo’clock for my mother’s house. I’d been back two days and I finally got to her house. It was just one big happy party. WhenI got to her house, she brought out the bottle. Seems like fordays we just celebrated. Wherever I went some guy would wantto buy me a drink. It was a great feeling, just that it was allfriends. The war was unpopular, but still, I probably shouldhave been given a hero’s welcome. There should have been anarticle in the paper, “DSC Winner Comes Home.” But none ofthis happened.

At that particular time I didn’t know what I know now. I was just taking the accolades from my family and personalfriends. And that was enough for me at that time. Or I thoughtit was. People who obviously know better knew that wasnothing. Regardless of whether the war was unpopular or not,I was still a DSC winner. I’d seen guys that had Silver Stars getbig write-ups in the paper. A Silver Star is a great recognition,don’t get me wrong. Those guys deserved their recognition. Nopress reporter, no television reporter, no radio commentatorcalled me, not even a black radio commentator called and said,“Hey . . .” So, I dunno. After that, I felt that I just wasn’t goingto get the recognition because I was black.

I got to Fort Ord to start my duty with other Vietnam returnees who had chips a mile high, “What’s happening, man? Hey, what’s going on?” Piper was in my unit. I was really happy tosee him. He’d been at Ord for a while and was about to get out.Piper was the only guy in my unit that I knew in the Nam. Istill had a whole year. We learned that we had to go throughregular training bullshit that we had gone through in basic.Some of the guys had been to Germany, but the majority werein the Nam. We had to go out on training routines when wecould be training somebody else. I stayed in that unit, wentthrough this bullshit, running every day, and going to theseclasses with stuff I already knew and already been through.It was called Advanced Technological Training. We wereproven GIs, supposedly. The name of the company was Experimental Weapons Company. We had to go on maneuvers allthe time.

We went out to a place called Hunter Leggett, a place I learned to hate. We’d go all the way down there with everybodymoaning and groaning, taking advantage of the fact that wewere Vietnam veterans. One day the sergeant major sent out anorder that battalion football was about to get started. WhenI found out that the guys that ended up on the battalion teamwouldn’t have to pull any duty, I said, “Shit, I’m going out forthis right now!” I had my behind out there trying out just likeeverybody else and made the team as a starter. I said, “Allright!” So my ego was about as big as a house. I started playing football for the battalion. I lucked out and had the life ofRiley; I didn’t have to do shit. All I had to do was make practiceand then go back to the barracks and crash; just sensational.I played football for two or three months and then got hurt. Oneday I was out there hitting like hell, really feeling fierce. I wasknocking guys out of the way and running over guys. This onetime I ran through the line. There was a little guy who musthave been about 110 pounds soaking wet. That little fuckerthrew a cross body block on me. When we collided, I knockedthe shit out of him, but my knees locked; the pain just shot upthrough my knees.


It was ironic. I went all through the Nam, ending up with a DSC, and then landed in the hospital for major surgery on myknee on account of a football injury.

My entire duty for my last six months was at the hospital. I ETSd out of the army in January of 1970. I never really wentback to my unit; I had three days to go before I left Fort Ord.I didn’t want to think about how I got myself into this messafter all I went through in the Nam.




When I [Bob] got back to the states, I was supposed to go down to Fort Bragg in North Carolina to my new duty station.By then I suppose I’d had enough of being a paratrooper. If Imade it through the Nam, I didn’t want to jump no more. Notthat I was afraid; not that I wasn’t proud of my unit —it wasone of the best fighting units in the Nam. I was proud of beinga paratrooper, but I had done enough. I put in a request to terminate jump status. I didn’t want to go down to Bragg; I wanted to stay in the San Francisco Bay Area. I still had sixmonths to do, so I put in a transfer request and went throughmore changes. I had to wait in Washington for orders whichnever came through. Finally, I just took off for San Francisco.My wife was down in Louisiana visiting her parents. I tried toget her to come out to San Francisco and meet me there. I wentdown to American Airlines, where I’d worked before going toVietnam, and they gave me a little pass to fly down to Dallas,Texas. I paid my way from there on down to Baton Rouge. Ihooked up with my wife. Coming from the Nam, I had atwenty-seven-day leave. Just as I came on the scene there wasa new regulation called the 150-day early out, which droppedfive months off your service. I missed that by a couple ofmonths. Since I knew my partner, Stan, was down at Fort Ord,I wrote to the Inspector General’s Office and got a reply. Iimmediately flew back to California and went directly to talkto the IG at Fort Ord. There was no parade waiting, no wel-come-home-Johnny-glad-you-made-it type of thing.

I called Stan at Fort Ord and told him I was coming down. When I walked into the hospital, the bum was laying up there,eating good chow, having people wait on him like maid service.But Stan is my partner; I love that brother. I thought I washappy when I first got back from Nam, but seeing Stan therewas unreal. I had told him I was coming down on Friday, butI walked in on Tuesday and surprised him. He had a cast on atthe time, but he almost jumped clean out of hed when he sawme. We had separated a long time ago. It was only a year or so,but it seemed like it had been twenty years since I’d seen him.There he was, with that big smile. We went through the rituals,hugging and hollering, with everybody else on the ward looking; it was great. He had a few friends there. The nurses tried toquiet us down, but to no avail. We were just rejoicing. Wetalked about what had happened to him over there and whathad happened to me and how we got separated when I went toairborne. We talked about that day we split and the empty feeling inside of me that day we separated. We had been partners going all the way back to basic and AIT. We always marchedand did calisthenics right next to each other.

Stan got out of the army from the hospital. I finally got an assignment to the reception center at Fort Ord to finish myterm. We were separated while he was recuperating becauseI had to push troops. Since my grandmother was living fourblocks from Stan’s mother, after he got out of the army, westayed in contact all the time. In fact, I came home on leaveevery two weeks.

I was glad to get out and get home. I just caught the Greyhound for San Francisco. When I finally got out, me and my old lady broke up. Then Stan and me were closer than ever. He wassympathizing with the fact that I went through all thosechanges to keep my woman, and all of a sudden, I lost her whenI came out of the war. So we hooked up and just tried to makeup the fun part of the life that we had missed. We kicked around,going to bars and listening to live bands. But we never did makeup for lost time.

We didn’t talk about our feelings that much. But I’ll never forget my feeling when I saw Stan that day in the hospital. Itwas one of the greatest moments in my life, just to realize thatwe’d survived.
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