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  Preface


  



  Everyone has a story, but few stories are recorded and passed on to future generations. As I was growing up in the 1950s, I was fascinated when I overheard my parents and other adults talking about family members from the past. Mostly the discussions (which were often about untimely deaths) took place while the children were playing. As I played, however, I was listening to the stories. Many of the stories centered on the relatives who served in World War II and the harsh reality of war. At that time, all I really knew about war was what I saw on television and in the movies, which depicted the glory of war and not the reality of personal loss. The only thing I was told directly about the war was that my father had been in the service. He brought back a German helmet and an American helmet that I played with.


  At the time of the Cuban Missile crisis, we had air-raid drills in school, either hiding under our desks or forming lines along the walls in the hallway. Yet I never realized the significance of what was happening in the world until a few years later, in 1965, when my brother received his draft notice. After he returned, I felt a need to go in the service. I enlisted in the United States Marines in 1968.


  While in the Marines I saved my letters from home and my family saved my letters from Vietnam. Together they amounted to over 1000 letters that I still have today. I also saved booklets, pamphlets, airline tickets, money, pictures and many other personal items that I had while in Vietnam. I also wrote down notes about certain events in a little military notebook that I carried with me just to pass the time away. I was lucky to have a good friend in the rear who mailed all my things home for me in empty soda boxes. I never knew at that time that I would be using all of these things to write a book.


  After my return from Vietnam, I met up with my great uncle at my aunt’s house. I had not seen him for many years. Although he had a very commanding appearance, he was a quiet individual. My aunt asked me a question about Vietnam, and all of a sudden he mentioned that he had been in the cavalry. He started to tell stories: of joining the cavalry in 1910, of chasing Pancho Villa back to Mexico, of being in Panama, and of being one of the first mounted New York State Troopers. His stories made me want to find out everything I could about my family history and record it. Unfortunately, six months later he passed away. The year was 1972.


  Over the years, I became a genealogy buff. I researched all aspects of my family history. I struggled to remember bits and pieces of those old family stories: Sailors going down with their ships, soldiers landing at D-Day, or being wounded while crossing the Rhine, loved ones missing in action. I was sorry I did not have more time to find out my great uncle’s military history.


  In 1979, I felt a need to write down my own experiences in the war so that my children would have a record. I still thought of it as a genealogy project. I wrote every day for over two years. I brushed over my early teen years, but I wrote at length about my time in Vietnam.


  I wrote stories about the men I served with in the rifle company (infantry) and how we formed a bond even though we came from all different walks of life. I wrote about experiences that we had on an everyday basis and how we passed the time between firefights. Looking back, I realized how we even found some humor in our combat situations: I believe that is what helped to keep me alive, even as I knew—we all knew—that any day could be our last. I realized as I wrote that I was fortunate to serve with the captains and lieutenants, the men and the navy corpsman that I was with. If not for their bravery I would not have survived this experience.


  I never considered myself a writer. As my children grew, they came home from school with questions about the Vietnam War, My genealogy records came down out of the closet. My daughter attended the University of Sacred Heart, where she was a staff writer and sports writer for the university newspaper. She took the manuscript to school and came home and told me that it was not just genealogy—it was a book. With encouragement from my son and daughter, I set out to publish this book.


  The stories in the book are seen through my eyes and told to the best of my recollection. These stories are not meant to embarrass, demean or detract from the bravery of anyone I served with.


  After speaking with a close friend from the war, I decided to change the names of the men in the stories. My friend felt good about the book but wanted to be left anonymous. Taking my cue from him, I changed all of the names except for that of Lt. John M. Joyce, whose family approved the use of his name to honor his memory.


  I feel I am one of the luckiest people in the world to have come home from Vietnam alive and well. I have no regrets for serving my country and would do it again. I also have deep admiration for the men who were critically wounded, and compassion and sorrow for the families of the men who did not come home. Their pain goes on every day.


   


  Ronald John Jensen

  Fall 2003


  I


  



  My Decision


  



  I am Ronald John Jensen, the son of Edward F. Jensen and Margaret A. Mullaney (Anna Beck Sousa) born on November 13, 1949, at 5:15 A.M. in Physicians Hospital, Jackson Heights, Queens, New York City. We lived in an apartment building at 41-26 Gleane Street in Elmhurst, Queens, on the second floor. I lived there until I was eight years old. I had great memories of growing up in that little apartment. It was not until we moved a few blocks away to a house (41-43 Case Street), which my mother and father had bought with my mother’s adoptive parents (unknown to her at the time), that things started to change. We lived in this house until the early summer of 1965, when my mother, brother, sister and I moved to Howard Beach for reasons I still don’t understand.


  The summer of 1965 was very hot and confusing. It was strange to be so far from the friends I knew and very hard to make new friends. I traveled back to my old neighborhood every day by bus.


  I remember back in 1963, my brother was talking to me while we were sitting on the bed. He was telling me his plans for the future. He said he might join the Army and then come home and become a police officer. For some reason this stayed in my mind, and I knew this is what I wanted to do also. I was always very proud of my brother and always looked up to him. You could say he was my hero. He said if you ever get in trouble with the police, you could never become a police officer. It must have been that statement that put me on the right road.
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  Ronald John Jensen, Marine boot camp, Parris Island, May, 1968.


  



  It was in August of 1965 when my brother told me he had gotten a letter saying he was drafted into the Army and that he had to go the next month. Life was really changing fast. I was scared for my brother and for myself, thinking about not having him around anymore to help me. On October 10, 1965, Eddie went into the Army at Whitehall Street in Manhattan, then traveled on to Fort Jackson, South Carolina.


  As the year 1965 was coming to a close, the atmosphere was beginning to change with my generation. The combat Marines had landed in Da Nang in March of 1965, and I guess you could say the war in Vietnam was on. More and more troops were needed as the fighting escalated. Eddie was now in Japan, doing just fine, until he came home in August of 1966 and said that he was on his way to Vietnam. What a surprise! I asked him why he had to go and he said that a lot of his friends from boot camp were sent there and he was a patriot. I was very proud of him, but I knew something could go wrong at any time. He never said how bad things were and talked mostly about his pet snake. I knew he went on patrols in jeeps and later was a helicopter door gunner. In August of 1967, Eddie came home with his arm in a plaster cast, but who cared? He was home for good. In November, he was married and had his own place.


  In November of 1967, I was still in school. I was going to John Adams High in Ozone Park. I had to transfer from Newtown High, because we had moved to Howard Beach. I liked John Adams. There were one or two teachers there that really cared about what I was doing. Time was moving fast and the pressure was on me concerning friends and myself. I did not know which way I was going. I liked to be with my friends all the time, but we were growing up too fast. I had three close friends that I was with most of the time. They were John Osgood, Tony Russo and Otto Miller, who I had known since 1961. John was a gifted kid in school and was always trying something new. John and I always sat next to each other in class. Tony was from Colombia. He was good in school but was always trying to learn how to play his guitar and form a group. Most of the time he had his ear open for an opportunity to present itself. Otto was from Germany. His family had come here soon after he was born. His father had been a German soldier in World War II. Otto was always very quiet. He did not like John’s ideas too much. He was kind of stern in his ways and spent a good portion of his time studying. For what, I don’t know.
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  Eddie Jensen, U.S. Army, Vietnam, 1966–67.


  



  By January 1968 the mood of the country had really changed. The Beatles had gone from clean rock-and-roll to drug oriented music. Most songs were related to drugs and anti-war. So many kids believed in peace, but they turned to drugs to find it. They believed in love and freedom, but they could only find it in drugs. John was now meeting new friends but most of his new friends did not like me because I believed in fighting for freedom and because I was afraid of getting in trouble with drugs. They didn’t like someone who wanted to be a cop. The new style of dress seemed to be long hair, beads, and Army jackets, none of which I had. I so much wanted to be part of the group, but something inside would not let me. They would not accept me, which made me hurt really bad and yet something inside told me not to be with them. I was now beginning to feel really lost with myself. There were more people telling me what they did not like about me than what they did like about me. Then I got an idea.


  In January of 1968, I went over to see my brother at his house. I went in and found him sleeping in bed. I woke him, and he opened his eyes and looked at me with a twinkle in them. Then, with a long stare, he said in a mean voice, “What are you doing with my Army field jacket on? You got grease on it.” Well, that was it, I took it off and gave it back to him. I said, “Don’t worry about it. “I’ll get my own jacket. You can keep that old Army jacket.”


  It was then that I started to look into my idea. One day, I went to 73rd Street and Roosevelt Avenue to the Army, Navy and Marine recruiting stations. I looked at the Army. I decided against it. At the Navy station I went inside and talked to the recruiting sailor for a few minutes. Then I remembered that I got sea sick, so I said, “Thank you,” and left. I went across the street to the Marines and went inside. What a sight. Two Marines were sitting behind the desk in their dress blue uniforms. They had medals from Vietnam from their necks down to the floor. Gee, I said to myself, I’d like one or two of them. Then one of the Marines spoke: “What can I do for you son?”


  I said, “I would like to know a little about the Marines.”


  “Well,” he said, “how old are you?”


  “I am 18 years old.”


  “You must take a test and physical over at Fort Hamilton. If you pass, you’re in. You can go down tomorrow for the test and physical.” “OK,” I said, “sure, I’ll be there.” I asked, “What would I be in the Marines?”


  “Anything you would like,” he said.


  I said, “I want to be in motor transportation, as a driver.”


  “No problem, we have a lot of jobs open.” He said he would do all the paperwork and have my 4-year contract ready for me to sign. Just then, another guy walked in and said to the other Marine, “I’ll take the 3-year contract.” I said to the Marine I was talking to, “What other contracts do you have?” “We have a 2-year contract also. Do you want that?” “By all means,” I said, “it sounds great.” I went down to Fort Hamilton the next day and took all my tests. I went back to the recruiting office the next day, and the Sergeant said I had passed the tests just fine. Now all he had to do was type up my contract, which would take two days. “Then you come back and sign the contract, and I will give you the date you leave for boot camp,” he said with finality.


  I went home and happened to see my brother. “I just went and joined the Marines,” I told him, “I go back tomorrow to sign the papers.” Eddie was upset and went over to the recruiting office the next day with me. The first thing he asked was, “Did my brother pass the test?” and they said, “Very Well.” Then Eddie started in about why they did not tell me how bad it was in Vietnam and how badly people were being wounded. “Tell him how many guys got killed,” he said. Eddie really did not want me go. I told Eddie, “OK, I won’t go.” The Marine recruiter said he would just keep my papers on file in case I changed my mind.
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  Eddie Jensen, in Vietnam.


  



  The winter of 1968 was dragging on. I was working part-time at Food Parade supermarket near Queens Boulevard and Woodhaven Boulevard. in Elmhurst. I had quit working for Western Union when we sold the house in Howard Beach and moved back to the other side of Elmhurst in February, 1967. Now, I had to take the bus back out to John Adams High every day for school because I did not want to change schools again. We had a little three-room apartment at 84-33 60th Avenue on the second floor in the back. At the supermarket, I worked in the produce department, which was great because it gave me the chance to meet everyone. They had to come to me for prices. When it got really hot, which it was most of the time, all the kids working there would come in my refrigerator to cool off and talk. Because of this, I was making a lot of new friends and going to a lot of parties. It seemed like all the parties were the same, a lot of drinking, making out and drugs. Half of the time, I couldn’t tell who was going out with whom; everyone just had fun with each other. By now, my old friend John was with a very fast crowd, stealing cars and taking drugs. It was hard to believe someone with a 98 average in school could be so stupid. Tony was now hanging out with kids from Colombia and going to school. Otto was just staying at home most of the time and going to school. He met a few new friends, which kept him in his quiet little world.


  School was always an uphill battle for me, but I tried. It seemed like I was going nowhere. I was just not motivated; school did not inspire me. Sometimes I would come home from school and watch TV. One day I saw the Marines (26th Marines) fighting the battle of Khe Sanh. It looked like a movie, but it was the real thing. The Marines had heavy loads on their backs as they went by carrying their wounded and dead. Every day I heard the news from Vietnam. It just did not look real. They were just trying to make it look bad.


  After work on the weekends it was party time. We would drive down to the beach and have a good old party. One day, one girl at a party told me that she liked me but she could not believe how young I looked. She said I looked like I was twelve years old. She said there were a few girls there that liked me but they said I looked too young for them. I did meet a girl at Food Parade supermarket by the name of Maureen O’ Brien. She worked as a cashier. One day I got up the nerve to ask her out and she said, “Okay.”


  Martin Luther King had been assassinated and college students were protesting all over the country. Many kids were now trying to get into college for fear of the draft. So many were joining the reserves that it was almost impossible to get in. The reserves were not used for active duty at that time. At Food Parade, some of the guys were drafted into the Army. Most of the kids there were proud of them, and the store gave them a good send off.


  As May rolled around, I was still trying to find myself. I was still working at Food Parade and dating Maureen, but I knew there was something I had to do with my life. I had to put the parties and just hanging out on the side, or maybe out of my life for good. On one weekend I went out to the country house with my mother and sister. It was nice out in the country. There were so many trees and a lot of space. It seemed I was free when I was in the country. I did not have a care in the world. One night I went outside and sat under one of the old oak trees. I started to think about the idea I had about going in the Marines and maybe finding myself. I was tired of people thinking of me as a little kid. Then it came to me—if I went in the service I would have a chance to prove myself and defend the Constitution of the United States. My decision was made.


  As soon as I went home I went over to the Marine recruiting office. I told the recruiter I had been there in February and taken all my tests, but I had decided not to go in at the time. I told him I was ready to join now. He said I would leave on May 20, 1968, for Parris Island. He told me to be at Fort Hamilton at 6 A.M. on the 20th. Maureen thought I was crazy, but she said she would wait and write every day. I knew her letters would mean a lot to me and keep me going.


  On a bright sunny Monday morning my mother drove me to Fort Hamilton. Fort Hamilton was located at the foot of the Verrazano Bridge in Brooklyn. It was a small fort, but a historic one. Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson had served there. Inside, there was a very big room. On one side were all the guys who had been drafted into the Army, and on the other side, the Navy, Air Force, and Marines. There were about 50 or so guys going into the Marines. I guess the Marines needed more, because someone went over to the Army group and took about 5 or 6 guys into the Marines. The draftees were not too happy. They said they were scared. All they kept saying was that we were going to get killed. After standing in half formation and doing a lot of paperwork, we went into a special room where we took our oath. They asked us to raise our right hands and take the oath. I knew now there was no turning back. I was very proud to be a defender of the United States. That night, they took us to Penn Station in New York City to board a train to Parris Island. My Mom was there to see me off. She had a worried look on her face, but I said goodbye and went on the train with all the guys.


  We made friends fast as we looked for our sleeping cars. Some had three to a room and some, one to a room. I had a single. Later, it was time to go to the dining car for dinner. It was a lot of fun. I sat with some friends I had made and talked about what it was going to be like when we got there. After dinner, I went back to my sleeping car and tried to get some sleep. It was about midnight when we pulled into Washington, D.C., which gave me a chance to get off the train while we had an hour stop there. I had never traveled so far from home before, and when I stepped off the train, the first thing I saw was the U.S. Capitol with its bright lights shining in the night. It was a sight! I thought I was in the land of Oz. Time went fast, and it was time to get back on the train. As I was stepping into the train, they were about to load a flag-covered casket. They said he was on his way home from Vietnam. It didn’t hit me just yet, what it all meant. Time would tell. In the morning when I woke up, we were traveling in the South. As I watched from the window, I was surprised to see so many poor blacks living in shacks. Somehow I felt that the Civil War was still on.


  II


  



  The 26th Marines


  



  It was about 6 P.M. when we pulled into the train station. A bus was there to take us to Parris Island. So far, things were going fine. The ride to the island was a long one; so long that some of the guys fell asleep. Finally, we came to the bridge to Parris Island. Some of the guys started to yell, “This is it, guys, wake up.” Within a second, the stories of Parris Island emerged from the back of some of the guy’s minds. I heard there was no way off this island except for over this one bridge. Some guys said they heard a story of one guy who could not take it anymore. He tried to swim off the island, but they said they had heard he was sucked up in the mud and never found. I heard there were snakes and alligators in the water around the island. Now that was enough for me not to even think about leaving the island. The bus slowly rode over a bridge onto the island, and stopped at the main building, which was an old two-story wooden structure. The door on the bus opened, and a guy with a Smokey the Bear hat came on the bus. He said, “You are now in HELL. Get off this bus, you maggots, Go, go, go.” Everyone jumped to their feet pushing and shoving to get off the bus. For the first time, I could really feel that warm muggy southern air hit me in the face like a ton of bricks. Once everyone was off the bus, we were told to fall in with our belongings. Most guys just stood there wondering what “fall in” meant, including myself. Then, the drill instructor tried to make us march inside the building. Once inside the building, we were left to stand at attention all night in this hot place. In the morning we had our hair cut off, then went for our medical testing. The Navy corpsmen were using some kind of guns to give us shots in both arms at the same time. One shot me in the left and the other in the right. I moved during the shots, causing blood to come running down my left arm to my fingers. The next day we received our clothing and sea bags. They marched us (I dragged) over to the 3rd battalion, which was called “Disneyland” because the buildings were made of bricks. It was not like the 1st and 2nd battalions, which were the older wooden buildings. The brick buildings were much newer and much cooler in the summertime.


  For the first two weeks we marched and did a lot of physical training while we waited to fill our platoon. We only had about 60 guys, and we needed 80 to start our training. In a few days a group of guys from Georgia joined our platoon, and we were permanently assigned bunks. My luck, I had so many guys from Georgia around me it felt funny. These guys all had a funny accent, something I really never heard before. I always thought everyone talked like me in the States. I introduced myself and said I was from New York. They said they could tell, whatever that meant. With our platoon filled, we still had to wait for more platoons to form a company. When that was completed, we started our training.


  We were up at 3 A.M. and ran three miles before breakfast. Most of the time we ran with full gear on: packs, rifles and helmets. We ran in formation, four men across and the platoon banner flying high in the right front as we ran at double time. I always started out in the middle of the formation, and I tried to stay up with the guy in front of me, right up on his tail. The more we ran, the hotter I got, and that was only the first mile. The second mile, my head started to pulsate from the heat of my body and the blood pounding through my veins. As time went on, it was hard for me to see because the sweat was rolling down my face into my eyes. The third mile, I could hardly see at all. I found myself dropping back to the rear of the formation. It was hard at this point to even find a straight line to follow. Guys were dropping out all over the road. They would just take their last few steps off to the side of the road and crash to the ground like lead weights and not even stir. Behind the formation were medical teams in jeeps. Corpsmen were jumping out of the jeeps and running to the guys that had gone down with heat exhaustion or heat stroke. In most cases, it was heat exhaustion. I had never known people to beg for water. As I neared the end of the run, I found myself running dead last, but I was still running. Okay, how’s “trotting” then? I was always the last man in but I was still standing, weaving some, but still standing. The drill instructor (DI) would always be yelling, “Here comes Tail End Charlie” as I neared the finish line—if there was a line. I guess the DI was the finish line. I would pass the DI a few feet and stop. I had to bend over and try to regain my breathing. I felt like I wanted to throw up my guts and my heart along with them. The DI always had a look on his face like he wanted to kick my ass for being last. Thank God for the Junior DI. He always reminded the DI that at least I had made it. With the run over, the DI would give the command to put the gear up and then take us to chow. I always liked mealtime because we got to sit down, which we never did too much of.


  As always, we marched to the mess hall. Once there, the DI would give the command for single file into the mess and for fat bodies to fall in on the rear. Fat bodies were usually tall and fat guys who had a hard time running. That was something I never had to worry about. I was only 125 pounds. If I turned sideways I was marked AWOL. These poor guys were just given lettuce, tomato or even sometimes a banana. I must say, by the time we graduated these guys were slimmed down and in the best shape of anyone in the platoon. I always found the food to be great. I loved it but in boot camp I never found enough time to eat, as we had to be outside in formation before the DI’s. The DI’s ate fast. But then, they never had to wait in line for their chow.


  When chow was over, our day of training really started. We trained in Close Order Drill all the time, no matter where we went. There were days I felt just like giving up. The courses we had to do made me feel like it was my last day of my life. We had Rope Climbing, which was not bad; I did well in that in high school. The physical training I was in shape for, and I always passed the strength tests. The one course I feared the most was the Confidence Course. I had no confidence. The Slide for Life was where I thought I really would get killed. The Slide for Life was a rope suspended about 30 feet up, between two platforms. The platforms were 100 feet apart over a muddy pond of water. The DI would yell at the guys from the side of the pond, “Don’t you fall,” and then he watched them fall. Most guys that fell came out walking or crawling like they were just run over by a truck. The water was only a few feet deep, but the thought of being wet and covered with mud for the day was not good. While the DI was watching everyone cross over, I was passing up my turn to the guys behind me to go up to the platform. There were a few guys there that were just not going up no matter what, until the DI realized it and came over to us. He promised to kick everyone’s ass that didn’t go up there. With that, I found myself going up the ladder and my legs feeling very weak with each step I took. On the platform a fear came over me, and I could not move at all. The more I looked down, the worse it became. The DI was yelling, “You’re only coming down one way, and that’s falling or going across the rope.” Somehow, I managed to get myself on the rope. I felt my body locking up inside as I tried to stop the rope from shaking. When it stopped, I pulled hand over hand about a foot but the rope started to shake again, I thought I was going down. When the rope stopped shaking again I heard the guys on the ground yelling, “You’re going to make it, you can do it.” My luck, I peered down at the guys and that was it, I lost grip and my body dropped from the rope but somehow, I don’t know how, I managed to still be hanging by my hands. I got my foot over the rope and went hand over hand again but this time I was upside down. How I made it across I’m still not sure but I did know one thing and that was I never had such a feeling of overcoming fear like this. And to think I didn’t get wet. I walked all around the guys that were standing in a group that made it across, for the first time I really felt great, I was so proud of myself, I was part of the team.


  When it was too hot, the black flag would go up on the base, meaning no more physical training, just reading and school circles. The DI’s did not like that, so they took us inside our barracks and made us PT forever and ever, as they put it. You had to have a puddle of sweat one foot in diameter on the floor before we could rest for a minute. We trained seven days a week. We had one hour free from seven to eight each night to shit, shower and shave. If you had time (which I did, I never had to shave) they told you to write a letter to Mom so they would not get phone calls at the base about how their little boy was doing. I found it very hard in boot camp. Sometimes I think I was homesick but I knew someday it would be over. I just didn’t know how it would be over. We were outside the mess hall after dinner on Memorial Day in formation and a Sergeant was walking by. He stopped to tell us that next Memorial Day they would be honoring us. I didn’t understand what he meant by that at the time, but it would stay on my mind for a long time.


  It was a few days later (June 2), and we were outside the mess hall again in formation. My DI called me out of formation and took me over to the side. I thought sure I was going to get my ass kicked for something. With a sorry look on his face, which I had never seen before, he said he had some bad news for me. He told me my father had had a stroke and was not expected to live. For a moment I stood there in disbelief, I felt so helpless. I asked if I could go and see him, but he said they wouldn’t let me as long as I was in training. So they let me make a phone call home. My Mom asked if I could come home. I had to tell her there was no way. I asked how Dad was doing. She said he was still hanging in there. The DI said he would put me in for a hardship discharge and see if I could get home faster that way. My father seemed to be doing well, but he would be paralyzed on his left side for good. He could no longer work. I just wished that I could see him.


  A few days later, the DI came to the squad bay and said that Robert Kennedy had just been shot and killed. It seemed that people were going nuts out there. Most of the guys were sitting on their locker boxes cleaning gear when he told us about Kennedy. Most of us just looked at each other in shock or amazement, but we were in another world at the moment and just went on with our lives not saying much about it.


  As time went on, I felt I was getting the hang of this whole nightmare. I came to believe that this was just a mind game and would all go away soon. Funny, I have a story to show you what a mind game it was. One morning I didn’t have time to put my prayer book in my locker box, so I put it under my pillow and ran to formation. At the end of the day when we returned, we found all the bunks taken apart by the DI’s. Now the only bunk that was not torn up was mine. I stood there wondering why as all the guys looked around for their sheets and pillows. Oh, how the guys hated it when their bunks were torn up. All I had to do was straighten my pillow on my bunk and that’s when I realized why my bunk was not taken apart. The big bad DI didn’t have the heart. He was too soft to throw my prayer book into the wind. I left my prayer book there the next day to see if I was right, and as I expected my bunk was not touched. It was from that day on that I realized the DI was not there to break us. He was there to make us the best Marines this country could put out.


  By the middle of July training was coming to an end, and for the first time we were trying on our dress uniforms for graduation. One by one we stepped up to the Senior DI for inspection. To my surprise, he asked me where the hell I came from. I said, “I have been here the whole time, sir.” He said, “I never kicked your ass.” I said, “No, sir.” He said, “You need a new uniform blouse. I think you grew.” He said to take the jacket over to supply and get a larger one. I said, “Yes, sir.” I went back to my bunk and said to the rest of the guys, “I’ll see you guys later. I’m going for a walk by myself to supply.” Oh, this was going to be great, I said to myself. I’m going to be free as a bird. I took off down a broad tree-lined street, really not knowing where I was going but I didn’t care too much. It was just great to be out and on my own. I was so happy that I was walking like Charlie Chaplin, going up and down on the curb as I walked. A few minutes had gone by when an olive green car passed by and stopped about 40 feet ahead of me. For a second I thought they were stopping to give me a ride, but as I neared the rear window a voice asked me to come over to the car. I leaned over and looked in. “Marine, what do you do when you see a General?” someone asked. Wow, all I could see was the passenger who had so many shining silver stars on his collar. I didn’t know what to do or say. I was then told a salute was in order when you see a General in a car. I said, “Yes, sir,” and gave a salute. The General asked where I was headed, and I told him. He said, “Have a good day, Marine.” I said, “Yes, sir,” and saluted him again. As the car pulled away, I noticed three or four stars on a red flag on the bumper. After that I took off like a jackrabbit to supply and made it back to the barracks like lightning.


  How I made it that far, I’ll never really know. As much as I hated it, as much as I suffered and wanted to cry, I think I was the proudest person in the world.


  On July 25, 1968, graduation was held on the parade field for final review. I just stood there and wondered how I had made it. To think who had stood on this very field before me and earned the title, “United States Marine,” men who later fought at Belleau Wood, Guadalcanal, Iwo Jima and Khe Sanh. I think it was then that I realized what that Sergeant meant about next Memorial Day.


  We graduated with only 78 guys and some of those guys were picked up from other platoons after retraining. The next day we boarded buses for the five-hour ride to Camp Lejeune.


  



  Camp Lejeune


  At Camp Lejeune we received our Military Occupational Specialities, or MOSs (jobs). When we got there by bus, they called us out by name and broke us down into job groups. I told my group I was with motor transportation. They said they had never been told what their jobs would be. I told them my recruiter put me in for motor transportation. “Great,” the guys said, “so that’s what we are all in.” Within a few minutes we were told to get in the cattle cars (big trucks with long box trailers) for the fifteen-mile ride to the rifle range, commonly known as Stone Bay. Little did I know this was where they trained riflemen.


  Stone Bay was far from the main base, which meant we had to take the cattle cars to our training every day. The base was small, with one main street after you passed the front gate. As you drove in, the barracks were on the left side of the street. On the other side were the sickbay, administration, etc. The buildings were made of bricks, and I was assigned to the last building across from the range. Training here was not like boot camp. We could talk now and walk about freely. But when we had to fall in, that was all over. I was given an M-16 A1 rifle, not like the M-14 I had in boot camp. I still did not know why I needed this, since I was going to be a driver. One day, after training for two weeks, we came out of the woods and were standing on the side of the road waiting for our ride. This training was getting to me. I was looking around, and I saw a Sergeant sitting in a jeep. I went over to him and asked, “Excuse me, Sergeant, can you tell me when we start to learn how to drive. I’m a driver. My recruiter put me in for it.” He quickly turned to me and said, “Boy, you have all the equipment you’re ever going to get in the Marine Corps.” I said, “But all I have is my rifle.” With a big smile on his face, he said, “That’s it, boy, you’re a rifleman.” He drove off without looking back. I stood there for a minute in disbelief. How could this happen? I thought my government knew how to pick the right man for the right job. Wait until I write home, I thought they are all going to fall through the floor.


  Training was over by the end of September and everyone received their orders for Vietnam except three guys who were in the reserves. I didn’t even know they had reserves. These guys trained on weekends. I had to stay with the training company there, because I was waiting for a hearing on my hardship discharge along with another three guys who had stayed for medical hearings. The months dragged on and one day one of the guys was telling me that he knew he was not going to get his discharge because of his bad toe and he was going to go over the hill because, he said, he was not going to die in Vietnam. A few nights later he woke me in the middle of the night and asked me to go with him over the hill. He said he was not going to go to Vietnam. He kept telling me that it was where they were going to send me, so I had better go with him. Without lifting my head from my bed I told him, “As scared as I am, I couldn’t run.” I knew most likely they were going to send me to Vietnam, but I could never face my family if I ran. I could never look my brother in the face again. I told him to go back to bed and not to worry, things would work out. I was getting out of bed the next morning when two Sergeants came in and asked me about the guy that had gone over the hill. Holy shit, I said to myself, he did it! I told them that he had talked about it but that I thought he would never do it. They said the M.P.’s were on their way to Long Island. That’s where he lived.


  In December I was transferred to the main base at Camp Lejeune for my hearing. In the meantime, I was given a four-day pass to go home for Christmas. I got a ride home in a car with someone going up to New York. It was great to see everyone again, even my little sister. How I missed home. I couldn’t believe I was home. I had a great time with everyone, and my father was out of danger of dying, which made everything perfect.


  My first stop on leave was Maureen’s house. When I pulled up, all I could see were the Christmas lights in her frosted windows. What a warm feeling came over me. Maureen had not known I was coming home for Christmas. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t known I was coming home for Christmas. After a warm welcome from her parents, we went out for a ride to our favorite spot, “White Castle.” Well, our second favorite spot. Our favorite spot was down the road in between the railroad tracks.


  I had such a great time at home seeing my friends, but some of the people I knew were still uneasy about me being in the Marines. Christmas Eve, everyone went to midnight mass. On Christmas day, we had dinner at my house, then Maureen and I went to her house for dinner. Everything worked out great. We even got to stop down by the railroad tracks. It was so hard to say goodbye. The time had gone so fast. I told everyone everything was going to be fine and I had it made in the Marines.


  When I arrived back at the main gate of the base after Christmas leave, I got out of the cab and started to walk in. The guard stopped me and asked where I was going. I said, “Back to my company.” He asked if I was there to see a brother or something. I told him I was in the Marines. He asked me how old I was. I said, “Why?” He said I looked like I was fourteen or fifteen. He would have to check my identification with the company. It was very dark out, and I stood under the only light they had shining down from the guard station while I waited. In a few minutes the company Sergeant came down to the gate and verified I was in the Marines. I rode back to the company with the Sergeant and he began to say how all there were in the Marines were kids, but they were the best kids in the world.


  For the next few weeks I found myself doing guard duty around the women marines’ barracks and doing mess hall duty. It was a pain in the neck doing guard duty around the women’s barracks. They would always be hanging out the window trying to get our attention. The worst was when they threw water on our heads as we walked by, leaving us pretty mad. Thank God, that did not last too long. I was put on mess hall duty within a few days. I always found the food in the service to be outstanding, so this was a great place for me to work. I was assigned to the pot shack to wash all the pots and pans in the mess hall by myself. This was not so bad, until I found out that the WM’s were doing the cooking. They would use pots like there was no tomorrow. On New Year’s Eve, they were all trying to finish up very fast so they could go to the enlisted club for a party. I had pots up to my neck and did not finish until two in the morning. But that was not so bad, because I found out the next day that most of the WM’s, and the guys, were in trouble for overzealous sexual behavior. Most of them were brought up on charges the next day. For some reason, I didn’t have too many pots to clean that day.


  Since I had returned from my short leave at Christmas, the weeks had seemed to fly by. One day in mid January I was told to report in the morning to headquarters for my hearing. I knew the day was coming, and somehow I really didn’t care; I just wanted it over. The hard part now was getting my full dress uniform ready for the hearing in the morning. I was still not sure how to properly wear the uniform. I arrived at headquarters early in the morning. I stood outside just staring at the building; it was so large it reminded me of the U.S. Capitol. I had this feeling I was dead once I went inside. I sat outside the hearing room for a long time before my name was called. Then that moment came. “Private Jensen!” I jumped up and entered the double doors I was surprised to see the room empty except for five or six officers sitting on an elevated platform bench behind a hardwood railing. I noticed the whole room was made of highly polished hardwood. I had never seen anything like it before in my life. I was ordered to have a seat in the front row by one of the officers. I sat there just watching their faces as they talked among themselves. As I waited for them to ask me some questions, I had the chance to study each one’s face. After that, I could hear the tune “OVER THERE, OVER THERE.” I had a feeling I should just go back to the barracks and pack my bags for Vietnam.


  Finally, one officer asked me a few small questions, then the big question: “Is your sister a liability or an asset to your mother?” I know my sister, and we had our moments, but I loved her dearly. We were very close. I answered, “Yes, she’s an asset to my mother.” Then, somehow based on that question the hearing came to an end, and I was told I would be notified of their decision.


  Early the next morning, I was told by the sergeant that my request had been turned down and that they were cutting orders for me to go to Vietnam after a longer leave at home. I was to report to Camp Pendleton in 30 days. Later, I found out that the last question they asked me at the hearing was about money. I thought they were asking me if my sister was a good kid. Somehow, I don’t think they knew my sister was only fourteen years old. I think they thought she was going to support my mother. To think all I had wanted was to see my father back in June after his stroke.


  I arrived home in late January with a good feeling. It was such a great time to see my Mom, sister, brother and my father. Maureen was there waiting for me, too. Oh, I can’t forget my dog, Penny. She would not stop jumping on me for days. In a few days, I started to go out to see some friends down at the old Food Parade. Maureen and I were out every night. With luck, it started to snow and snow, until we had about twenty inches. Maureen and I didn’t go far, but who cared? We spent most of our time together in my mother’s car. One thing Maureen and I wanted to do was go horseback riding, which we loved to do at Forest Park. The day we went riding with a group of friends, the trails were covered with snow and ice. We rode down a few streets before we entered the park, but once off the streets the horses really had no footing with all the ice. We made it over a few hills, but from then on we got off the horses and walked them. We came to a clearing and stopped and tied the horses to trees. Like kids, the guys had to make snowballs and to throw them at the girls. Before you knew it, everyone was rolling on the ground playing in the snow. In a while when everyone had calmed down, it seemed it was time for them to light up. I could tell by the smell what everyone was up to, so I suggested to Maureen we take the horses and go for a walk down the trail. Maureen started to talk about the plans she had while I was away in Vietnam. It wasn’t long before we heard everyone yelling that they were freezing to death and wanted to go back. Hearing that, Maureen and I headed back to the stables with everyone. One night we spent sleigh-riding with our friends from Food Parade near the off-ramp of the Long Island Expressway at Queens Boulevard. I don’t think I ever had so much fun in all my life as we did that night. The next day I had to go and see my Dad, and my grandmother who were now living at my Uncle Bill’s house. I went out to clear the snow from my mother’s car, and it took me the better part of the day. I went inside to warm up for a while. When I came back out, I was shocked to see the snowplow had come through and covered her car with hard-packed snow. It was hard driving for the next week, but I did get to see my father and everyone else before I had to go. I really found it hard to see my Dad just sitting there. It was hard to believe that he went to bed one night like Superman and woke in the morning paralyzed for life. He was 46. While I was there seeing him, he asked me to sit and watch Gomer Pyle, USMC, with him. I must say, I liked that show, myself. And my poor grandmother, she just sat there, at the kitchen table, peering into the living room at me in my uniform. I finally realized how hard it must have been for her to see me in that uniform. She had been through so much with four sons in World War II. One had gone down with his ship, and another had been wounded and missing for three months.


  My last night before I had to leave, Maureen and I stopped down at the old railroad tracks for the last time. After an hour or two, we took a walk to the bridge that went over the Long Island Expressway in Elmhurst, near the old gas tanks. We walked to the middle of the bridge and said our last goodbye. It was then that she put her high school ring on my left pinky finger and asked me to wear it every day. We made a pact to meet on that bridge a year later.


  Well, the time had come when I had to say goodbye to my Mom. It was one of the hardest things I had to do in my life. She took me to the airport, and off I went with a one-way ticket. I would have felt better if it had been a round-trip ticket. I checked in at Camp Pendleton, California that night and met a few friends who were now going to Vietnam. One of the first things they had me do was go over to supply for more clothes. How funny it was. They finally gave me a field jacket, which was too big for me, but they said I would grow into it. I had no idea why they would give me a jacket going to a hot place like Vietnam. Well, they know best, I thought.


  During this time, Southern California was getting a lot of rain. We were on standby to go to fill sandbags in some nearby towns because of flooding. After that, we were sent to a little place called Las Pulgas for more training. We were there for only a few days when I was awakened early one morning to find out that a guy four bunks from me had died in his sleep from spinal meningitis. I did not know him, but now I found myself quarantined for ten days. They took our beds and gave us new ones and roped off the area. When it was time to eat, someone would bring the food to the rope, drop it on the ground and leave. Then a few guys would go outside and get it. Otherwise, we didn’t eat.
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  Quarantined for spinal meningitis.


  



  Well, the ten days were up, and on to POW training we went, which I found to be very boring and sad. We were told we must do all we could to escape. We were taught to make shoes out of rabbits. You caught a rabbit, picked him up by his back legs, held him upside down and using your hand, with one shot to the head, killed him. Then you cut him up and made shoes so you could get away. They did this for every class. I felt so bad for the little rabbits. This was the last phase of my training, and I still did not know what the hell I was doing!


  It was now the end of March and we were on our way to the Republic of Vietnam. We stopped in Hawaii, Guam and then Okinawa, where we stayed for about a week or so. It now started to become real. I had hoped the Paris peace talks would end this war before I got here. Maybe they should have had the talks in the demilitarized zone in Vietnam. That would have moved their little asses. I was now at Camp Hansen, Okinawa, which was a nice place to stay, but this was the place where they gave me all my shots. The big one in my ass hurt. I asked the Navy corpsman, “Why so many shots?” He said, “You need them where you’re going, and you have been assigned to KILO company, 3rd Battalion, 26th Marines. These guys are fighting every day making a name for themselves.” Well, my heart fell to the floor and I broke out in a sweat. In the morning we had to fall in, outside in the street. On my side, everyone was going to Vietnam (RVN). On the other side of the street, CONUS (or Continental United States), the men were coming home from Vietnam. There had to be at least 500 on each side of the street. The men coming back looked so bad, with sun-baked faces, their hands in the pockets of worn-out jungle uniforms and boots worn down to the white. They stood there, stripped of their armor, with such sad faces. The faces were not for themselves, but for the guys going over. As one of them said to me “We’re going home now. Some of you will never go home.” I felt so depressed.


  The few days we were at Camp Hansen we did get liberty at night to go in to Kin, a village outside the main gate. My friend Bill and I went into the village to see what was going on. Mostly it was a lot of drinking, people running around and some red light areas. I sure was surprised and amazed to see how things worked in other parts of the world. I knew one thing: They were doing great business. I guess with these guys knowing they may never be coming home again, they were going to make the most of it. With not much more for us to do that night and low on money we went back to camp. When we stepped into the barracks, we were told to pack up, we were leaving for Vietnam in the morning. I just stood there for a minute not moving. I looked around and no one was saying anything. Most guys sat down along the side of their bunks and wrote some letters home. They all knew it would be a long time before we got mail again. They had told us it could be weeks before our mail caught up with us, with all the moving we were going to be doing.


  Just then, one guy came in and said they had a HAM radio operator over near headquarters making calls back to the States for us. I jumped up, put my letters away, ran over there and put my name on the list. It wasn’t long before they called me, but they had to give me the rules first. They told me when I stopped talking to say “over” and not to say where I was going, what my new address would be or when I was going. The call was made for me, and I got my Mom. She could not believe I was calling. She told me everyone was fine and that Maureen was coming over every day. She asked so many questions. “Where are you?” “What is going to be your new address?” The radio operator blocked me out, just in case. It was good I didn’t have much time on the radio. My heart was breaking with the thought of never talking to my Mom again. I said, “I love you, Mom,” and the radio went dead. My time was up. “You okay, buddy?” the operator asked. I said, “I have an allergy; my eyes are like this all the time.” “Yup,” the operator said, “We have a lot of that over here.” I slowly walked back to the barracks with the killing thought that I might never go home again. I packed my gear and lay down for some sleep, but I was awake all night just wondering what was really going to happen.


  III


  



  Hill 55


  
    And to 3/26 Marines: Do not leave the Hill 55 for your safety because the bounty on each of you are double.

  


  
    —Hanoi Hanna

  


  
    Broadcast, March 30, 1969.

  


  



  On April 5, 1969, I was aboard Braniff Airlines. We landed about 5:30 P.M. in Da Nang. I was one of the first to leave the plane, and that was not by choice. When the door opened, I was hit with intense heat from outside the aircraft. I felt this was only a dream. I really didn’t believe I was here in the combat zone. I stepped out of the aircraft onto a moveable stairway and was directed to move as fast as I could to the liaison building across the airfield. Once inside the screened-in building that was surrounded with dark green sandbags, we just stood there like kids waiting for our mother to tell us everything was okay and what we should do next. That night I stayed on the second floor of a two-story wooden barracks with sand-covered plywood floors. The room was bare and lined with naked canvas cots. I laid down on one of the cots and started talking to some of the guys, about how it would feel to be in the 26th Marines tomorrow, when they came to pick us up and take us to the unit. Someone said the rear of the company was at Hill 55, eight miles southwest of Da Nang, and that’s where we were going first. We were just having this little talk, when, CA BOOM, CA BOOM, CA BOOM! “Incoming!” It shook the building like an earthquake and shook us all off the cots. We hit the floor. We did not know which way to go. My heart was pounding with fear. The sweat started to pour down my face as my body locked up. We were afraid the next shell was going to hit us. Then someone said we had to find a bunker. “There is a bunker outside,” someone yelled. As we were crawling to get out, a corporal walked in and said, “What the hell is up with you guys? What are you doing on the floor?” We said, “We are trying to get to the bunker outside before we get hit.” With a big smile on his face, the Corporal said, the shells were not coming in, they were going out: “They are our shells. We do this every night.” It was funny to see everyone jump up and make like they knew that as they slowly went back to their cots. We laid there and never said a word. We fell asleep one by one in our uniforms.


  



  [image: ]


  A model view of an NVA bunker.


  



  The next morning came fast, and we were on our way to the liaison unit to meet up with the 26th Marines. When we got there, the jeeps were waiting for us. We put our gear in and off we went to Hill 55. The ride took us through the outskirts of Da Nang, which was a sight to see. The streets were lined with little shacks made of what looked like leftover trash; it reminded of a dump yard. These were the poorest people I had ever seen, I never knew people lived like that before. After what seemed a long ride, we made it to Hill 55. I asked the driver, “When do we get our rifles?” He said we would get them when we checked in at the office and supply tent.


  Hill 55 was a little rise sitting out among the rice paddies with fingers coming off the sides. It was funny, but there was no grass on this hill, just pure soft dirt. They finally gave me my rifle (M-16 A1), which could be semi-automatic or full automatic. They had run out of Marine camouflage jungles, so I was given a pair of Army green jungles. This place was a little hell, I thought. It had tents with about 20 cots to a tent and dirt floors. Inside our tent sat a few lonely Marines who had been wounded the week before. They never said a word to us, and they would just look up at us from time to time to see what we were doing. They would talk if you asked them a question but other than that they just sat there looking like they were in shock. When dark came, I had to go out to a foxhole on the side of the finger to stand watch. I was with a guy who had been wounded in the head and was waiting to go back out to his company. The company was on an operation called Oklahoma Hills in Happy Valley, near Hill 1166 on Charlie Ridge, which was a remote jungle area in the mountains about eighteen miles southwest of Da Nang.
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  Hill 55—First day in Vietnam.


  
    

  


  The sun was starting to set as we began our two-hour watch. I told the guy I didn’t believe I was sitting in a foxhole in Vietnam. He asked me what I did back in the real world. I told him I went to high school and worked part-time in a supermarket as the produce man. I asked him what he did, and much to my surprise he said he was a mortician and that he liked his job. An eerie feeling came over me. Just the thought of death turned me off, and I found I had no more to talk about with him. I just did my watch. As our watch came to an end, I found myself in great pain in my crotch area. When I stood up, the guy looked at me. He asked me if I still had my underpants on. I said, “Yeah!” I thought this guy was nuts asking about my underwear. After I waddled around like a duck for a few hours, the guy asked me again if I had my underwear on. He said, “Grunts don’t wear underpants in Nam.” He told me to take them off and dig a hole and bury them. I said to him, “Bury them where?” He said, “Out there in front of our position.” I said, “Oh God, please don’t shoot me when I’m out there okay?” “Oh, stop worrying. I’m not going to shoot you. But just don’t take too long out there; someone else may shoot you,” he said laughing.


  I went back to the tent and laid my rifle on my cot (known as a “rack”) so no one would take that bed. It turned out to be a bad move. Bill was there and said we could get some soda up at the command supply bunker. So up the hill we went. There was always one guy who knew how to get things no one else could get. He knew how to run a business no matter where he was. We walked in and asked if we could get a soda, and the guy said, “You guys just got here. Here, the sodas are on me.” “Hey,” I said to Bill as we started back, “this is not so bad a place—free soda.” We had walked about twenty feet when a mortar hit just behind us. I turned around to see fire and smoke coming from the ground. We stood there stunned in our tracks. We did not move. The mortar rounds started to come in all around us. Someone started to yell “Incoming!” We still didn’t move. We were frozen in fear and disbelief. Then a voice from the command bunker yelled out at us, “Hope you two lovebirds have a flack jacket to split between you.” That must have made us move, because we took off running to get our rifles and get on the lines. As we passed the shower tanks, a mortar round hit them. We made it to the tent, but I could not find my rifle. It was too dark. Again my heart was pounding out of my chest. I tried frantically, turning over cots, to find my rifle. Luck was on my side and I found my rifle. I could hear voices yelling to us to get on the lines, that an assault might be coming next. I ran as fast as I could to my post, where I stayed for the night.


  The next day I found myself in the company-office tent. I told the clerk I wanted to change my will. Without even looking at me, he opened a green trunk that turned into a desk with a black typewriter and handed me the form. Somehow I had this feeling things were not going to go the way I thought they would. I just had this urge to leave Maureen something. I changed the will, leaving Maureen $500 of the $10,000 my family would get if something happened to me. I gave the form back to the clerk and just stood there wondering how this could all be happening. It was hard to believe that the company office was in a trunk on a powder-dirt floor in a tent. Just then, Bill came looking for me and asked what I was up to. I told him I just changed my will. He didn’t think that was such a good idea. Bill and I just stood around watching everyone come and go from the tent, trying to figure out what was going on. The sun was shining bright, and it was getting very hot. Our thoughts turned to home for a minute, and we talked about how much fun it would be to go horseback riding on a day like this in the park. The next second we were back in Vietnam. Someone came in the tent and told the clerk to have every man ready to go out to the company. The choppers were coming in with the wounded. Gee, for a second I wondered who they were going to send. Then the clerk told us to get our gear and get down to the LZ (landing zone): “The company is under fire and they need every man.” I said I didn’t have any 782 gear (helmet, canteens, flack jacket, poncho, poncho liner, pack and belt). Now the yelling started, “Move out, let’s go.” I was told to get to the LZ fast and when the chopper came in with the dead and wounded, I was to take their gear and get on the chopper. Bill and I didn’t have time to say anything to each other; we just ran for our rifles and took off for the LZ. As I ran I wondered what I was going to do when I got out there on the lines. Was I going to run? Would I freeze up? And if I got hit, would I just lie there? Would I see who shot me? Would I cry? The chopper landed as I arrived at the LZ. The LZ was a small area with what looked to me like metal flooring on the ground and a surrounding wall of sandbags about four feet high. The roaring of the chopper was so loud that they only used hand signals to let me know what to do. As the stretchers came off, there was a guy grabbing the gear off the chests of the wounded and throwing it on the ground near the wall. I started grabbing the gear off the bodies on the stretchers and I went over to the wall to get the rest of my gear. I found the gear I needed but some of the canteens had bullet holes and blood on them. I found the four good canteens they said I would need out there, and on the chopper I went. I fell into a seat. Within a split second we were off the ground and headed for a “hot” LZ (enemy gun fire). So many things were going through my mind I didn’t have a chance to think about the wounded guys that had just come off the chopper. My mind was turned to what I would do when I landed, would I be hit? Would I go the right way when I got out? Oh, if only my mother knew what I was doing now.
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  Arizona Territory adjacent to Hill 55.


  



  As I looked about inside the chopper, all I could see were grim faces. Each guy held his rifle between his legs, leaning on it. From time to time I would look at the door gunners. We were now about to land. The chopper was going around in a circle. I could see the LZ. It was many mountains covered with dense vegetation, and on one of them was a small clearing. How could they land on that? No enemy fire yet, and the chopper did squeeze in on top of the trees to land. Out the door we went to see Marines coming out from under the trees and brush to help us find cover. By then the chopper was gone. Once on the ground, the platoon commander came over and greeted us and introduced us to the squad leaders. Then we were on our way to the base camp, which was a good walk along the mountain ridge in heavy terrain. The perimeter ran in a circle on the ridgeline. Each position had a foxhole and shelters made with ponchos. Some guys did not even use a poncho. They rolled up in their poncho liner to sleep, even in the rain. I tried to walk around to some of the positions and talk to some of the guys, but they did not talk very much. They would just sit and clean their rifles or write letters home. Most of the guys paired off with a buddy. I was with a guy named Ray. He was very soft spoken, well educated and from the upper Midwest. We were assigned to the 2nd squad in the 2nd platoon, Kilo Company. There were only two platoons on this hill—2nd and 3rd. The 1st was off helping another company. I found it to be very lonely and sometimes depressing. It was so quiet in the daytime that you didn’t even know your men were there on the hill with you. You could hardly see the position next to you.


  They wasted no time taking us out on patrol. My squad left late in the afternoon for a patrol down one of the fingers, where there was a trail that was used by the North Vietnamese Army. We moved out down the hill ten paces apart. I was in the middle of the patrol with Ray and a guy by the name of Sal, whom I had known back in the States, but who had come over here five months earlier. I was scared as we moved along, stopping every few minutes to get down while a point man would check out the area. If he felt there might be an ambush, we waited until he said all was clear. We would then move out again. There was no talking, just hand signals, as we went deeper down the trail. Everything was so quiet and peaceful, it was hard to think a war was on. We passed an enemy bunker that had been knocked out a few days ago. We kept moving right past, as if there weren’t dead bodies a few feet away. I could not understand how they could just walk by like that with enemy bodies all over bodies sitting there with their mouths open and maggots crawling in and out of them. Some of the soldiers sat there like they were still alive; still in full uniform with their eyes wide open. We had to walk by fast since the smell was so bad: It was the worst smell anyone could ever smell, a smell you never forgot. I was in shock; I started to become sick to my stomach as I passed over the dead. About ten minutes later, we stopped. They signaled us to get down and watch the flank. I saw a big rock, so I moved behind it. I felt as if a bullet was going to go through me anytime. I was watching down the side of the finger when I saw an NVA girl with long, jet-black hair down in the ravine. For a split second, seeing a girl tripped my mind. I guess I had always figured this was a guy thing. I never thought I’d see a girl fighting. I was going to shoot, but I was afraid it would give our position away. I tried to let Sal know, but before I could, they gave the signal to head back to the base camp.


  Life at the base camp was very somber. When it was time to eat, which was anytime you were hungry or had time, you would share your c-rations with your buddy. He would give you what he didn’t like, and you gave him what you didn’t like. Just like that you had a meal that tasted like home. Not really, but it was good. I always had Ray’s ham and eggs. They would be my favorite meal in ’Nam. Everyone would trade with me. It was great. I just loved them, vacuum packed in a can. Eating and sleeping, or just laying there dreaming of home, was a favorite pastime for most guys. Now it was my time to dream of home—after eating.


  Some nights we would go out on LP’s (listening posts). That meant we went outside the perimeter, down the trail a few hundred feet, and just sat there all night waiting for the enemy to come. One night I was on LP, which was only a four-man team. I had second watch, and I must have been so tired that I fell asleep with my eyes open. The command post would call on the radio every 15 minutes. When we got back in the morning, the company commander asked if I had fallen asleep. He said I hadn’t replied to a call from the command post with the okay signal, which was two pushes on the radio button. I said no, but then again I don’t know, because it was so dark I could not tell if I was awake or asleep. Everyone started to tell the commander that I had been too scared to fall asleep. The commander seemed to like that reason, and he let it go. On some of the LP’s, the rock apes kept us up all night throwing rocks at us, but we were not allowed to shoot them or we would give our position away.


  Never let it be said that the guys did not have a sense of humor. It was my first turn to walk point, my initiation. We started as a squad size patrol. Little did I know I was being set up. I moved very slowly down the trail stopping to check every little thing out. I would watch the trees, listen to birds, and smell the air before I would move on. Each step I took was a sure one. Then, I came upon an NVA soldier in full uniform, sitting in the trail with a cigarette in his mouth. I jumped about five feet to my left and opened fire, hitting him in the arm and chest. The only thing was, he was already dead. The guys had stood him up and put a lit cigarette in his mouth before I got there. What a gag!
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  Lt. John M. Joyce, April 16, 1969.


  



  On days we did not go on patrol, we had to fill the positions for 2nd platoon, because they went out on patrol. I was sitting at one of the positions under a tree trying to fix my camera, when all of a sudden a large rat, about the size a cat, jumped on the back of my neck and bit me. Thank God, I was wearing my flack jacket, because it covered my neck. I grabbed him and threw him off, leaving a little hole in the jacket. It was hard to believe that I still had a sense of peacefulness in these woods.


  Ray and I never made a shelter for ourselves. We would roll up in our poncho liners and sleep, until one day I said to Ray, “How about we take the ponchos and put yours on the ground then we put mine on top of us? It would be just like home.” There was one problem. The ground we were sleeping on went downhill. All night long, we would be yelling at each other for pulling the cover off as we slid unknowingly downhill. In the morning we would find ourselves ten feet away from where we started the night before. Ray was all wrapped up in the poncho liner by himself, sleeping like a baby. I couldn’t help myself. I just started to yell, “I feel sorry for the girl that marries you. She is going to slap the shit out of you if you ever pull the covers like that.” Someone from the foxhole next to us thought it was funny and yelled at us to get a divorce. I don’t think Ray or I spoke for a few hours after that, but he did give me his ham and eggs for chow.


  Every three days was a special day for us if the chopper could get in with re-supplies of water, food, SP’s and mail from home. We never could take a shower or wash up, because we needed the water so badly. They could never send much, because we might have to move out at any time. They would send us a bottle of ketchup, and sometimes fruit cocktail in a gallon can. I would sit there all day eating fruit cocktail. If only I had had a TV.


  On April 16, 1969, the squad leaders had a meeting at the command post with the lieutenant and captain about the mission we were going on the next day with 2nd platoon. The squad leader, “Gunny” as we called him, came back to us and told us we were going down into the 141st NVA base camp and hospital to blow it up. I did not like that at all. I asked how were we going to do this. Gunny said it was a piece of cake: “They are going to do air strikes on it today and tomorrow. There won’t be anyone there.” I told Ray I didn’t like it. “I don’t know how we can just walk in there like this and blow a regiment base camp up with just one platoon.” Ray never said a word. He just made sure his gear was ready.


  



  First Big Firefight


  All morning on April 17, I sat checking my gear. I made sure I had no dents in any of my rounds as I filled my eight magazines with eighteen rounds each. I don’t know why, but if you put twenty in a magazine, it would jam. No one ever loaded twenty. I was taking an extra bandoleer of ammo with me today just to make sure. My canteens were full, and I wrote one fast letter home just in case. Most of the guys were looking forward to this little picnic, for they were hoping to get some souvenirs to sell to navy guys.


  The word came to move to the LZ, where everyone checked their gear again, looked over the maps and made sure we had radio contact. I was given six bandoleers of C-4 to carry, since I was one of the newest guys. It was about 12:30 P.M. as I was standing in the hot sun waiting to move off, when Lt. Joyce came up to me and said, “What are you doing with all that C-4 on you?” I said, “Squad leader gave it all to me to hump.” I told him if I ever got hit with all that C-4 on, I would be gone to heaven. He said, “You’re not going anywhere. Here, let me take some of that for you.” I gave him half of the C-4, and he just looked at me in the eyes for a minute. Then, he walked to the front of the patrol, and off we went down the hill into the jungle. Lt. Joyce, the Platoon Commander, never looked above the men. He worked with them and had concern for their feelings and fears. He was very well liked by everyone. That was the last time I ever spoke to him.


  As we moved along the trail at a fast pace, I could see the damage done to the trees by the air strikes. Some were cut in half; there were holes in the ground ten feet wide; chunks of metal an inch thick were laying on the ground; and some metal eight inches long stuck out of trees. Thank God, the NVA didn’t have jets. It was not too long before we made it to the base camp. We went in about ten paces apart. I could see all the bunkers around the ridgeline of this small valley in the jungle. You could see a good distance, because the small brush had been cleared out by the NVA. One squad was still coming down the hill. My squad was in the valley, and the front squad was going up the other side of it. The patrol had stopped, and the guys in my squad were looking all around. One guy said, “Hey, look what I found. A shovel. I can get ten bucks for this on ship.” I was looking at a little hole in the ground with Ray, wondering what it was, when someone said, “I bet it’s a shit hole.” With that, a tremendous roar of gunfire came from up the hill where the first squad was. We stopped and looked at each other. Who the hell was doing the shooting? The captain, who was with the first squad, made his way down the hill under fire to my squad and said, “We are pinned down. We have wounded.” He ordered my team up the hill on the left flank, and he went back up to the first squad. Hell rained down on us. The NVA opened up on us from the bunkers. The first squad was pinned near the bunker; the third was pinned on the hill behind us. Five of us ran up the hill under fire to the left flank to the front and left of a bunker. I was in shock as I ran. I never thought I would have the nerve to run into the face of enemy fire. Halfway up to the bunker, I closed my eyes and just kept running, waiting to get hit. When I did open my eyes, I found I was at the front of the bunker. I was about three feet away with no cover. Some the other guys found cover behind some logs. For a second, I wondered what I was going to do now. I had thought surely I would never have the guts to really face the enemy. Just then, I had a new fear, the fear of shooting one of our guys by mistake. We had wounded men on the right side of the bunker yelling in pain, but there was nothing we could do until we knocked out the bunker. The screams for medics filled the air. The corpsman with us did try to reach the wounded but there was not much he could do. He couldn’t get to Lt. Joyce, who was now shot about twenty times.


  It took us a few minutes to move in to position to get a hand grenade in the door. The door was on the right side of the bunker near the front. Ray was off about fifteen feet to my left behind a log, and Tim went around back with Sal. The enemy knew I was at the side of their door. They tried to shoot, but could not get me, so they threw a chicom (Chinese hand grenade) at me. I saw it coming, but there was nothing I could do. I put my face down to the ground and it went off. I was in another world, for how long I don’t really know. I didn’t feel like I was there anymore. I could feel the warm blood running down between my legs. I thought I heard the voice of my mother saying, “Why did you have to go?” as I lay there. I thought I was dead! Then I felt a hand on my back. It was Ray, he was checking to see if I was dead. I told him I couldn’t move, that I was hit in the back. I could feel the warm surge of blood. I thought my balls were gone. In a soft, shaken voice, he said, “I don’t think so, Ron. You were hit in the canteens. It’s water running down.” Ray moved back to his position, and within a minute I saw an NVA soldier coming out from the left side, crawling on his knees and hands like a mouse. I aimed for his head. I waited for him to lift his head so I could shoot. When he did, he had glasses on. I stopped and realized it was Tim coming back. Thank God, I did not shoot! (Later, I was to find out that they had thrown two hand grenades at us and that I was out for about ten minutes. Afterward, I found a few cuts and some blood in my right ear.) Tim went back to the other side and Sal made it to the top of the bunker. He inched along the top, looking down at me to make sure we had him covered, and then he dropped a hand grenade in the door of the bunker. All three NVA soldiers inside were killed. The lieutenant had died a few minutes before, after it took us what seemed about a half-hour to knock out the bunker.
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  Lt. John M. Joyce, killed in action April 17, 1969.


  



  Our adrenalin was running high now; we were in killing mode. We were ordered to knock out another two bunkers to our left about 100 feet away. I came down from behind one bunker, dropped in front of the door, and opened fire with everything I had, knocking out that bunker. At this point I did not care if I got killed. This was just too much for me to take. With the third bunker out, we started down to the platoon, which was waiting for us. They had Lt. Joyce in a poncho. He had his eyes open. I went over to help him, saying, “He is still alive,” but they kept telling me he was dead. There was nothing we could do. “He drowned in his own blood,” the corpsman said. I picked him up by his right leg, while looking at a bullet hole in his right inside forearm. There was a burn around the hole. I carried him with three other guys. It was so hard to hold him. He had lost a lot of blood, and it was all over my body and hands that he kept slipping from our hands. Everyone was yelling, “Don’t let him touch the ground,” as we tried to get out of this place as fast as we could, before the NVA hit us again. We had had enough for one day. The guys carrying him had been the guys who were assigned to knock out the bunkers. As we tried to make our way back uphill in heavy terrain, our strength seemed to be fading. We made it to a small cliff on the trail that was about six feet high where Marines were waiting to pull him up and take him the rest of the way. Jake, one of our machine gunners who had given us good cover in the firefight, was covering our rear as we worked so hard to get out of there. I had struggled as fast as my legs would take me. As I neared the top the hill, I could see an opening of sunlight, which was the LZ. Waiting for us were guys to help us up that last step to the LZ. The captain and Jake and a few others stayed on the LZ with the dead for the night. From what I understand, the captain was rubbing Lt. Joyce’s forehead through the rainy night. I crossed over the LZ to the trail that led to our base camp a few hundred feet away. Once there, I sat myself down at my position and rested for a while. Ray was checking some of his gear, then he sat down with his head over his knees, never saying a word, just looking at me once in a while.


  Later that day I found everyone to be in their own world. No one was really talking. No one talked about what had happened. They just went about cleaning their rifles and sleeping. I didn’t understand how they could not talk about it. We had just gotten the shit kicked out of us, and no one had anything to say. Ray did say later that he had never been so frightened.


  It was not long before the mail was passed out that had come in while we were out on the mission. I had two letters, one from my Mom and one from Maureen. These were my first letters in Vietnam; it had taken a few weeks for mail to catch up to me. I opened my Mom’s first. It was bad news. My Mom said my grandmother passed away in her sleep. Her last words had been to my father as she closed her eyes to go to sleep: “Don’t worry, Eddie. Ronnie will come back.” My grandmother had died on the day I landed in Vietnam.
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  Hill 55


  



  I was shaking so badly from the news about my grandmother that I couldn’t wait to open my letter from Maureen. I wondered how much could go wrong in one day. Boy, I was so glad to get Maureen’s letter. I opened her letter and read the first few lines, and then I stopped. At first I thought I was reading it wrong, so I read it again. She said, she was not as strong as she had thought and that she could not wait for me to come home. She said this was her last letter and that was it. Ray kept looking over at me. He knew something was wrong. He could see it in my face. I sat in my foxhole for what seemed like forever, just wondering how I could lose a friend, a grandmother and a girlfriend all in one day, not to mention getting hit, too. I was afraid, I think, to come out of the foxhole. I didn’t know what to do. I felt so alone and deserted. It was a while before I wandered over to near where Ray was sitting, I could see he was very uneasy about asking me what was wrong. I told him about everything that had happened in my family. He kept saying how sorry he was. Then I let him have it. I showed him the letter from Maureen, and he just sat there reading it. He sat there for a few minutes before he would say anything. He just stared into the trees, turning to look back at me a few times before he said anything. Really, there was not much he could say. I think he was in shock knowing how devastated I was, but like the true friend Ray turned out to be, he was always there to give me hope and faith.


  The next morning I was faced with getting the blood out of my uniform and the dried blood out of my ear, which I picked at all day. The cuts on my ear healed but I had pus coming from inside my ear, along with sand. That went away in a week or so. I only had one canteen of water left. I had holes in the other three, which meant I didn’t wash too much. Ray did give me a canteen of water, which was really nice of him, for out there water was everything. I did get some canteens later when one of the guys accidentally shot himself in the leg with his .45 calibre handgun and was medevacked out. I had Maureen’s high school ring on my finger and it was caked with blood around the lettering. I could not get it out. It would stay like that for the rest of my 13-month tour. I could not stop thinking how the lieutenant’s mom was going to feel.


  Things were as they always were. We went out on patrol every day trying to destroy the 141st NVA base camps. Some were easy. Walk in, take out the old Zippo and burn down buildings or blow them up with C-4. Sometimes it was a lot of fun. Couldn’t do that at home. Maybe in Brooklyn you could.


  It was on days like this I wished I could have seen my Mom. We were on patrol one day when the point man spotted an NVA soldier running down the trail. We took off after him. At the bottom of the hill we found an underground tunnel, but no NVA. The squad leader was talking to the team leader for a few minutes, trying to figure out where he’d gone. I was watching the trees blow in the wind. It reminded me of the days at our country house, lying down in the yard watching the trees move in the wind. Then the call came. “Jensen. Come here, give me your rifle, and take this.” It was a .45 calibre handgun. “Go in the tunnel and see if they’re in there. Here, you can use this flashlight.” O my God, I was a tunnel rat. This is some shit. My mother would not like this, I said to myself. Before I knew it, I was in the tunnel, crawling very slowly on my hands and knees. The hole was about three feet in diameter, and I was about twenty feet into the tunnel when I turned on the flashlight. There he was, about ten feet away. I didn’t get a good look at him, because I put the light out at the same time I fired and rolled on my side. I had no idea if I had hit him or not. I waited to see if my heart would stop pounding and whether I could get my breath back. Then I turned the light on. There he sat, with his head leaning over and a bullet wound just above his left ear. I did not go in any further. I came back out running. Everyone heard the bang, but no one said a word when I came out. They just handed me my rifle, and I gave back the handgun. I was so relieved. I couldn’t wait for this day to be over so we could go back to the camp.


  



  Only 18 Rounds


  As the days went on, life at the base camp had became routine. One day out on patrol and the next on an OP (observation post) at night. Sundown was a scary and depressing time. As the clouds rolled in down the trail right to our camp, sometimes you could only see four or five feet in front of you. A lot of our time was spent cleaning our rifles. I would take all my rounds out of my magazines, of which I had eight. I would check them for sand and dents. I had to count each round as I put them back in the magazine to make sure I had eighteen in each. U.S. technology had come a long way. The enemy had a 30-round magazine and ours held twenty, but as they said to me when I got there: “Listen up. You only put eighteen rounds in your magazine. You put 20 in and you’re dead. The rifle jams with 20. Any questions?”
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  Hill 55


  



  On another patrol with about eight men (Martin never complained, but he stayed back because he had dysentery), we went down off the finger into the ravine looking for enemy supplies, which we found and destroyed. As we tried to find our way back it was my luck to walk into a booby trap. Thank God I did not set it off. My leg was caught on a trip line that had a hand grenade (an American M26 the enemy must have found) on the end of it. One guy who was a Tennessee mountain boy came back to me and took the line off my boot, and we set the grenade off before we moved on. By now, we had a little problem. We were going in circles and our compass was not giving a good reading. Our radio was not working because we were down in the ravine, but again after a little while the Tennessee boy got us up to the main trail on the finger. When we made it to the trail, we made radio contact with another patrol. When we gave them our position, they said an NVA patrol was on the trail moving up to our position. The command post ordered us back to the LZ to make our stand. We moved out as fast as we could up the trail. I was tail end Charlie bringing up the rear. I was never a good runner, never mind these hills. I could hear them coming up the hill. They were moving very fast, and I could see the bushes moving as they were coming up. I had a towel around my neck to wipe the sweat from my face, but it was not helping. The sweat was burning my eyes, and I was huffing my brains out and falling behind. One might say I gave up, but I could not run up the hill anymore. I fell to the ground and sat there facing downhill. I didn’t care any more. Let it end here, I said to myself. With that, I saw the top of the head of the first one coming up the hill. I opened with my M-16, using up two magazines. All I could see was the leaves coming off the bushes as I fired. After a minute or so, I got up and walked up to the LZ. When I got there they asked what happened to me and if the NVA patrol was coming. I told them that I didn’t think so. We waited, but they never came up to the LZ, so back to the base camp we went.


  The time came when you were on patrol and had to go to the bathroom, so you let the position on each side of you know that you were going out about 30 feet and not to shoot. Your buddy would cover you so you didn’t get shot in the ass. You had to dig a little hole for yourself. Thank God, I didn’t have to go too much.


  The chaplain came out with the chopper one day to have a little memorial service and mass for the men we had lost. Mass was held up on the trail, in a small open space that had a rock about three feet wide in the middle of it. I had never noticed this spot before. Coming from a big church back home, I never knew you could do this. I mean, that you could just have mass anywhere. When I arrived with the other guys, the chaplain nodded at us with a warm smile. The chalice was sitting on the rock. He began by saying, “I know you have suffered a great loss out here, but they have been called home where God has a place for them.” He walked back to the rock and looking at us said something like “He who gathers in my name, I am present.” We all were kneeling on one knee, some on their rifles. In a minute or so we received Holy Communion, and then we made our way back to our positions.


  It was May now. Word finally came that the Oklahoma Hills operation was over and that we were moving out to the rear, which made me so happy. I was on the first chopper out. I had already reached the ground in the rear when word came that one of the choppers at the LZ had caught on a downed tree and flipped over, killing four men on the ground. The killing never stops. I personally know there were more than 500 enemy soldiers killed on that operation.


  IV


  



  The Fleet Marine Force


  



  As my squad walked down from the LZ, we could see the company offices. They were screened in wooden platform houses, one for each company in the battalion. But we were looking for the mess. We wanted to eat real food. We found the mess hall across from the offices, near the supply building. I think this was the first time that I really knew what it was to be a riflemen. When we opened the door to the mess hall, all eyes went on us and a yell went out for everyone to make way for the grunts. Everyone jumped up and gave us their seats. They stood on the side of the mess hall just looking at us, with faces of sorrow and respect. I was glad we were in first to get to the mess hall, for the rest of the battalion was coming, and now we could go take a shower and I could take my boots off.


  It was May 3rd. We spent the night in the wooden platform huts. It was like a hotel to us, and we had a great night’s sleep. There were times when I wondered if Lt. Joyce had made it home yet and what his family must have been going through. It turned out that he was buried on that day, May 3rd, 1969, in his hometown of Minot, North Dakota.


  When morning came, it was off to the mess hall for breakfast. And what a breakfast it was: fried eggs, home fries and ham. What a life it was to be in the Marines. Later that day the word was passed that we would be moving out again. This time we were going aboard ship. It sounded great. The only thing I didn’t know was what my new return address meant: 26th Marines, FMF (REIN). When I put that “FMF” on a letter home, I was saying that I was in the Fleet Marine Force, which meant we were going on ship and then waiting until hell broke out somewhere. They would fly us into wherever there was a lot of trouble. From the ship we could reach almost any trouble spot fast. The ship we were boarding was the U.S.S. Valley Forge, an aircraft carrier with CH-46 helicopters, which would take us wherever we had to go in a minute.


  The trucks were waiting to take us on the ride in to Da Nang, where we would take mike boats out to the ship. The ride through Da Nang was very disturbing, if not very heartbreaking. It was hard to believe that people could live in shacks falling down and made of junk that the U.S military had thrown away. I hoped we would never come back this way again. We reached the mike boats by late afternoon for the choppy ride out to the ship. When we reached the side of the ship, it was the biggest thing I had ever seen in my life. It was probably five stories high, pure steel reaching out of the water. It was soon my turn to go up the side of the ship on the net. It was hard to believe I was doing this. The net moved with each step I took. I never looked down until the guy next to me, who I noticed was wearing a cross on his collar, started having a problem keeping his feet in the net. I had to stop, because you must stay even with the three other guys going up. We were about halfway up now, and he was having trouble holding onto his chalice, which was tied to the back of his pack. It dropped, but he caught it in time. We both looked down at the water, just to see where the chalice would have ended up if he hadn’t caught it. Boy, did it look scary. The dark water kept pounding the side of the ship. In a minute, we were at the top of the rope ladder and on the second deck in the rear of the ship. The hands were reaching out to pull us that last step up to the deck and welcome us on board. The view on deck was a sight to see. It was about thirty feet to the ceiling and almost as far as you could see to the other end of the ship. They had jeeps, trucks and gear crates tied to the deck. Not far away, there were many helicopters lined up. I asked a sailor standing next to me, how many men were on this ship, and he said about 2000 sailors and maybe 500 Marines. Like always, it was time to eat. So I headed for the mess hall with Ray and some of the other guys, after they were done selling their war souvenirs to the sailors. They didn’t waste any time. It was big bucks for them. I felt so safe being on ship, and I felt that maybe I was going to make it home after all. I didn’t know how long we were going to be here but if they had moved the whole company, along with another from the battalion, I thought it must be for a good time.


  We took all our gear with us to the mess hall, which was located a few decks below. You had to be careful as you went down the stairs (or ladders) because you could hit your head. They were very steep. It was like the whole ship was air-conditioned, nice cool air flowing through the passageways. The walls were made of hard cold steel. It looked so massive and powerful.


  Once at the mess hall we dropped our gear and got in line for chow. They had everything you could want: soda, milk, coffee, tea, Kool-Aid. With our trays full of good food, we took a seat at a table that sat six people. Next to our table sat six sailors. One of them leaned over and asked the Marine sitting at the end of our table if we were going to take a shower. The Marine asked why. The sailor said, “Because you guys stink, and we don’t like the idea of you guys sitting at the table.” As more and more Marines poured into the mess hall, the guys at my table started to beat the hell out of the sailors. Fights were breaking out all over the place, even up on deck. The fighting went on for twenty minutes before they called general quarters. From then on, the Marines and sailors could no longer eat, shower, or even go to the movies together.


  With the mess hall thing behind us, life on the ship went on like nothing had happened. At least, we got along with each other. It was time to check out our quarters, which were three decks below, if not four, and see how life was going to be for us grunts. The room had racks for the whole company. They were stacked six high with the bottom rack on the floor near the air pipes. The bunks were made of canvas, which was tied with rope to a metal frame, and chains held them together. It was my luck that I was the one to get the rack on the floor. At least I had the air pipe to keep me cool at night. There was one problem, though. There was no place to put your gear. So all the gear went on your rack during the day, and if you wanted to go to sleep, you had to put your gear in the aisle. When I was in the rack at night, I could not see out for all the gear piled up to the third bunk. For this reason I spent many nights on the rear top decks of the ship. It was amazing to see how people could sleep anywhere. At any time of day you would find men sleeping on the floors, on the side of the ship, under stairways, on top of the guns on the side of the ship, on top of cargo, even under the helicopters.


  Ray and I now had our routine of going to the ship’s PX (Post Exchange) every day for candy and food and then spending the evening on the rear of the ship. We were always talking about what life must be like back in the States and what our families would be doing at the time. We would also write our letters to home, and Ray would spend a lot of time reading. Or we would just go to sleep on the deck. It was on deck one day that we received the big news that one of our ships, U.S.S. Evans, had been cut in half by the Australian aircraft carrier, Melbourne. The accident had killed 74 men on the Evans, three of whom were brothers. The sailors were taking it very hard.


  The nights on deck were so breathtaking. The moon rose out of the sea and lit up the water all the way to our ship. What a romantic evening. Just like in the movies. And here I was stuck with Ray. It was time to go below deck, so we made our way down to our quarters, where I had to take my boot off because of the pain in my right foot. The bottom of my foot and some of my toes were rotting. The skin was just coming off. You could see the blood starting to come out. I kept my boot off for the next few days and used a lot of foot powder, which I always had with me. Thank God, I was on ship with this. If I had been on land, I would have been in a lot of trouble.


  It was not long before the word was passed to saddle up. The Army was trapped on Hamburger Hill, and they were going to send us in to help take the hill. They had many dead and wounded. Our rifles were handed back out from the ship’s big gun box. My squad was ordered up to the flight deck, where we were given body tags and ordered to standby to board the helicopters. The chaplain was talking to some of the guys, as they were trying to write fast letters home before we went. The chaplain was looking at me, and I said to him, “I’ll put in a good word for you if I see your boss.” He said, with a smile, “I’ll be praying you don’t see my boss.” This was it, take off time. The guys handed their letters to the sailors, who were waiting for the mail, and on to the chopper we went. The chopper took off with a tremendous roar and made a half circle around the ship. Our chopper returned to the ship.


  The days were uneventful until we went on a short mission by choppers. I returned to the carrier on a stretcher because my foot was bleeding badly. When the chopper landed, they took the wounded off first. As the stretcher came off, TV cameras and a person I didn’t know stopped me for a second. The man told me what a fine job we were doing and that he was proud of us, then down to sickbay I went, never to see him again. Later I was told he was the Secretary of the Navy. We went on an elevator from the flight deck straight down to the operating room, which was located a few decks below. In the operating room, I had to wait to be treated because the guy in front of me was bleeding very badly. To avoid being stabbed, he had grabbed the enemy’s bayonet, slicing his hand down the palm. I could not help but watch the doctor sew it up. It was remarkable how the doctor took a curved needle with a hook on the end and, without any feeling, ripped through the hand one stitch at a time with the blood still pouring out. After seeing that, my foot seemed a lot better. I was about ready to leave, when another doctor called me for my foot. He told me he could see that I had been on my feet a lot and had a bad case of immersion foot. “If you go back out to the jungle, you may get jungle rot,” he told me. “You could lose your foot.” I did not say anything, I just let him clean it and tape it up. As I neared the door the doctor said to me, “You know I can pull you.” I said, “No thanks. I’ll be okay.”


  Later that day, we were called onto a side deck to meet our new platoon commander. The ship was moving at great speed as I sat with the other guys from the platoon waiting for this new 2nd lieutenant to come on deck. As I lay on the deck waiting, I could not help but think that our stay on the ship was coming to an end soon. I knew that any day now we would leave the ship and join the ground fighting again. The new lieutenant stepped through the hatchway onto the deck. He stood there for a moment with a book in his hand. Looking over the guys, he had an expression on his face as if to say, “You have a real leader now.” He squatted down to talk to the guys, but he never sat down with them. He began by saying he knew of our the bad losses over the last few weeks, particularly the loss of officers. But he said, he was here now, and things were going to go by the book. I could see the guys starting to sit up as the lieutenant went on about how he was going to run the platoon. Perhaps he thought the other lieutenants had done a bad job. He went on to say that he was a college graduate. I knew there would be a lot of animosity toward him in the platoon. These guys had been in combat for months and knew combat didn’t happen by the book. The platoon survived by working together and helping each other. The meeting was over in a short time, and we went off with our buddies to find our little nook on the ship and mull over what the new lieutenant had said.


  Life aboard the aircraft carrier had been fine. It gave most guys time to rest and clean up. So many guys had cuts and wounds, even jungle rot. No one ever complained; no one ever bitched about any thing; they just did what they had to do to get better. Most problems were treated by the corpsmen and the guys in the platoon. As I found out later, one of the hardest things to treat was a Dear John letter. It was one of the worst things a guy could receive. We all thought of home, but I suppose the rest of the platoon thought I had drifted away too far. All I had on my mind for a while was, “Why?” Maureen had been a prolific writer; I sometimes had had two letters a day. They were often longer than anybody else’s letters, too. One time, she even took a cash register roll of tape and wrote a letter on that. The second to last letter from Maureen I received in Okinawa, and everything seemed better than fine. You might say it was a very hot, romantic letter. At the time, I knew it would take a while before the mail caught up to me, but I never thought the next letter would be a Dear John.


  The guys read an article in the Stars and Stripes newspaper about how devastating a Dear John letter could be, how it could be worse than a bullet to both the recipient and the people around him. The paper offered a “Dear John Award.” Before we left the ship, and unbeknownst to me, the guys from my platoon sent Maureen an Official “Dear John of the Month Award.”


  V


  



  Route 1


  



  The day came to leave the ship. It was now late June, and we were to replace 2nd Battalion, which was holding positions along Route 1, the coastline road that ran from down south all the way up to the demilitarized zone. Route 1 was a blacktop, two-lane road.


  It was now time to say goodbye to our peace and security on the U.S.S. Valley Forge and proceed up to the flight deck and off to God-knows-where. There was no waiting time. Once on top, we were off in the choppers. It was always fun to ride on the choppers, but I would always keep my eye on the door gunners to see the expression on their faces. They had eyes like eagles and could tell if we were going to encounter the enemy. When not watching them, I would look at the guys’ faces, and they would be smiling, to let me know everything was going to be fine and that they had my back when we got off the chopper. The chopper finally landed on Route 1, north of Da Nang at a place called the Esso plant, where there was gasoline stored in two big tanks 100 feet high. We came off the chopper and formed up on the road. On one side of the road was the beach and the South China Sea. On the other side was a hill where the gas tanks were and the mountain range behind them. To the left of the tanks ran a train tunnel through the mountain. Our job was to see that the enemy didn’t blow up this place, so we had bunkers all around the plant. Ray and I were assigned to a bunker at the foot of the mountain and far to the right of the tanks, where we could hardly see them. Tim and Martin were in a bunker about 500 feet from us, near the water. This is what Ray and I called home for a few weeks. We had two cots outside the bunker, but we never used them. We slept mostly on top of the bunker, where we stood watch at night. You never knew what rodent you would meet up with inside the bunker. In the middle of the night, while we were on watch, we would be freezing cold most of the time. We had to put on everything we had to keep warm. I don’t know why, but I had my field jacket in my pack, and we would share that at night.
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  Bunker at the Esso Plant.


  



  Life was going to be good here, or at least we hoped it would be. We had a nice roof over our heads to help us with the rain and the strong sun that would beat down on us in the daytime. From out in front of our bunker, we had a grand view of the whole mountain. It was covered with light brush and no trees to speak of; we had a great field of fire from our bunker. About thirty feet from the bunker there was constantine or razor wire, which ran around the perimeter of the hill. From the constantine wire we hung every tin can we could find. To our rear and down a little slope, you could see Martin and Tim’s bunker at the water’s edge, which was the South China Sea.


  Now that we were at the plant the mail was coming on a daily basis. The proximity of Route 1 made it easy for supplies and mail to get to us fast; and if we ever got the chance to go somewhere, it was easy to find a ride on Route 1. Army trucks went by all the time during the day. In the mornings, every day, they had to sweep all of Route 1 for mines. The only part I did not like was when they would use guys from our company to help. They would make us walk down the road first as security for the minesweepers and the tanks that were behind us. I didn’t understand why we were walking out front when we had tanks that could go down the road first so we didn’t get blown up. I asked the tank drivers why didn’t they go first and they made a good point: If I got blown up, it cost 10,000 dollars; if a tank got blown up, it cost 2 million dollars. And they could replace me faster than they could a tank. I was glad I didn’t have to do this every day.


  Mail call was always a very uplifting time for me. My mother would write every day to me before she started work. Every few weeks she would send a package with candy, powder, camera and things that were hard for me to get. In one package, she sent a little blue radio that was 3 inches by 3 inches, which was a hard thing to find; my Mom found it because she knew how much it meant to me to hear the sounds of home. I could just see her walking up and down 5th Avenue in Manhattan where she worked, looking in every shop for that radio. The guys in my squad loved that little radio. Now we could listen to the Armed Forces Radio station, which was just like back home. We would lie around resting in the sun with the radio on, and dream of home. Sometimes we would go out into the mountains for days (which we rotated with the other platoons) and the radio would now be part of our gear. When the battery went dead, the guys would become very upset. Our radioman came up with the idea to hook up the little radio to our used main radio batteries. From then on, we never had to worry about a battery anymore. How great it was to hear all the new sounds back in the world. Songs like “In the Year 2525,” “Sugar, Sugar,” and the oldies from the 60’s.


  



  Sniper


  Every once in a while it would be our platoon’s turn to go on patrol for a few days. Then we would come back to our little bunker until it would be time to go out again. We were going out for three days into the mountains but before we could get to the mountains, we would have to pass through some villages and across some rice paddies. This was all new to me. So far, I had spent most of my time in the mountains. Now I was going to see what it was like in the paddies. I had seen pictures of them on TV and now I was going to see the real thing. We moved out with three days of c-rations and four canteens of water, which was a must if you planned on surviving. Crossing the paddies turned out not to be much fun. For one, it was very hot. As you walked along the paddy dike, it was only four feet wide and sometimes only one foot wide. We would walk twenty feet or more apart from each other, for it was very dangerous to be out in the open with no cover. I hated to think what it would be like if I fell off the dike. The water looked so dark and eerie. And by now, I didn’t like getting wet, especially my feet. We had a mile or so to go before we reached the mountain range. We were now walking on a five-foot-wide dike as we neared the foothills. Just then, a sniper opened up on us. You could hear the shot crack in the air, and we hit the deck. There was yelling for a team to move out to the tree line to find the sniper. Then a yell came to find out who was hit. I lay there looking at Ray, who was about 25 feet in front of me. It was good to see him looking at me and know that he was all right. I turned on my side to see behind me, and heard the yell for the corpsman, “Corpsman up, corpsman up.” The guy behind me pointed at me, saying, “Jensen’s been hit in the leg.” I listened in shock and watched the deadly look on the corpsman’s face as he crawled over to me. I looked down at my right thigh to see the blood about eight inches in diameter seeping through my pants. I didn’t believe I was hit. Looking up at the sky, I tried to roll onto my back, but my pack was in the way. I leaned on my pack thinking I was going to die. A weak feeling came over me as I looked at the clouds rolling by. I wondered if the chopper could get here in time. I wondered if this was really the end for me. Some of the guys started to ask me to say “Hi” to their girlfriends back in the world for them when I got home. The corpsman’s was trying very hard to get his knife out to cut open my pants and put on a dressing. I could tell by the look on the corpsman’s face he was waiting to get shot any moment.


  I remembered back a few months, a guy had been hit in the leg and thought it was not that bad. He even helped all the wounded onto the first chopper and waited for the second chopper. He joked about his wound, thought sure he was going to get a medal for this. Little did he know the round had gone in his leg and ended up next to his heart. To everyone’s surprise, he died a week later in the rear.


  Within a second, the corpsman had the leg of my pants cut open and was trying to find the bullet hole. He seemed to be having a hard time. I said, “Hurry up, Doc, I don’t have that much blood.” He said he had found the hole but there was black flesh coming out. After cleaning the blood away he found it wasn’t a bullet hole at all. Apparently, when I hit the deck for cover I had squished a feeding leech on my leg. The doc cut away what was still hanging out and put a dressing on it.


  By this time, it was all clear to move again. The sniper had hit and taken off fast. But he was still out there, somewhere, waiting to make another hit. It was amazing that one sniper could hold down a whole company for so long. We spent the next few days moving through the mountains. It was very hot, and the heat began to take its toll on us. Half the guys had finished their four canteens of water in one day. Now they were asking guys with water for some. After a few minutes of letting them stare at me, while I sipped my water, I would give them one sip, but that was all. It always made me mad that they drank all their water and then wanted mine. The corpsman was always handing out bottles of salt tablets, which we would take with our water all the time. The guys would take it like candy every day. I would count the salt rings on my shirt when the sweat dried, from under my arms, out to the middle of my chest and up to my shoulder. In a week or two, my shirt just turned white. Funny how no one ever said, “Hey, you need a shower.”


  



  Old Gear


  Daytime on the patrol was always long and hot, especially with all the gear we had to carry. On your back, you had a pack which was old and from 1941, nothing like the new gear. The Army had new packs, but like they say, the Army’s junk is the Marines new equipment. Inside my pack I would have c-rations, writing paper, foot powder, lots of candy, my radio, bug juice, and flares (red for the enemy, green for friendly troops and white to light up an area at night). I would wear a flack jacket sometimes on this kind of patrol but no helmet. By now I had a Marine Corps uniform, which was camouflage. But they never made a camouflage hat (known as a “cover”) for it; the hat was just green. Some of the guys would get the Vietnamese to cut up a pair of pants and make a hat for a few dollars. Some would buy bush hats from the Vietnamese, who were selling them all the time to the Marines. My rifle was old but good, and I never had a jam-up with it the whole time I was in Vietnam. On the end of the barrel it had three prongs, which was the old model, but the prongs were great for cutting the wire on the c-ration boxes. Across my chest I had two bandoleers of ammo (about 300 rounds) and a metal case of machine gun ammo for the machine gunner who was with us on the patrol this time. I had a towel around my neck to wipe the sweat off my face, for the sweat would get in my eyes and would burn. I had a leather wallet that I kept in my back right pocket. It was in plastic bags so it wouldn’t get wet in the rain or when we crossed a stream. In it I had pictures of my whole family and a prayer to St. Joseph, along with a holy card from when my grandfather, John J. Jensen, had died in 1937. My brother had carried the same card when he was in Vietnam. I kept my money in my pocket and never in my wallet. Some of the time I would take along a poncho, but I always used my poncho liner to sleep in. It was my security blanket. We never used our ponchos for the rain. We used them more to keep the sun off us when we took a long break or sat down for some rest. We also used them to wrap the bodies when someone was killed. We never had body bags, and I never asked why. When we did rest, we took turns getting some sleep before nightfall. When the sun went down, we split up into four man killer teams (KTs) and set up along the trail waiting for the enemy. Most of the time we got them before they knew what hit them.


  With our three days over, we returned to the Esso plant and went back to our assigned bunkers. It was nice to be home in our little bunker. It gave us a chance to take our boots off, air them out and clean our feet. When I did take my boot off, I found a big infection in the heel of my right foot, about an inch wide and up to the bone. It had been bothering me on the patrol, but I had been afraid to take my boot off. Doc took a look at it and never said a word. He just got his medical bag. He told me to lie down on the ground and told the other guys there to sit on me. It was hard to ask him—with the guys sitting on my chest and legs—what he was going to do, but he leaned over around the guys with the scalpel in his hand and said he was going to cut out the infection. I could feel that cold blade go up inside my foot. I tried to pull away, but the guys had me down good and hard as he cut my flesh. The pain was so excruciating I had tears running down my face. When he finished cutting, he put my heel in a bandage. This had to be done every day so jungle rot would not set in. I must say, they did have to hold me down for that one, and I was glad they did.


  I had had my foot in a bandage for three days when I limped over to see a friend who was wounded. He was on the hill where they had a tent for the wounded. I was supposed to stay in this tent, but I wanted to stay on my post with Ray. I was sitting on a cot talking when someone else came in and sat down on the other side of the tent. He was playing with a hand grenade, which I didn’t think much about. We all had hand grenades. While it was in his hand, he pulled the pin. Then he tried to put the pin back in, but the handle came off. He dropped the grenade and it rolled across the floor under the cots. Everyone ran for it down the hill, even the guys with wounds. I ran out, jumped over a pile of rocks, and down the hill I went, hitting every jagged rock there was in my way. Finally, I just laid face down where I had stopped and waited for the grenade to go off. I could feel the pain coming from my foot again and the bandage was off. I just knew I had cut my foot open again. Everyone just laid about the hillside waiting for the grenade to go off. After a minute or so, everyone slowly raised their heads to see what had happened. The grenade never went off. The guy had taken the blasting cap out. He was playing a joke on us, but nobody liked it too much. Then again, things like this happened all the time. They really wanted to kill him, but like always, it was over and everyone just went about their business. Doc had to redo my foot. I knew he really liked doing that. Funny, I never knew I could run that fast with my bad foot.


  Our stay at this little bunker was going real well. It gave us a chance to relax. Most of our days were spent listening to our little blue radio, cleaning our gear and writing letters home. We had made a little stove to heat our c-rations. Sometimes we used heat tabs, but most of the time we used C-4, which cooked our food in a second. Ray and I kept our bunker looking real clean. It was a showplace. We repaired all the sandbags around the bunker and made sure we had a good place to fire from. Yes, life was good here, and my foot was getting better by the day.


  One day, about 50 feet from our bunker, a lonely Marine came and just sat down with his dog. The Marine rolled up in his poncho liner and went to sleep for the next two days. He never said a word to us. The dog made me think of my dog Penny back home and how I missed her. It was a German shepherd. It would just sit there and look so lonely that I had to go over and say hello. That was a bad idea, for when I approached, he gave me his teeth and let out a big growl. So much for saying hello. The next day, the Marine and dog were gone, and I had no idea where they went.


  One nice sunny day, while sitting outside our bunker, we happened to look down the hill to Martin’s and Tim’s bunker and were amazed to see it going up in smoke. They had been playing with a smoke grenade, and it went off inside their bunker. We could see the two of them standing outside waiting for the grenade to burn out. When the grenade did go out, they tried to go back in, but they couldn’t. It would be weeks before they could, for when they did try to go in, their nose and eyes would burn from the leftover gases. They had to live outside the bunker until it was safe to go back in, which would be a few weeks. I went down to their bunker to see how bad it was, and when I went inside my eyes started to burn in a second. I had to run out fast. Well, I said to them, it looks like you guys did a great job here. They just stared at each other like they were pissed.


  When nightfall came, it would be time for us to sit on top of the bunker for our watch. We would look at the stars until it was time for one of us to go to sleep, which was about 11:00 P.M. One night, about 10:00 P.M., we got a call on a new radio we had. They were always trying something new, and it really never worked well. This radio would go on your helmet so you could talk to command and to the other bunkers. They told us the enemy was approaching our position from directly out front. Ray had the radio on his helmet and was kneeling down on the bunker floor waiting for more information on how close they were. The command post had a starlight scope that would turn night into day and could see the enemy coming up to us. I was up on the bunker wall with my rifle, waiting for Ray to give me some more information so I could open up on the enemy. Ray was just kneeling there with a blank face on, not saying anything. Now I was about to panic. I got down on the floor with him and looked him in the face. “Ray! What are they saying?” He looked in my eyes with that blank stare. “Oh shit, don’t start that now, “I said to him, with panic in my voice. Without any information from the command bunker, I opened up on whatever might be moving out on the hill. I used up one magazine before the guys in the bunker next to us yelled that the enemy was gone and we should stop firing. Later, Ray and I found out that we had not turned the radio on. One of us had turned it off by mistake. We spent the rest of the night inside the bunker on the wall, just staring up the hill into the dark. Ray was shaking his head back and forth for a long time. He tried to figure out who had turned the radio off, and he kept looking at me every so often. For the rest of the night we did not say anything to each other.
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  Military currency, or MPC.


  



  The next morning I had a chance to go out to the main road, which was down the hill from our front gate, if you could call it that. Route 1 was a very busy road in the daytime, with U.S. trucks and Vietnamese motorbuses going by all the time. Kids would stand on the side of the road with their goods, hoping to sell things to the GIs passing on the road or to the guys from our compound. All the kids were selling jungle hats, even the jungle hat for our uniform, which our own government didn’t make. They had bush hats, which they sold a lot of to the GI’s. I had decided to buy a bush hat from one vendor, but the only one he had was the small type. I wanted the big one, but I bought the little one anyway. To my surprise, they were selling U.S. Army packs. How they got them I’ll never know. I was so happy with the pack that I had to buy it. It had three big pockets on the outside and one big one on the inside. It was funny, the Marines were issued the old 1941 packs that didn’t have any pockets, but the U.S. Army had new ones. The Marines always got shit. Speaking of shit, a Vietnamese soldier walked over to me with a big smile on his face and began telling me how great the pack was with all the pockets on the outside. Yes, this was going to be the pack for me. I had to give the kid five dollars in MPC (military payment certificates). They didn’t like Vietnamese money. After looking at the pack in great joy for a few minutes, I could not help but notice an ARVN soldier (Army of the Republic of Vietnam or South Vietnam) was wearing a new uniform that was skin tight and tailor-made for him. What really got me was that he had a new M-16. He didn’t have the old rifle with the three prongs. It was hard to believe I had the old one. It seemed like everyone had new gear except the Marines, and somehow I felt we were let down by the U.S. But that could not be, I said to myself.


  With my new gear in hand, I made my way back up the little hill to our Constantine wire gate. Once inside, I saw some guys sitting in the shade outside the command bunker. So I sat down with them to shoot some shit and show them the new gear. Sitting with the guys was a Kit Carson Scout (a former NVA soldier), talking about the firefight we had had a few weeks ago in the hills and how the Marines had been shooting too high, like they always did. It was really weird to be sitting with this guy and to think that just a few weeks ago, he was trying to kill us. Now he was criticizing our shooting. I didn’t trust him. While listening to him, I was looking over at the large gas tanks in the plant and just happened to say, “If they ever blow up the tanks, we’re gone.” The Kit Carson Scout started to laugh. He said, “They wouldn’t blow the tanks. Where do you think they get their gas from?” Somehow, I felt good inside knowing they wouldn’t blow the tanks up, but at the same time it was hard to think the enemy was all around us all the time. I guess it was from then on I really I knew I could trust no one, not even the little kids. I thanked God all the time that I was with Ray and all the other guys in my platoon. Without them, I would have been lost.


  After our little chat, the other squad had to get ready for their night patrol. They were going into the railroad tunnel tonight. The tunnel went into the side of the mountain and went for a few miles up the coast. I saw that tunnel, and there was no way I would go into that sucker!


  



  20 Mortar Rounds


  Back at my bunker, it was just about time to have chow. Ray was making his meal and started to tell me about the three-day patrol we were going on tomorrow. I hated going on these patrols; it meant no mail for the next few days. We always ran into something, but somehow I seemed to have luck with me all the time. I never knew why. I did, at times, believe someone was looking out for me. But who? Was it my grandmother? She had said just before she had died that I would make it back. She was the only grandparent I ever knew. I also carried the holy card from my grandfather’s wake. He had died at the age of 45 when his clothes caught fire. My father, at fifteen years old, was the last to see him alive. On the way home from school he had seen his father going to work. He said, “Goodbye, Dad.” That haunted my father for the rest of his life. He never said, “Goodbye.” He had always said, “I’ll see ya.” Now, was it my grandfather watching over me? I also prayed to St. Joseph from a prayer card I had with me. It made me feel someone was with me. At times it gave me the strength to go on.


  The platoon formed up about noon to move out on the patrol. We stood in line checking our gear to make sure we had what we needed for this patrol. My foot was still in bad shape. I had lost a lot of flesh on my heel, and the wound was still open. I took my boot off so the Doc could cut more away. I started to wonder to myself, “How bad do they need me out there?” Doc had hinted I could stay back. I started to joke with the guys about staying back (really, I don’t think I was joking) and how I thought it might be better to let my foot rest. The guys stood there just looking at each other. They had worried looks on their faces. I started to stare each one in the face, to make sure it was okay, but I felt that I was letting them down. I had a sick feeling inside. I looked at Doc and said, “Is there anything you can do so I can go with the guys?” Doc thought about it for a second, then said, “Yes.” He went over to talk to another corpsman and came back with something he called a fake heel. I sat down again. Doc took off the bandages I had on and cleaned the bottom of my foot. He had what looked like thin strips of fiberglass and some tar glue. He glued the strips all over my heel; it was so sick-looking, I thought I was going to throw up. Doc helped me put my sock on over my foot. Once the sock was on, the sock was glued to my foot and boot. With that over, we moved out. I knew if I hadn’t gone, I would have felt guilty as sin if something had happened to the guys.


  The plan was for the platoon to split up into squads when we hit the base of the mountain and for the squads to run KTs at night. Each squad had about nine men, which was far below the fourteen we should have had, but with men getting wounded and injured all the time, we never had a full squad. We moved out across Route 1 into a village, staying about 25 feet apart or more. We were moving at a fast pace. I was fascinated, if that’s the word to describe what I felt seeing in this village. It was like being 1,000 years back in time. The huts were made of bamboo and had dirt floors. The huts had no lighting or water and no windows, just a door made of bamboo. If they needed water they would go to the community well carrying a pole with buckets on each end. Sometimes the buckets were old military food cans. A lot of wells in the villages had been made by the French. Some had dates on them, like 1959, for example. They were made out of concrete, like most of the things the French made, even the bunkers. Not like us Americans. We made them out of sandbags.


  As you moved through a village, you could study the faces on the people. Most of the time if they were smiling at you, you were almost sure that there were no Viet Cong (Vietnamese communists), known as “VC”) or NVA around. It was when they stood there with blank faces that I could tell the enemy was somewhere in the village. We moved out of the back of the village, into the rice paddies, and crossed over to the lowlands near the base of the mountains. The people worked in the paddies, with their water buffalos all the time. The word was passed around that water buffalo did not like Americans and they could tell us by smell, so we shouldn’t mess with them. If the water buffalo ever came at us, it was said, we could not stop them with our M-16’s. We would need a grenade launcher, and sometimes that did not work. Most important, it was a sacred animal to the Vietnamese people, and you didn’t mess with that out there. Some guys would have loved to shoot one, just to see what would happen, but that never happened.


  At the base of the mountain, the squads split up. First and third went up into the mountains, and my squad stayed near the base for the afternoon, near a waterfall. It was such a beautiful place, it was hard to think a war was on. At the bottom of the falls and along the sides were huge rocks. It was a great place for us to lie down and take in all the beauty around us. Some guys took of their boots off, while others stayed at the ready. No matter where we were, we always had a fear of getting caught with our boots off. Some of the guys started talking about going back there after the war for a vacation, maybe even opening a hotel.


  It wasn’t long before we spotted a head bobbing up and down on the trail. We jumped for our rifles. To our surprise, it was a little kid, no more then ten years old. He was carrying soda in a box with ice over his back. He wanted to sell it at a dollar a can. We didn’t need soda that bad. Soda was only 15 cents a can. But he wanted to make some money from guys he thought were dying of thirst. These kids had no fear of hard work. He had walked about three miles to sell some soda. One of the guys offered him 50 cents if he would fill the squad’s canteens downstream. The kid jumped on that. Off he went with all 32 canteens hooked on two belts. The kid made two trips, but he did it—all 32 canteens for 50 cents. After a while, a few of his friends or family came up to our position. Just to stand around, I hoped. A little girl about six came over and sat down next to me on the rock. With her arm on her knee, she held her head in her hand and looked me in the face. I knew she was hoping I would give her some food, and with that little face I had to give her something. I looked in my pack for something to give her and found a can of beef. She seemed very happy with that, and I also gave her a candy bar. I knew all kids loved candy. I took out my wallet to show her a picture of my little sister and where I lived. She kept looking at my little sister’s picture, saying, “America, America.” I asked her if she would like to go to America, and to my surprise she said, “No.” I showed her a picture of my car and house. I asked her again if she would like to go to America, but she said the same thing again. No. It seemed to me that the only thing these people cared about was food and preserving their ancient way of life.
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  Daily routine—guys sleeping after a night of fighting, Hill 506, near The Esso Plant.


  



  It was about sunset now and time to move out to our night positions a mile away. We always tried not to let anyone know where we were going for the night so we milled around until it was dark. Because of all the fighting the villagers had to be in their huts at night. If they were outside when there were VC or NVA, they would be shot. After finding our position for the night, which was usually located two or three feet off the trail, we would sit up until 11 o’clock and then start our watches. The squad had split up into two four-man killer teams, and our watches were set for two-hour shifts, the last watch ending at six in the morning. The other killer team had gone down the trail some 400 feet away. The idea was to let the enemy pass the first team. Once the first team had counted them all, they would radio us and we would set the ambush.


  It started to rain as we settled in for the night. I had the second watch. With the first watch over, it was now my turn. I was awakened with those familiar words “You got watch.” As I lifted my face from under my poncho liner, the rain began to drip off my face, and the mosquitoes found me again. I slowly made my way to the edge of the trail and sat down with my legs crossed. My poncho was over my head like an old lady’s shawl, and my rifle was laid across my legs. I had the radio next to my ear to listen for the radio checks every fifteen minutes from the company command post. They would call, “Kilo 2/2, Kilo 2/2, for side-raps,” and then I would click the receiver twice to let them know I was okay. “Thank you much, 2/2.” Then they would go on to check the other killer teams. I was all wet, but I had the poncho on, which kept me warm. The cold in the mountains at night would make you shiver all over. I was about twenty minutes into my watch, and I was daydreaming about home. Sometimes I wondered if I was daydreaming or sleeping. It was so dark, you could only see a few feet in front of you. Suddenly, a call came over the radio from the other killer team down the trail, “Kilo 2/2 , Kilo 2/2, over.”


  “2/2 here, over.”


  “Be advised 30 NVA soldiers just passed us and are coming up to you. Stand by, over.”


  “2/2 out.”


  Without getting up, I crawled on my knees over to where Ray was sleeping and gave him a violent shake on his shoulder. “Get up. The NVA are coming up the trail.” He pulled the poncho off his head, looked at me without saying a word and went back to sleep. I did not believe they weren’t getting up. I had to beat them so they’d realize this was for real. I moved back to the trail while the guys woke up. We waited for a minute and wondered what was happening. The platoon commander was with the other team and informed us that the NVA had stopped to take a cigarette break on the trail. We were waiting for them to finish and to start up the trail again, but in the meantime a call for a “fire mission” of 20 mortar rounds of HE (high explosives) was made. Within a few seconds the rounds came in, and everyone was running for cover. I could see the fire in the trees as the shells hit the ground. We had to move our position up the trail. As we ran, some of the NVA were running with us. I could see their shadows as they pushed through the bushes. They went to the left off the trail, and we went to the right. We found a spot for cover and stayed there till morning. Then we formed up with the rest of the squad. I could not believe what had happened, and I knew the rest of the squad was pissed at the commander for getting us shelled. When morning came, we met up with the platoon for a while and the platoon commander went with another squad. My squad went to the other side of the mountain, down into a valley, for the next night’s KT.


  Once down in the valley, we stopped near a fast-running, crystal-clear stream and rested for the day. I had found myself a nice little spot to sit and to put my feet up on a rock. The day was spent like most of our days, just sitting around telling stories about home and what we would be doing if we were home. Ray would talk about growing up in Duluth, Minnesota, and how cold it was in the winter. It snowed so much in Duluth that it covered the windows on the first floor of his house. Tim didn’t talk too much. He did say sometimes that he was from near Camden, New Jersey. Tim liked to play with his bayonet all the time. It seemed like he wanted to be like Jim Bowie, and I might say he was as good as Jim Bowie. He never missed his target. Tim was the only one with a bayonet. The rest of us were never issued one. Why, I don’t know. Martin was from Seattle, Washington, and was always saying when it rained that it reminded him of home. We would talk a lot but we never really said much. It was like we were afraid to get close to one another, because one of us might be gone the next day. The day passed on, and before nightfall we moved to our night position for KT. In the morning, everyone was feeling good because we were heading back to the camp at the Esso plant, which meant our mail and goodies (SPs) would be waiting for us as soon as we got in.


  



  Troops Pulled Out by Nixon


  It felt so good to be back at my little bunker. It was like home. In no time at all, Martin had the mail for the platoon. Martin and Tim’s bunker was still not safe to enter, and they still had to live outside. The first letter Martin handed to me was from my Mom. It was great to know that there was always a letter from Mom. She would try to write me every day. She said she was happy because she had read in the newspaper that the 3rd Marine Division was going home. Somehow the 26th Marine Regiment had ended up in the 3rd Marine Division. I was happy to hear that, too, but one of the guys got a copy of the Stars and Stripes newspaper. It said the 3rd Marine Division was going home but the 26th Marines would stay in Vietnam. We would be attached to the 1st Marine Division now. That made my Mom feel bad, that I was not coming home, never mind how I felt about it. President Nixon was moving troops home and letting the Vietnamese take over more of the fighting. Even if the 26th Regiment had been going home, I don’t think I would have gone, because they were moving the men with more then six months to go into units that were staying. Only guys with less then six months were going home, so that left me out.


  We stayed at the Esso plant for a few months, running patrols every few days. We would have a firefight about every other patrol, and somehow I always made it out. Most of the fighting was done at night now, as that was when the enemy would roam the mountains and villages looking for supplies.


  One day I was having a problem with my teeth. I had cracked some a while ago when one of the guys crashed into me with his rifle on the chopper. The corpsman thought it best I go to the rear and have it taken care of before I really ran into trouble. Feeling safe away from the front lines, I walked down to Route 1 to get a ride to the rear. Within a few minutes, I saw a big white star on a truck coming around the bend. It was the good old U.S. Army. The truck came to a complete stop at my feet, and the driver asked if I needed a lift. I told him I was going down near Freedom Hill. He said he was going all the way down south, so I jumped into the back of the 2∂ ton truck. Mounted in the back near the cab was an M-60 machine gun, but the machine gunner was riding up front with the driver. The truck took off with such great speed that I went flying. The truck never slowed down all the way to Freedom Hill. When I got out of the with my head spinning, I asked the driver why he was going so damn fast. He said, “We always drive that way, so we don’t get shot at by a sniper or ambushed. “Then again,” he said, “it’s times like this when it’s nice to have a Marine grunt riding with us.” Well, with that, I said, “Thanks for the ride.” Looking at me with a big smile on his face, he said, “Nice to have you with us. Take care of yourself.”


  The work was completed on my broken teeth swiftly. They just pulled them out. I was told I would get new ones back in the States. I always thought I would get better care than that. I surely thought they would fix them. The fact that they just yanked them out left me feeling they didn’t give a shit about me. I was told later that they didn’t fix teeth in the field. They just pulled them. One of the guys who worked there said, “I don’t think they want grunts coming back here for their teeth all the time.” Well, it sure discouraged you from asking to go to the rear for help with your teeth. Now that I had to go through the rest of my life without those teeth just because they didn’t feel like fixing them. I made my way to the company rear which was only a few miles away, to see if I could get a ride back out to the company. In the office, they asked if I would stay the night. They needed a man to go out to the perimeter lines for the night. The perimeter lines were about a mile away up a mountain. It was the job of the guys in the rear to take care of the rear perimeter.


  



  Shit Hill


  It was about noon, and the sun was so hot that I decided to make my way up the mountain for the night. I had to stop for a minute about halfway up when the heat got to me. There were no trees around, only brush three feet high. As I took a drink of water from a canteen, I noticed a small silk parachute hanging in Constantine wire about 50 feet away. The chutes were from “Pop-ups,” which were used to illuminate the sky at night so you could see the enemy. I had always wanted one of them but never had the chance to grab one during a firefight. I was folding it up to put in my pocket, still thinking how this mountain sucked when a voice called down from the top, “Are you coming up?” I looked up the mountain and yelled back, “In a few minutes, as soon as I see if I can get some more chutes.” I tried to get more, but they were too far away in the wire, so I started up to the top. Just then, the guy at the top yelled down again with excitement in his voice: “Hey, they landed on the moon!” I yelled back, “I thought this mountain was the moon it’s so high.” When I made it to the top, I found him listening to a radio in his bunker. It was great to hear about the moon landing, but I found it hard to relate to what was going on back in the states. It did remind me that when I was eleven years old, a kid in my class (Ron Vari) had told me about writing away to the new seven astronauts and getting their autographs. I had sat down and written to them, asking them for their autographs, even though I was not one for writing at that age. In a few weeks, I received a package from all seven astronauts. I thought maybe some day I would sit down and write to the guys who had landed on the moon. Right now, I had this little war to take care of.


  As I looked around the top of this hill, I felt sick. These guys were living like a bunch of hillbillies, with empty food cans piled up three feet high and opened cases of food laying about. I asked one of the guys, “How long have you two been up here?” “Oh, maybe a month or so,” he said. “Do you ever go down off the hill at all for food or anything?” “No, they drop everything we need by chopper every few days, even the mail.” I walked over to the three-sided bunker they had and found the other guy sleeping on a sandbag bed. I dropped my rifle down on the sandbags next to where he was sleeping, and he woke up and just stared me in the face. Never saying a word, he rolled over and went back to sleep. It was so hot that I laid down on some sandbags inside the bunker myself and went to sleep for a few hours. When I awoke, the guys were eating. I asked them both why they had this post all the time. I said I was here just for the night. One guy said they were both with battalion, and battalion had to man this post. They had no jobs in the battalion offices for them, because they had no need for a plumber or bugler. They both said they were glad to have a grunt with them for the night. “How do you know I’m a grunt?” I said. “Your worn-out clothes, your white boots, and just the look on your face. We knew it.” “What’s so great about having a grunt up here?” I asked. “The grunt sleeps light, can sense things—even danger—and can shoot fast.” I had to think about what he said for a while. It was hard to think of myself like that.
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  On patrol, Hill 506.


  



  In the morning I made my way down to the company office to let them know I was on my way back out to the company. I went over to Route 1 to catch a ride with someone going north. Within a minute, I was in the cab of an army truck heading north. The army had bases all around in the North, as well as one or two combat units that held mountaintop firebases. We had traveled about five minutes when the driver said he had to make a stop at a small compound on the side of the road. We made a right turn into a compound called “Viking,” which had about five one-story buildings, and that was all. I couldn’t make out what this place was. No one was walking around at all. We pulled up to one of the buildings, and the driver said to me to come on inside. He was going to be awhile. Once inside, I was totally dumbfounded. The room was filled with steam boxes and showers. Before I knew what was going on, I had Vietnamese workers telling me to take off my clothes. Then they put me in a steam box. They took my clothes and washed and pressed them for me. I told them not to touch my boots. After the steam I had a shower, then went into the next room for a massage. Before I knew it, I was dressed and on my way. Back on the road, I told the driver I couldn’t believe the Army lived like that. He was telling me how only one in eight of the people in the service are in the infantry. The rest were doing very well. How was I the lucky one to be picked for the infantry? What was the government thinking? It made me think the government didn’t know what it was doing. It was once said to me that the IQ test was invented in World War I to see who was best suited for the infantry and who would not crack under pressure. How true it is I don’t know, but I still think they made a big mistake when they picked me for the job. We were back at my post now, so I said goodbye and thanked him for the ride. I said, “I’ll see you sometime.”


  
    

  


  VI


  



  The Firebase


  



  I was not back very long before the word was passed that my platoon was assigned to join a platoon from another company to form what they called Outlaw Company. Our mission was to clear some mountaintop in the middle of nowhere so they could put in a 105 Howitzer firebase and use us as security for the base. They flew us to a clearing in the valley at the base of the mountains, leaving us to climb up through heavy vegetation to a mountaintop, where we used C-4 to blow down the trees for a landing zone. When the hill was secured, the CH-53s helicopters came in with bulldozers to clear the whole top of the mountain. We built bunkers around the top out of sandbags and logs. We had no idea how long we would be there. At night we would send out one OP (observation post) off the side of the mountain and down the trail. The idea was to catch the enemy before they got to our lines. One night while on OP, we heard a sound on the trail but could not make out what it was. We waited with our rifles in our hands. This time, it sounded like purring, and it wasn’t too far away. We radioed back to the command post that we were about to make contact with the enemy. They asked us what were we seeing. We told them we heard purring and it was getting closer every second. They radioed back not to fire until we saw something. Then, about ten feet away, we saw the enemy. It was a tiger. We radioed command that we had a tiger on us, but they ordered us not to fire and give away our position. We radioed back that the tiger was going to take our position away or take us away, if we didn’t shoot. We had no choice but to wait and see what this big cat was going to do next. Thank God we waited, for in a few minutes the tiger turned and went back down the trail, leaving us alone for the night.


  The days turned out to be long and very boring on this outpost, but we always tried to keep ourselves busy. I never really knew where we were. We did have maps, but they were just of the immediate area. Now, where the area was in relationship to the rest of Vietnam, I never really knew. We spent a lot of time just fooling around or playing cards. I didn’t like playing cards. I guess one reason was I didn’t like losing money; I worked too hard for it. Sometimes it frightened me how hard I did work, to think I was only making about 25 cents an hour. I often wondered whether, without me there, they could have won the war. Did I make that much of a difference? Anyway, our minds were always roaming as we sat there looking over virgin mountains and valleys in the heart of nowhere. One day, while we were staring out at the jungle, the guy sitting next to me started talking about how heavy that ammo can was to carry. Boy, everyone hated to have to carry the extra ammo for the machine gun. The can had to weigh 25 pounds. There were times we started out on patrol and went a few feet before we looked back to see two or three ammo cans just sitting on the ground. Then you heard the squad leader give that frustrating command, “Someone get those ammo cans.” That’s when you’d hear low voices saying, “It’s not my turn.” Everyone hated the ammo cans, but when we were in a firefight, we thanked God for them. I guess the hardest part was the tiny handle that cut into your hand. We would cut up an empty bandolier strap and tie it to the handle so we could carry them over our shoulders or across our chests. I guess we were bored out of our minds by now. We came up with the idea of blowing up an ammo can, just to see what would happen. We took a blasting cap out of a hand grenade. We took an empty ammo can and put it on the bunker floor. I started to have second thoughts about doing this, but the other guy said, “Don’t worry, I’ll do it.” By now, we had a few guys watching to see how he was going to do this. He opened the lid, he must have changed his mind. I think he was going to try to lock the lid on the can but I think he knew better. He just dropped the blasting cap in, closed the lid and ran like a rat. We all ran like rats but he was lucky he got out of the bunker in time. There was one big boom and smoke billowed out of the bunker. You could hear the metal can hitting all four sides of the bunker wall. Everyone on the hill jumped up and went for their helmets. The guys in the bunker next to us came running out with their handguns. I guess we should have yelled, “Fire in the hole,” before we did it. I think they thought it was incoming shells. For a second we all stood there looking around, making like, Who did that? We slowly made our way back to the bunker to see what had happened to the ammo can. The can was blown open like a flat pancake, and the shrapnel had done a number to the inside of the bunker. We had no trouble finding something to do for the rest of the day. We had to rebuild the bunker.


  



  Goodbye Doc


  When it was time to eat, it was too hot in the sun, so I made my way to a spot near the command post over on top of the hill, where there was some shade. I was heating my ham and eggs in a can with C-4 when I noticed on top of the hill a flag flying in the wind. It made me stop and think. Why were we flying a Confederate flag, the “Stars and Bars,” on the hill? I asked some of the guys from the other company platoon that were sitting around why they had that flag flying. They said, to my amazement, “We can’t fly the U.S. flag in Vietnam, so we fly the other American flag.” Some of the boys had written home to their states and told them about not flying the U.S. flag. Their states had sent them flags to fly. “Take a look around at this side of the hill,” they said. Boy, I didn’t believe my eyes. They had flags from Georgia and California on their bunkers. It was a shame that we could not fly the U.S. flag. It had something to do with us not being a conquering country or an occupying country. Not one for writing much, I decided nevertheless to write a letter to the state of New York and ask about the state flag. It was only a few weeks before I received a package and letter from Governor Rockefeller on behalf of the people of the state of New York. I don’t know what happened to the letter, but the flag was always with the company. Later, an ex–NVA soldier told me that those state flags always confused them because they were not sure whom they were fighting.


  Our lieutenant was always trying to show us his superior educational background. One day he was trying to get us to make a fake 50-calibre machine gun out of a wooden log. He wanted us to put it up on a bunker to make the enemy think we had some heavy firepower. No one was really into his version of psychological warfare, as it had always seemed that he was not talking to us, but down to us, and that was a big turn-off with the guys. He was an okay guy. He never hurt anyone. We just never understood him; maybe we had a lot to learn.


  One of the things the guys liked to do to pass time was to play cards. On this bright and sunny day, they decided to play cards in the bunker next to me, about twenty feet away. They asked Ray and I if we wanted to play, but we declined and just sat outside the bunker talking. Inside the bunker were Doc, McBride, a machine gunner, and three or four other guys. The game went on for an hour or so with a lot of fooling around and a lot of laughter. As the game came to an end, it was time for them to put away their guns, for they liked to play like the old west and have their guns on the table. Doc asked McBride for his gun back, the one he had lent him for the game. McBride went to hand him the 45-calibre handgun, and it went off, shooting Doc in the thigh. Ray and I jumped at the sound of the gun blast. We stared at each other for a moment. There was not a sound from the other bunker. Then there was a yell for a corpsman that could be heard at the top of the hill. The hole was an enormous one, and Doc was bleeding hard and fast, but we did slow down the wound with some battle dressings. Doc seemed to be taking it fairly well. He even started to make jokes about going home now. The call for medevac had gone out, and we had to man the lines really fast. This was a great opportunity for the NVA to take out a chopper. The chopper would only be on the ground for a minute or so. It was amazing to see how fast the chopper had made it out to the firebase. When I looked up, I could see the chopper high up, circling the LZ a few times, waiting to see that it was clear of enemy fire. With the all clear, the chopper came down in a dead drop to the top of the hill, causing a tremendous blast of wind and dust. Doc’s stretcher started to make its way up the hill. Four men were holding the stretcher, and one carried an IV bottle. They moved up the hill at a fast pace, but they were having trouble on roots and logs. They were tripping and falling to their knees. It was hard for us to keep our eyes fixed out in front of our positions. We kept looking back at Doc as the bearers fought their way to the chopper. Doc was still trying to sit up on the stretcher to wave goodbye to us. Finally, he lay down. The stretcher had only gone a few feet before Doc was screaming at the top of his lungs, “I want a cigarette.” He made the stretcher stop. His screams could be heard over the whole hill.


  A few Marines jumped from their bunkers and tried to make their way up the hill. One guy hopped from log to log like a bird and made it up to him. The guy stretched his arm and gave Doc the cigarette as he fell on a log. The stretcher started to move toward the chopper again as Doc examined the cigarette. Doc yelled, “I don’t smoke Winston!” The stretcher stopped again. He yelled, “I only smoke Marlboro!” Another Marine jumped up and made his way up to Doc with a Marlboro. Doc waved again and gently laid back down with his Marlboro as they boarded the chopper. It was the last time I would ever see him or even hear about him. The chopper lifted off with all its might as I covered my face. When I looked back up the chopper was nowhere in sight. Ray and I just sat there on the hard sandbags on the outside of our bunker. I said to Ray, “Sometimes I just don’t get it. How could Doc just take things so easy?” Ray said, “What do you mean?” I said, “How could he worry what kind of cigarette it was when he had a hole in his leg like the Grand Canyon and bleeding like Niagara Falls? I mean didn’t he even think he might die?” All I ever thought of when death was near was my mother. Somehow, she always came to me. Ray said, while looking down at the ground, “I wouldn’t go around saying that too much. You know what I mean, right?” I said, “Yes, but you know its true.” For a minute or so, we just sat there not saying a word. Then Ray said, “You want a can of ham and eggs?” I said, “Sure,” like I always did. I was really lucky Ray didn’t like ham and eggs. I took some C-4 and started to heat them. I couldn’t help but think how we’d lost one good guy today. Sometimes I thought Doc was more Marine then Navy.


  After some good ham and eggs, I was still trying to keep busy so I walked over to the other side of the hill to see those big guns they talked about so much. They were big, and I finally got to see the 105 Howitzer. My father had talked about them all the time when I was a kid. He had been in the 128th Field Artillery, Company B, in World War II, and he knew a lot about them. After seeing the guns up close, I realized that was a dangerous job. The shells were big, about two feet long. Gee, to think these were the shells that flew over my head when we called for fire support out in the bush. I asked them, “What are the chances of a short round?” They said, “It happens, but not too often.” But I said, “When it does?” And they said, “We don’t want to even think about a short round.” “Look,” one said, “as long as you guys give us the right location when you call in, you’ll be safe.” As I walked back to my bunker, I thought artillery might not have been such a bad job. I think I might have liked it. I must say, it would have been nice to fight the enemy from so far away.


  



  Hai Van Pass


  Word came, like it always did, that we were moving again. This time, we were to take over a place called Hai Van Pass, back on Route 1. Hai Van Pass was a very mountainous area that ran along the coastline. The road wound in and out along the side of the mountains as it made its way north to Phu Bai. Our job here was to keep the road open across the pass. Along the side of the road and up a steep mountain, our compound overlooked Route 1. On top of the mountain was an anti-aircraft gun, which they never used much because to my knowledge, the NVA did not have any planes. It was a good feeling to know that. If the NVA had had planes, we would have been in a lot of trouble.


  At the new location, we ran patrols off the hill, like we always did. We made contact with the enemy every other day. Late one night, while on watch inside a bunker on the side of the hill, it had become very cold. I had put on my flack jacket, and over my head I put my poncho liner to keep warm. This being the first watch, I was wide awake, and I was enjoying some of my candy bars when it hit me from behind. It was a rat about the size of a cat, and he dug into my neck with such force that I fell to the floor. He would not let go, so I had to grab him off my neck and throw him to the ground. He put a good-sized hole in my liner and a nice tear in my jacket. I was shaken pretty good by that. I spent the rest of my watch looking for rats. The rats in Vietnam were so big, bigger than any I had ever seen in the States.


  The day before, some army trucks carrying troops had been making their way around the curves on the side of the mountain. As they put on the brakes to go around a curve, they found the road covered with oil, which caused one of the trucks with troops to go over the side, killing all of them.


  Before long, we moved inland from Route 1 to a compound near a river. On the side of the river and out in front of us was a desert that ran for a mile or so to the base of some mountains. Here, we were going to run heavy patrols, because a large enemy force was located in the mountains. We had a small compound with bunkers all around us and a command bunker in the middle. Located in the compound was a 40-foot tall observation tower made of wood. Not leaving us much choice, my squad was assigned to the tower. At the top of the tower was an enclosed deck with a four-foot-high plywood wall and a ten-foot by ten-foot floor area. From the top of the wall to the roof, it was open. We had a nice view of the river, the mountains and countryside. It would have been beautiful if this hadn’t been Vietnam and we weren’t fighting a war. The members of the squad kept saying the tower would be the first place they hit, so most of the guys slept down on the ground when it was not their turn for watch.
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  Observation tower


  



  After a few days in the tower, it became boring. Then one night I was in the tower on watch with a few guys. About one in the morning, a jeep came into the compound. It was very unusual for a jeep to be going around at night. We watched it with our binoculars, and to our surprise it went to the command bunker. The only thing was, there was a Vietnamese girl in the back seat. Boy, were we surprised to see that. We stopped looking out for the enemy and started to watch the inside of the compound more. By now, we knew what was going on in the command bucker. About a half-hour later, the girl came out and got into the jeep with two guys. The jeep was heading for the gate when someone came running from one of the other bunkers and stopped the jeep. They talked for a second, then the jeep turned around and headed for that bunker. It was not long before they came out of that bunker and went into the bunker next to it. The sun was just coming up when they left the compound, having been to most of the bunkers in the place. It was a few days later that we walked over to the corpsman’s tent to see a long line of guys standing outside. “Hey, what’s up?” we said to the guys. They were looking so down. Just then, the corpsman came out and said he only wanted one guy in the tent at a time for the shot. We thought, maybe we had to get a shot, too. We asked the corpsman. He asked us if we had had a visitor in our bunker the other night. We told him we had been in the tower all night. He said, “Then you guys don’t need one, so take off.”


  



  Forgotten


  Like most of our KT’s, we left as the sun was going down for the foothills near the mountains. It had started to rain as we roamed the hills for our KT site. While doing so, we spotted an NVA patrol moving down into the ravine off the finger hills. Why, I did not know, but we took off after them. I spotted some medical gear that had been dropped by the NVA as they moved along the trail in haste. I picked it up and didn’t look at it. I just put it in my side pocket. It was not until later that I read what it said on it. The medical supplies were not North Vietnamese, they were Red Chinese. I turned them in, and they were sent to the intelligence unit. We made it to the spot where we had seen them disappear and waited a minute. Then we moved down the hill about halfway. The hills were covered with brush three or four feet high. That was good for visibility, but it was foggy and still raining hard. We heard some voices, and we threw hand grenades down the hill. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, and BOOM. We all got down. One hand grenade fell short, sending a lot of grass and dirt on top of us. One guy yelled out, “Oh shit, who didn’t play baseball back home?” I never said a word.


  If the grenades did not get them, we figured they must have moved. Not knowing where we were going, we sat down across the side of the hill to contact command on the radio. I was tail-end Charlie on this patrol, so I was on the end of the line of guys. We were sitting a good while, and the rain was starting to get me down, so I put my poncho over my head while the brains of this patrol figured out what we were going to do next. It was nice to be under my poncho and not have the rain drip off my nose anymore. I wished that, if I couldn’t see the enemy, the enemy couldn’t see me with my poncho over my head. Then I started to think about home. I wished the squad would just leave me alone, so I could sleep right here for the night. I guess a few minutes had passed, when I peeked out from under my poncho to see what was going on and realized I had gotten my wish! The squad was gone, and I was sitting on the hill by myself. I looked up and down for them, but they were gone. “How can this happen?” I said. “This is some shit!” As I tried to get my poncho off, I could see the silhouettes of heads coming up the hill through the brush. I tried to get up to run but I tripped on my poncho and fell. Now the fuck-it kicked in, and I opened up with my M-16, sending flashes of light and sound into the fog. I managed to pick myself up and make a run for the top of the hill, where I found the guys. They were wondering what happened to me. When the enemy did not come up the hill anymore, the guys said, “You really let them have it. Good job.” All I could say to them was, “Fuck you. How come no one told me we were moving out?” They said, “We thought you were watching.” With that, I didn’t say any more to them. We stayed the rest of the night on the top of this hill, and in the morning we made our way back to the base.


  When we entered the compound, life seemed to be back to normal. The fact that the company had had a little health problem when we left was never brought up. Life in the tower was very boring, but it did have a beautiful view of the countryside. From there, I could watch the wild animals move around as if there was no war on. It was fun at times to see that. The guys were spending their time like always, writing letters, eating or just cleaning their gear. And there were always the card games that helped pass time.


  I had about five months in war country now and had never put in for a break (R & R, short for “rest and recreation”). I was always letting the guys with less time go before me. You had to have three months in war country before you could apply. The new guys always put in for it when they had their three months in. I was waiting for when the fighting got real heavy to go on R & R. I just waited to go because it made me feel good knowing I could leave for a week when I wanted. I now had more time than any of the other guys. One day, a guy from my fire team, by the name of Sam, came back from R & R. He had just had his three months in, and he went to Hong Kong. I was up in the tower when I heard the guys on the ground laughing so hard that it made me look down. Well, there was Sam getting out of a jeep in a tuxedo with his helmet on and his rifle in his hand. He had had the tuxedo custom-made in Hong Kong where they were real cheap. He had always wanted one, he said, and if he got killed, he wanted to go home in it. He wore it for about three days before he took it off. What a laugh we had.


  Our next patrol went into the mountains for three days. We left in the morning, traveling most of the day until we made it to the mountains. We set up our KT as usual for the night, and in the morning we started to roam the mountain trails. Some of the guys, not having much time in-country, did not like to walk point. Most of the time, I took up the rear as tail-end Charlie. But this day, I gave the new guys a break, and I walked point. Point man was not too bad. You did have to keep your ears and eyes open all the time. You had to study the trees and bushes and listen to the sounds of the jungle. You moved the patrol at your pace, stopping when you felt there might be an ambush up ahead. The sun was shining as we walked along a trail on the ridgeline, heading to the top of the mountain. The trail was wide and tree-lined, but it did have some little clearings along it. We made good time, and I did not stop too much, as I wanted to get to our day site. I was just coming out of the trees into a little clearing about thirty feet long. I was looking at the sides of the clearing when, from the other side, an NVA soldier stepped out. I looked at him, and he looked at me, and we both dove for opposite sides of the trail. The trail dropped off down into the jungle on both sides. I tried to get a shot at him but he must have slid down into the jungle. I waited to see if any more were behind him, but no one showed up. His patrol must have taken off back up the trail. After checking for a few minutes, we moved up the trail to our site for the day. Upon reaching the site, we sat down and started to take turns cleaning our rifles. We knew we were going to run into the NVA again sometime on this patrol, so we wanted to be sure we were ready.
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  Crossing river


  
    

  


  I was wearing my jungle shirt, like I always did, but I had on my flack jacket to keep me warm at night. It also became a pillow at times. While I was sitting there waiting to clean my rifle, one of the guys asked me why I didn’t mind walking point. I said, “Oh, it’s not bad, because I wear my flack jacket when I do it.” He said, “That won’t help you if you get hit.” I said, with a dumb look on my face, “Why not?” He said, “The flack jacket does not stop bullets. It only deflects small pieces of metal sometimes.” I was not feeling too good now. It was my turn to clean my rifle, and I couldn’t believe I had walked point so many times thinking the jacket could stop bullets. Just thinking how I could have just been killed on this patrol, I went to unload my rifle. Suddenly, I started to break out into a sweat. Oh man, I thought, someone must be looking out for me. I had forgotten to load my rifle. I had no round in the chamber. Shit, someone is looking out for me, I thought. All I could think about was why that soldier hadn’t shot at me after looking me in the face. We finished our three days of patrols and headed back down to the foothills to meet up with another patrol.


  



  Losing Ray


  While with the other patrol, word came down that we were to go back into the mountains for a few more days. A chopper was coming with supplies for the patrol. In a little while, the chopper came and landed with more troops. I was sitting with Ray when some guy from the chopper yelled that he wanted to speak to a Ray Wilson. After a few minutes of speaking to the guy in the chopper, Ray came back over to me and said, in a low voice, “Ron, I am leaving. I’m going to the rear for an office job.” I looked up at him and said, “How can that be? You are a GRUNT.” They looked in my folder,” he said, “and found out that I went to college, and they want me in the rear for this job.” “But Ray,” I said, “we have been together so long and made it out of firefights together. How am I going to do it now?” “You’ll make it,” he said. His face showed the pain of leaving me, yet it was mingled with relief at knowing he was going to the rear. I guess I was not wishing the best for Ray, but only thinking of myself. With that, Ray made a run for the chopper, and as he ran he looked back a few times at me. The chopper lifted off so fast that the dust swilled around our heads. As the chopper made its way over the mountains, I kept thinking I would never see Ray again.


  We continued on our patrols, but things would never be the same without Ray. I think it was a turning point in my mindset. Just because Ray had been to college, he was needed more in the rear than in the field. If anything, I think I was getting the incentive to be in school for the first time in my life.


  Upon returning from our patrols, our platoon had to fall in to formation for some general who had come to tell us what a good job we were doing stopping the NVA. I was standing there listening to him tell us how many of the enemy we had killed and how bad he felt about the grunts who had died. The next thing I knew, I was falling face down to the ground. When I woke up, I was in the hospital at China Beach with a nurse standing over me, telling me I was going to be all right. I asked what had happened, and she said I had an infection in my blood but could not tell what kind just yet. I did tell her I took my big orange malaria pill every Sunday. After my short stay at the hospital, I was back out with the company and not feeling bad.


  Our time at this compound, or firebase or whatever you want to call it, was coming to an end. The company was now to take over Hill 190, out in the middle of nowhere.


  VII


  



  Hill 190


  



  Hill 190 was located next to a river that led to the China Sea. The hill our firebase was on was not really Hill 190, but they called it that. Our hill was one hill east of 190. Ours had wire all around the base and two gates (or two big holes in the wire). We had bunkers all around, with the command bunker near the top. Heading west along the river from Hill 190 was a long mountain range, and to our north, at the bottom of our hill was the river. On the other side of the river was a very dangerous place called “the Claw.” It was a large village with rice paddies that no one could live in anymore because of all the fighting. The enemy was still trying to hold the village, and we were destined to take it back. To the south and east lay more villages and rice paddies.


  Cut into the side of the hill were wooden, open platform shacks for each platoon. It was nice to have a little place of your own and to have a cot to lie down on. They used one of the platform shacks for a mess hall, which was nice to eat in when food was sometimes sent out to us by trucks. Our water came from what they called a “water buffalo.” It was a large tank on a trailer. We also had a shower. It was a 50-gallon drum filled with water. It had a hole on the bottom, and it stood in the open on the side of the hill. For some strange reason the hill did not have any vegetation. It was just dirt wherever you went. It was hard sometimes to get around the hill when it rained. The water would cut little ravines all around and leave us with a lot of mud. We did have an outhouse, or a head, as they called it. I found what it meant to be enlisted, for I was assigned one time to clean the head with another guy. They gave us what they called a “mule.” It had four wheels, a steering wheel on the left side and a motor underneath a flat open bed. It was small, about 4 feet wide by 8 feet long and it was fun to drive … without the shit! We had to empty the four outhouses. Each house had a 50-gallon drum cut in half in the bottom. We had to take the drums out and put them on the mule, then drive down the hill out of the compound with the shit flying. Once outside, we had to take diesel fuel and pour it into each can. We got a stick to stir it up and then lit the cars to burn. It was funny to think we had one shower and four shitters on this hill.


  Our stay here was going to be tough. I just didn’t know how tough it was going to be. We had patrols going out all the time, day and night. They went into the river, mountains and villages. Two platoons would stay on the hill. One would man the bunkers, and the other would rest or be called out in a minute’s notice as a reactionary force.


  We were not on the hill a week when my platoon was picked to act as security for the seabees, who were building a road some miles away. Monsoon season was starting, and it was raining very hard all day long. When we reached the road, there was no place to stay, so we tried to make tents out of our ponchos. This place was hell. The mud was almost up to the top of my boots and it was hard to pick your feet up because of the suction. My fingers were shriveling and the rain just kept dripping off my nose. My uniform was covered with mud from my head down. Thank God, we got out of there in a few days and made it back to the hill.


  Back at the hill, the news was not good. The patrols were running into heavy fire day and night. The next day they called for reinforcements, and we went to take the Claw back. My platoon was assigned to cross the rice paddies and enter the village on the left. We took some enemy fire as we crossed. We were ordered to open and advance into the village. As we were moving toward the village, the radioman started to yell that a chopper pilot had spotted a target in our platoon. It turned out to be the lieutenant’s bars flashing in the sun. What an ass he was. He always had to let you know who he was, as if we didn’t know.


  As I stepped out of the rice paddies onto dry land, I could hear from the radio that we had a few men down. They would be picked up by the troops behind us. I moved slowly in line with the others, about twenty feet apart, so we wouldn’t shoot each other. The water was still coming out of the sides of my boots with each step I took, making a squashy sound as I moved along. I didn’t know which bothered me more, the squashy sound of my boots or the prospect of having a bullet rip through me at any second. As I moved further into the village along the dirt walkway, which was 30 feet wide and overgrown in spots, I saw abandoned houses made of cement blocks and stucco. There were no windows, just openings where windows would go. Some had been painted light green and blue, even pink. I began to feel the sweat on my hands as I tried to hold my rifle pointed straight out in front. The worst part of it was the waiting, not knowing when they were going to open up on you. On the walkway over to the other side of a house, gunfire started. We hit the ground and waited to see what had happened. I could hear guys from the other squad yelling that they got him. Then someone yelled to keep moving. I thought this village would never end. It had to be at least a half-mile to the other side. Just as we came near the end of the village, we could hear gunfire to the left and in front. The platoon had opened up on the NVA that were trying to make it out of the village. With this mission over, we took our sweaty bodies back across the river to our hill.
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  A sweep of a village on the Claw, Hill 190.


  
    

  


  We were running patrols all the time it seemed and losing guys fast. One day the sun was shining, and the guys were in a good mood. We all sat down on some ammo boxes outside our hooch. I was sitting on an ammo box with a wall of dirt behind me, having a good time. As always, we talked about the same things, like who had the best girlfriend back home or who had the best car. Many times, we talked about what we would have been doing if we were home. I had a can of RC Cola in my hand and noticed that one of the guys kept looking at my right foot. He said, slowly, “You have a bamboo viper next to your foot.” I thought it was a joke, but I looked down anyway. It was a viper. He was moving along the back of the boxes, next to the dirt wall where my foot was resting. I watched him slither around the base of my boot for a second. It was pale green and six feet long. Then, with my soda in my hand, I made a run for it. You could always tell who was from the South, because most of the guys from the North ran away from the snake and the guys from the South ran to the snake. A couple of Southerners got the snake with a rifle butt and then started to argue over who was going to get the belt from it. Some of these guys went snake hunting all the time back home, so to them it was just like being in the States. The snake would hang from the ceiling joist in our hooch for days until it was dried out.


  It was nice to be in a place where we could be dry for a while and have some clean clothes. The Vietnamese would come to the hill every day and if you wanted they would wash and starch your uniform for a price. As far as supplies went, being on this hill was not too bad. A truck came out to us every day. I found out later that most of the truck drivers were wheeling and dealing. It was something that just went on. It helped the company higher-ups live in a little style. The one thing the higher-ups always ensured that the grunts got what they needed. I did get a pair of socks and a new uniform, which gave me a chance to get the other one cleaned. When it came back, it was starched like a board. We also had a Vietnamese guy come into the compound to cut hair for a buck. We had a new company commander now, and it seemed that more supplies were getting down to us than before. I’m not saying the past commander was bad. He was a great Marine, but it seemed like there were more supplies now. Sometimes we got shorts and even short-sleeved sweatshirts (olive green, of course) to keep us warm at night. They had the 1st Marine Division emblem on them. All I knew was I was still in the 26th Marine Regiment.


  As it was going, I was out on patrol two nights and in one night. We ran some day patrols in between (the nights we did not go out on patrol). I had to sleep with my boots. The guys figured out that if I took off my boots at night, we would be called out to help someone in a firefight. I did not like sleeping with my boots on, because I needed to air out my feet to avoid the rot.


  



  Firefight on the Road


  One night, I waited for the guys to go to sleep so I could take off my boots like everyone else did. I was lying there for a few minutes, just wiggling my toes and feeling good without my boots on, when all hell broke loose. We all sat up to listen to the gunfire coming from the village to our south. With his eyes half open one guy was already staring at my feet. In a whiny voice, he said, “His boots are off. Jensen did it again.” Another guy said, “We told you not to take the boots off.” I just sat there, stunned; I couldn’t believe it. A few minutes later, a guy from the command post came running in saying, “Saddle up, they have been ambushed in the village, and they are pinned down with wounded men.” The flashlights went on, and a chaplain walked in. He was standing over us, praying. As I put on my flack jacket, I just had to ask him why he was doing that. “Boys, some of you are not coming back tonight,” he said. He moved from cot to cot as we scrambled to get our gear on. I tried to focus on what I was doing, but the chaplain was starting to make me nervous. I wondered if the chaplain knew more than we did. Then I thought, as the guys said all the time, “When your number is up, your number is up.” Leaving my little radio, which was still playing the song “Hair,” I ran out the door. I was still fixing my gear as I ran flying down the hill to form up at the gate with the squad.


  It was still raining, and the guys were still bitching about my boots as the squad doubletimed down the road about a half-mile to the village. About halfway down the road, there was a small bridge that went over a creek. Upon reaching the village, we went straight in from the road. We stopped at a long hedgerow about 200 feet in to get a fix on the enemy’s position. Within a few seconds, we had a whole enemy squad on the other side of the hedges. They did not see us yet, as we had squatted down along the hedgerow. The platoon commander wanted to use bayonets on them, so he passed the word to fix bayonets. The word went from one guy to the next until it got to me, on the end. I said, “I don’t have a bayonet, they never gave me one.” It turned out that no one had a bayonet except the platoon commander. We split the squad up, because the enemy was now moving in on us. We wanted to surround them. My fire team went back out and crossed over the road. The road was raised and ran right through the rice paddies. We lay down along the side of the road, which had a ten-foot embankment into the wet rice paddies. To the front of us, the village was on the right and the rice paddies on the left. The other part of the squad made contact and drove the enemy right out in front of us on the side of the village. We opened up on them, and they opened up on us with all they had. They had at least a platoon of soldiers. Their fire was hard to keep up with. They kept pounding us. We realized they were going to try to knock us out, because they wanted to cross the rice paddies that led to the foothills.


  We were holding ground until one of the guys yelled that he was out of ammo. We all checked to see what we had left. It was the same. We were each down to one magazine. We radioed for help and ammo right away. Command told us to hold on. The company commander was going to send a tank down the road with some ammo. We took turns shooting back, as we were losing fire superiority. It was five minutes before we got the word from the tank that they couldn’t cross the little bridge and didn’t want to risk getting stuck in the creek. They said we would have to make a run down the road for ammo. As it turned out, Ottoman and I got the job. As we took off all the gear we had on, so we could run faster, the guys kept telling us they would make sure our personal stuff got back home. They said they’d let our families know what happened. Ottoman was in front of me, and we ran like hell. I could hear the shots as we ran. We were down the road 300 feet or so, with Ottoman ten feet in front of me, when his pants fell down. I ran right up to his back and fell onto the embankment. I yelled at Ottoman to get down, but he stood there trying to pull his pants up. Why he did not get shot, I’ll never know. The enemy must have been laughing too hard to shoot. Ottoman never wore a belt. His pants would hang on his hips like when he had been a California beach boy. With his pants up again, he started to run with me behind him. We made it to the tank, sliding in at home plate. I was so thankful to be hiding behind the tank. The guys in the tank looked like they didn’t even want to stick their heads up to pass the ammo. For a second I didn’t want to leave the side of the tank, I felt so safe but I knew the guys were waiting for us with the ammo. The tank crew handed us each two cans of ammo, and off we went down the road again. We made it back and jumped down onto the embankment. The guys grabbed the ammo, as Ottoman and I tried to get our breath. Then someone yelled that they gave us the wrong ammo. With that, Ottoman and I were up trying to look at the ammo. It was for a machine gun, and we didn’t even have a machine gun with us. Oh shit! I thought to myself, I’m not running down there again. Ottoman can go again if he wants, I thought, I still don’t think he knows he’s in Vietnam. By now, the enemy had to have known we were out of ammo. We notified our commander that the tank had given us the wrong ammo. The commander ordered the tank to cross the bridge.


  The NVA made a push for the road, and we opened up with all we had left, sending a few to their death. Just as we fired our last few shots, the tank crossed the bridge. As the tank neared us, the NVA made a run for it across the paddies. The tank turned into the side of the village, put its lights on, and opened fired with beehive rounds. I had taken cover near the front of the tank when it opened fire. It scared the shit out of me. I looked up at the barrel of the tank just as it fired again. I was too scared to move. The fire that came out of that barrel looked like the gates of Hell. The fighting was over for the night, and our wounded were taken out. We did not check the enemy dead and wounded until morning. Back at the hill, we all dropped our gear and fell onto the cots for a few hours of sleep. I lay there for a minute or two thinking. Then I let everyone know I wasn’t taking my boots off right then but that, when morning came, the boots were coming off!


  Time was moving fast, but not as fast as I would have liked. Like most guys, I would mark off the months on my helmet and in a green notebook I had. I would count the days I had left. It was hard to keep notes, because we were told not to keep a diary. They felt it might fall into the hands of the enemy and be used as propaganda against us. I did put a few things in my notebook, but mostly I doodled just to pass the time. Most everything I wanted to say I said to my mother in my letters.


  I was beginning to feel secure now, having my own cot and a place to hang my gear. With space of my own, I had a chance to save some pictures that I had gotten from home. I bought a photo album when I was in the rear at the PX, and Ray sent it out to me in the mail. I bought another album from a kid who lived in the village, who was selling everything but the kitchen sink for 50 cents. I put all the pictures I had in the albums and found an empty wooden ammo box to keep them in, along with everything else I was saving. I kept the box under my cot, hoping it would be there every time I came back from a mission. It always put me in a good mood to take a shower, put on a clean, starched uniform (I paid the Vietnamese to wash my uniform) and lie on my cot. This so-called “free time” also gave me a chance to fix my wallet, which I had to keep wrapped in three or four plastic bags to keep the water out.


  As I lay on my cot one day, Sam came in. He had the cot next to me. He had his new toy with him, an M-1 carbine rifle. He had bought it from someone who was going home. Sam was the guy with the tuxedo. He was a nice guy, about 6'2" with black hair, and slim, if not skinny. Sam did not talk much about his family. One time he had spoken about his father and how he did not see him too much. That was it on the subject.
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  Hill 190


  



  I asked Sam what he was going do with his new rifle. I told him it was a nice rifle and a good one at that, but, I asked him, where were the bullets for it? I told him it was very hard to get bullets for that rifle. He left with the rifle. It was not long before he was back again, standing over my cot like John Wayne with another toy. It was a 45-calibre handgun, and he wore it strapped to his waist just like in the Old West. I asked him why he needed that, and he said after running out of ammo the other night he was not going to take any more chances. I told him, “You may have a point, but it’s just one more thing you have to carry with you.”


  



  Real Hippies Serve Their Country


  On this nice sunny day we had gotten word that we were going on a day patrol. The platoon commander wanted everyone on this patrol, even the guys that were short-timers. Short-timers usually did not go out on patrol the last few weeks before they went home. The platoon went over to the little mess hall to get some chow. As we sat at a long table, eating just like one big family, we started to joke about ourselves back in the world. I was picking on one guy about the beads he was wearing around his neck. He only had a few weeks left in Vietnam. I asked him if he was going back to being a hippie again when he got out. He said, “Sure.” He said he’d been a hippie before he became a Marine. I asked him why he’d entered the Marines anyway. He believed it was his duty to serve his country. Then a few others said they were hippies back in the real world. I told them not to let the enemy see the beads around their necks. I said, “For one, it’s not part of your uniform, and, two, you’re giving them a bright color to aim in on and shoot you.” With chow over, we started on our patrol with some South Vietnamese soldiers. They wanted us to check out some things with them out on the mountain trails. The short-timers stayed together in one squad. They said they were just coming along for the ride. All was going fine. Two Vietnamese soldiers were checking out a big bomb crater that was twenty feet in diameter and six feet deep. The Vietnamese went down into the hole to see what was at the bottom. They had found something, but I did not know what. The guys from the short-timers squad, about eight in all, went over to see what had been found. I walked over to the hole and looked in to see the two Vietnamese soldiers playing around with something. I didn’t care. I just walked away from them down the trail. It was about a minute before a big BOOM! I turned and saw bodies all over the trail with smoke swirling around them. I ran back with some of the other guys. The two South Vietnamese soldiers were dead. All eight of our guys were hit and down on the ground in a lot of pain. Most were hit in the chest but some had been wearing their flack jackets. The rest were hit in the neck and face. I felt so bad, as we had been joking an hour ago about something like this. Now the corpsman was ripping off the guys’ beads to get to their wounds. One of the guys, Ski, who was hit in the neck, was still making jokes as we tried to stop his bleeding. It was a big loss, but everyone was medevacked out in time.


  Our squads were short of men now, but we still ran our patrols at night. We hoped to be getting some new guys in a week or so. We found out from the guys in the hospital that the two ARVN (South Vietnamese soldiers) had found an unexploded enemy mortar round and were passing it back and forth, until one of them dropped it. Ski was back with the platoon in a few weeks, and the rest of the guys went home.


  Most of the platoon were good guys deep down. Most had families back home or someone they really cared about. From time to time you did get someone who was from another world. Maybe it was that some thought this place wasn’t part of the real world. Some thought they could do as they pleased and that the people in Vietnam were not real. Some thought we were just on a big hunting trip. One day, I was lying on my cot, and I looked up to see black hair about three feet long hanging from the ceiling in the corner. I knew there had been a patrol out the other day that had run into a NVA squad with a female soldier. All the NVA had been killed, but I hated to think what someone did. I didn’t know whose it was or who put it there, but no one ever claimed it. It just hung there. No one said a word about it.


  We were assigned to take our squad to the Claw for a night patrol. It was Saturday night, September 6th, and the night was clear. The Claw was not the place to be at night. Every time we went down there, we were in a firefight. On this patrol, two of the guys were getting short, and they were very nervous about going, even superstitious. We crossed the river to the Claw at sundown. I gave one of the guys a dollar to carry me across the river so I did not get my feet wet. I hated fighting with wet feet but then I just hated fighting any time. I was tail-end Charlie. We wandered around for a long time, looking for our site for the night. It was dark now, and we stopped on the trail to have a talk. Some of the guys, being short, did not like going on this patrol. It was suicide to move in the dark, I told Ben. “They are going to open up on our tail.” He said, “Don’t worry, if they get you they probably will get me too,” and he walked back to the front of the patrol. Oh, I said to myself, that made me feel good! Then they decided to sandbag the patrol and find a good hiding spot.


  We moved along the side of the village near the river and came to a little stream about twenty feet wide, an offshoot of the river that made a small island. The island was 35 feet long and 25 feet wide, with tall grass all around it, giving it good cover. In the middle, the grass was much shorter, a foot high or so, which made it a great spot to lay up for the night.


  Acting like a bunch of teenagers on a Saturday night, not knowing where to go or what to do, we had finally found a spot to hang out. There were seven of us on this patrol, ranging in age from eighteen to just-turned-twenty. We all laid in a circle with our feet inboard, taking turns talking about what we would be doing with our girlfriends back home on a Saturday night. Some of the guys were joking about getting home before they didn’t have a girlfriend anymore. But for the most part, they talked of their dreams of going home to their families and the jobs that they had. Some wanted to go back to school under the GI bill. One guy from Brooklyn made a joke that he could get us all jobs as hit men with the Mafia when we got back.


  Having my little pack with me that I filled with candy bars, I had been given two hand grenades to take with us. I had thrown them in with the candy. We were having a good time and a lot of good laughs. We had a new guy with us who had only been there a few weeks. He was black, and at times it was hard to see him in the dark. He made jokes about it, saying he was glad he was black, because he could see the white guys from a mile away at night. He was a real nice guy, always trying to do the right thing. That night, he was sitting up outside the circle, right next to the tall grass, not talking too much, mostly watching us have fun. It was an hour or so when he tapped the guy next to me on the shoulder and asked, “Caaaan I shooot hiiiim?” We were talking so much that we did not hear him, so he tried again: “Caaan I shooot hiiiim?” This time, we all turned to him and said, “Shoot who?” He said, “Him!” Next to him sat an NVA soldier. It was an NVA patrol that had walked right in on us. In his fear, the point man must have sat down next to us. With that, we grabbed our rifles and opened fire, hitting him in the chest. In the morning, we found him with 13 bullet holes in his chest. He stood up and ran, making it back across the stream, where he died later that night. The NVA was all around us. We opened up with all we had. They closed in from all sides as I tried to get the hand grenades out of my pack. The hand grenades had fallen down under my candy bars, and I could not get my hands on them. The guy next to me started to yell, “What’s wrong?” I said that I couldn’t get the grenades. With that, we tried to dump the pack. It was hard to empty it as the rounds flew overhead. It was too late. They were on top of us now, so Conroy picked up the machine gun, put it over my head and opened up on the NVA, who were right in front of me. The flame from the barrel of the machine gun was only six inches above my head and face as he fired. It scared the living shit out of me. I thanked him later for doing that. It may have saved my life. I finally got the grenades out. I pulled the pin and threw a grenade. Two seconds went by and the grenade didn’t go off. Someone had forgotten to tell me we had new grenades with a second safety pin on them. So I threw the second one and then opened up with my M-16. Everyone was jumping around to try and cover the whole area, until someone yelled to get to the rear near the river. I now had the left flank. Every time I could see the tall grass move I opened up and watched the tall grass go down.


  The shooting was over in five minutes, but it seemed like an hour. We waited to see if they would try again, but all was quiet except for the sounds of the dying. Word came over the radio not to move for the night, as our wounds were not too bad. If we tried moving now, they would definitely take us out. I lay there listening to the enemy cry for help. I listened to their lives fade away. One was a few feet away. He kept crying for help, “Chieuhoi, Chieuhoi.” I wanted to help him, but as Ben said in a pissed-off voice, “who’s the nut going to go out there?” The sounds of death slowly faded away as the night turned to morning. With the sun fully up and the enemy gone, we went to check the dead. I remember when I was a small boy in Mastic, Long Island in the summertime, getting up early in the morning and going out into the woods by myself to see what had changed overnight. It was such a peaceful time of the day before all the kids came out into the woods to work in their tree forts. That day, for some reason, I didn’t want to see what was new.


  I was not one for checking out dead bodies, but the other guys liked to get their souvenirs. Guys found money, pictures and some gear, but no rifles. The enemy had taken them. I just looked at the bodies curled into fetal positions from the intense agony of dying all night. One of the guys called to me, “Jensen, here. I have one already,” and tossed me an enemy military-type lighter. I looked at it for a second, then I stuck it in my pants and forgot about it. When I returned home, I found it in the same box that I sent home with the Christmas tree.


  My feet were wet again from trying to tiptoe across the stream, and the legs of my pants were beginning to get wet in the dewy, foot-tall grass. I was so glad when the guys were done checking everything out and we started back to the hill. It was surprising that I never really heard people complain about things. We just kept going.


  As we walked up the dirt road to the hill, I was waiting to see someone come out from the guard bunker next to the hole in the wire. Just that second, up popped one of the guys. I had to laugh. He looked like a turtle sticking his head out of his shell, but wearing a helmet. He had a face on like, “Who’s there?” I said to him as I passed, “You look like the turtle my sister had that dried up in his bowl.” “Hey, I heard you guys on the radio last night,” he said. “That was some fight you had. How many did you get?” No one answered him. We just made our way to the top of the hill, where we were met by the commander. We had just started to talk, and we looked back down the hill to see two Vietnamese people carrying a stretcher with an old women sitting in the middle of it. It stopped at the gate. We all went back down to see what was wrong. They told us that the old lady had been shot in the stomach last night during the firefight on the other side of the river. I looked at her, and from what I could see she had a good-sized wound right in the middle of her stomach. The corpsmen said he would see if he could get a jeep and try to get her to Da Nang. With that, we went to our huts to get some sleep. I could not help wonder whose round it was—ours or the NVA’s.


  



  Gook


  As we neared our huts, we spotted little Gook running around. He was a dog that lived with the company. He was a very friendly dog, always wanting to be with the guys. Everyone loved little Gook. He would walk in and out of our huts as soon as someone would open a door and jump into someone’s rack to sleep. No one ever chased him away. They would just let him sleep. I think Gook wanted to be in the Marines. He would line up with the guys as they were getting ready to go out on patrol for the night, but he was not allowed to go with them.
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  Lost a little weight, Hill 190.


  



  It was a day or two later, about four in the afternoon, when my squad was sent out to help another squad in a firefight near the river. I was now a lance corporal, and my fire team was the only one around from the squad, so off to the river we went, putting on our gear as we ran. As I neared the river, I could always tell who was shooting, for the AK-47 made a clack-clack noise and the M-16 made a low thunk. It seemed they were playing with each other for fire superiority: CLACK … THUNK … CLACK, CLACK … THUNK, THUNK, THUNK, and so on, until someone was hit. We made it down on to the left flank and closed in on the enemy. Within a second, we got the word that two men were hit from the other team. We were to hurry in for the kill. It was a minute or two before my team and the other team ended the firefight. I went around to see who the two wounded were and only found one of them. The other was checking out bodies. I asked the other fire team leader where the second man was hit. He said, “In the side of his hand.” I told him we were going back to the hill because the other guy was taking too long.


  Back at the hill, I was informed that my squad was to man the bunkers for the night. I went back to my hut with the other guys to get some gear before we went out on the bunkers. It was about twenty minutes before I got out to the bunker, and when I got there, I started to fix myself a nice spot on top. The sun was still up as I stretched out to look over the rice paddies. As I looked around, I noticed something near the edge of the bunker on the other side. I could not tell what it was, so I crawled over to get a better look. For a second, I could not figure out what it was. Then I knew. The guy who had been taking so long down at the river had cut the ears off the dead enemy soldiers. He was drying them on the bunker. It made me sick. But then again, no one said anything about it. I never saw who put them there, but they were gone by the next day.


  For whatever reason, my squad stayed back at the hill one rainy night while the other squads went out on patrol on the real Hill 190 next to us. It was early in the evening when I got the word to move out because a guy had been wounded. As we doubletimed down the road along the river, I could not help wonder who it was. I just had the feeling it was someone I knew really well. When we reached the bottom of the hill, we met some of the guys standing on the road. They were waiting for the wounded guy to be brought down. After a few seconds, I asked who it was, and they said it was Conroy. I asked what happened, and they said he was hit with a grenade in both legs. I could not believe it was Conroy. He was such a nice guy, a real gentlemen and a college graduate from Boston.


  As we waited for the men to get him down to the road, one guy came down and said they needed some more help. I went up the hill. It was very foggy and still raining very hard when I reached Conroy about halfway up the hill. He was in a lot of pain from what I could see, but he could still look at me and make a joke about going home for good as the rain ran down his face. In a way, it was good it was raining, for I may have had a tear in my eye. We had to move really slowly, as we were all slipping on the mud and falling into small bushes coming down the hill. When we reached the bottom, some other guys took over. A jeep was waiting with more corpsmen to help take him away. It was raining so hard now that the jeep going down the road was leaving six-inch-deep tracks in the mud. Like always, not much was said about what had happened, and I never saw Conroy again.


  I could not help thinking back about the time when I had been in command of an 18-man squad on KT in an open area not far from the base of the mountains. We ran into an NVA platoon of about 30 soldiers. They did not see us. I had my men dig into the sand, as we lay in the open. I was waiting for them to move closer before I gave the order to open up. Then the order came over the radio for us to fire now. Conroy was on the machine gun and knew if we opened up too soon, they would spot him fast because of the tracers from his gun. He knew it would be all over for him. I knew if I did not fire as I was ordered, I would be in trouble with command. If I did open up, as ordered, who knew how many of our guys were going to be killed? I looked around at the guys waiting for me to give the word. I knew they were all willing to go down with me, even if I made the wrong call on this one. I knew command wanted kills, but these guys had faith in me, and I could not send them to their deaths. I did not open up. The enemy moved back up into the mountains. We were lucky that day.


  Later that night, Conroy crawled over to thank me for caring about him. No one, he said, had ever done that much for him before. When morning had come and we were on our way back in, the guys said thanks as they passed by me. I think the guys went to the command bunker when we got back, to let them know their feelings about last night, for no one from command ever said a word to me. They just gave me long, hard stares in the face.


  Well, anyway, I asked the squad leader, “How did Conroy get hit?” He said, from what he knew, Conroy was sitting on one side of a big bush, and another guy was sitting on the other side. (This guy always shot at anything that moved.) The guy on the other side, I won’t say his name, thought Conroy was an NVA soldier, so he threw a hand grenade over the bush. I never saw Conroy again, but I did hear that he lost his legs and that he did go home for good.


  We had been losing a lot of guys, and the replacements were slow in coming. The squads still had only eight or so guys, as opposed to fourteen. We had a bad incident when two squads went out and ambushed each other, killing the point man. The guy had only been in Vietnam a week. It was always hard to lose a friend, but you kept on going. One night, a platoon left the hill for a night patrol in the foothills near the mountains. They left as the sun was going down, hoping to be in place by nightfall. Unknown to them, Gook was hot on their tail. The platoon had arrived at their site just as it turned dark for the night, when Gook came running past them and into the bushes about hundred feet away. Somehow, Gook knew that an enemy ambush was waiting. Gook, as small as he was, attacked the NVA position with all he had, causing the NVA to panic. That gave our platoon a chance to open fire on their position. The platoon, with a few wounded, made it back to the hill when the fighting was over, leaving the enemy where they fell. As dawn came, I walked over to the top of the hill to see how 1st platoon was doing. As I neared the top, the men were slowly walking away with their heads down. I looked over at the open space on top of the hill. There was a grave with a cross on it that said, “GOOK. To the world, just a dog. To us the world.” I walked back to my hut thinking, “This place sucks!”


  VIII


  



  The Village


  



  My mother wrote every day, helping to keep my spirits up with all the news that was going on at home. I was really tired of fighting. If it was not the enemy, it was the mosquitoes that were trying to get me. I always had sores all over my body, along with jungle rot, and there was nothing you could do about it. I used the little bottle of insect repellant they gave us, but it made you sweat and then it came off so fast. It was no good. It was used to lubricate our rifles most of the time. I felt I was not going to make it out of that place. Time was going very slowly for me. I was still marking the months off on my helmet. It made the new guys feel good to see there was someone around who knew what was going on. Good thing they couldn’t tell I didn’t know what the fuck was going on. I still had my head up my ass.


  I lay on my old cot, looking up at the hot tin ceiling and I guess feeling bad for myself. One of the guys yelled out, “Ron, you got a letter, and it’s not from your Mom.” I sat up on the side of the cot and looked the letter over. It was from my brother, Eddie. I opened the letter, and I was totally surprised to see a picture of my newborn niece, Donna Lynn. I was yelling all over to the guys, “Hey, I’m an uncle.” Wow, nineteen years old, and I was an uncle. I wished now more then ever that I was home. Eddie told me that I was going to be Donna’s godfather and that Mary’s brother would stand in for me. Somehow, I forgot I was even fighting a war, I was so happy. The feeling that I was going to make it came over me again. I knew I had to make it home to see Donna Lynn.
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  Donna Lynn Jensen, first photograph sent to me.


  



  Even with the fighting going on, I was still thinking about my new niece as the weeks went by. Even on patrol I would think of her.


  One day a few weeks later, I was on my way back from Freedom Hill and had to take some back roads to get back to Hill 190. An army truck gave me a ride to a crossroads and from there I started to walk the few miles I had left. Behind me, there was suddenly a cloud of dust from a truck coming down the road. It was a Marine truck, which slowed to give me a ride. I stepped to the side of the road. The truck pulled up, and the driver asked how far I was going. Suddenly, a bullet knocked my helmet off my head. A second one went through the door of the truck. A sniper. The driver yelled for me to get on and took off at full speed. I grabbed the back tailgate of the 2∂ ton truck as it sped away. I threw my rifle up in the back and pulled myself into the back. I lay on the floor as we flew along the road, and all I could see was the dust from the road.


  Within a minute I was hit in the head—not by a bullet, but by a block of ice that was sliding around the floor of the truck. The damn thing was two feet by five feet and a foot high. The floor was wet all over. It was not long before we made it to Hill 190. By the time I made it out, the driver was looking at the hole in the side of his truck, and he was very pissed about it. “Hey, forget the truck,” I said. “I lost my helmet.” I asked him about the block of ice. He said, “Someone in your command wanted a block of ice, so for 15 bucks they get it.” I asked him, “Where do you get ice in Vietnam?” “We can get anything for a price and deliver it anywhere, we’re motor transportation. Most of the things we get are from the army or air force. We never take from our guys.” Well, I said to myself as I walked back up the hill to my hut, now I know where to get a cold soda.


  I’ll tell you, it was getting to a point that I never knew where I was going to end up. One night we had a firefight in a cemetery and we all were trying to find cover. At first, I did not know it was a cemetery. I crawled around over these round mounds of dirt until one of the guys told me. It really did not make me feel good at all. I thought he was joking. As time went on, it was apparent that we were not going to be able to move for the night. We all found a spot to take cover. The only thing was, the spot I had with another guy was in an open grave. As we sat for the night, he told me the Vietnamese buried people sitting up in the graves. That’s why the holes were so small and round. For a while, I totally forgot about the firefight and wanted to get the hell out of there. It was a long, eerie night.


  One unusual mission we were picked to do was to sweep a village located down the road from the hill. When my platoon arrived at the village, we found they had pulled all the people out to the road so we could search the village empty. The word was passed that if anyone was inside, you shot them. They were the enemy. From what I understood, the village chief had asked our commander to do the search. As I stood around waiting to get the word on where to search, I noticed a Vietnamese man with a long rope around his neck. He was tied to a tree, like a dog. I asked, “What the heck is going on? Why are they doing that to the man?” I was told he was crazy, and they did not want him to run back into the village. They were afraid he would get shot.


  I was assigned to a dog and his handler. The dog, I was told, was a staff sergeant, which made me laugh, but I was happy to have the dog along. After kicking in a few hut doors, I came up to another hut and moved along the outside wall. I got ready to kick in the door, but the dog stopped me. He moved right in front of me. I knew he sensed something inside. The dog handler nodded to me that there was someone in there. I had to kick the door in and hope I got them before they got me. This might be it for me I thought. I hit the door and it went flying. I aimed to fire, but, Thank God, I stopped. It was a woman having a baby. She just looked at me with pain and fear in her eyes. She never said a word. I think she believed I was going to shoot her. For a second there, I thought I was. I didn’t have her pain, but I had the fear. I made sure no one else was there, then I stood for a second in disbelief. The baby was most of the way out. The woman asked me to cut the umbilical cord, but I had no knife. The dog handler had one, so I tied the cord off in two spots and he cut it. By then, some guys were in the doorway asking what was going on. We told them to get a corpsman. Within a second, the corpsman was there, and he took over. I started to walk out, but I kept looking back. All I saw was the woman looking at me with a dead stare.


  With the search coming to an end, I was standing out at the road waiting for everyone to finish, but I couldn’t help wondering why I stopped myself from shooting her. I was so scared. I really hated this job.
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  On a fishing boat.


  



  On the lighter side, we were asked to go down to the village near the river one day and help them catch fish. Our commander was trying to show good will to the villagers, hoping to keep them on our side. I went along with two other guys. At the village, we got in a small boat with about five villagers. New to this, I asked, “How are we going to catch fish for them?” I told my guys that I hadn’t even gone fishing with my brother when I was a kid. Maybe a few times with my Dad, but we didn’t do it with grenades. They explained that we had to pull the pin and wait one second before throwing the grenade in the water. Then all the fish would come up to the top. The Vietnamese would jump in and scoop up all the fish they wanted. After a while, it was my turn to try. I pulled the pin, counted one and threw it in the water. The boat vibrated from the concussion, and I just watched as the gleaming silver fish rolled to the top. The fish were only 5 inches long, but there had to be thousands of them. I asked anyone if they knew how much a grenade cost. One of the guys said it was $26 for an M-26 grenade. We must have used twenty grenades. I said to myself, “Only in America.” We did this for an hour or so and went back with a boatload of fish. I thought it would be fun to try at home.


  There were so many patrols that it would be impossible to tell about them all in this story. Some have stayed in my mind for years, never to go away. The guys that were killed seem never to come to my mind except for the first one I saw. We all knew we had a job to do and getting killed might be part of it. I still don’t understand why they never talked about someone after he was killed. It was like that person had never been there at all. The one thing I found myself not talking about for a long time was the time my life was saved by the guys. They never asked for thanks, either. We were just part of a team. The Marines really were a band of brothers.


  On this particular patrol, I was tail-end Charlie as usual. We were moving very fast through the dense jungle in the mountains, trying to escape a large enemy force that had spotted us on a cliff. We were moving to higher ground to make a stand. We came to a 30-foot-deep crevice that was eight or ten feet across. Everyone in the patrol had to jump across to the other side. The squad made it across just fine until it was my turn. I stopped and just looked down. Fear came over me like never before. At the bottom were jagged rocks. I knew there was no way I could make it. I kept thinking back to grade school. The kids would laugh at me because I could not jump. No one ever wanted me on their team. Now, I had an overwhelming feeling I was looking death in the face. I was all locked up inside. I couldn’t move. I told the guys to go and leave me, but they refused. They told me to take off my canteens and ammo and throw them over. I looked over at their cool, tense faces as I tried to make up my mind. I knew if I didn’t jump, they might all be killed. It was hard to think these guys were going to risk their lives to help me. I guess it was then that something inside me clicked. These guys would die for me. Even though I was not going to make it across, dying alone was better than taking the whole patrol with me. I had to let these guys move on. I moved back ten feet or so, looked over at them and said, “The hell with it.” I ran. I felt my body lift off the edge and hurl through the air. I waited to fall to my death. When my right foot hit the moss-covered edge on the other side, I felt my body tilting backwards. I had no feeling. I guess I knew it was all over and the fear was gone now. I had made my decision. It was then, as I descended down past the cliff edge, that I felt a mighty blow on my neck and back. It was the force of hands and arms stopping me in mid-air. My face passed the ledge again as I came up in the mighty arms of a guy from Minnesota. I slid my body onto the ledge. I stared at the moss-covered ledge. All I could hear were the words, “Move out, we got him.” It’s times like that, and so many others, that come to my mind years later. It was a funny thing, because the guys never mentioned it again. I guess I was just part of the team.


  We had just finished a three-day patrol into the mountains with two platoons and a nut that shot at anything that moved. I’ll never know why they made that guy a machine gunner.


  With the patrol coming to an end in the morning everyone was in a good mood. I could not wait till morning. I had to sit up all night with the trigger-happy machine gunner on the top of a bad hill. He opened up two or three times that night, driving everyone crazy, including the commander. We were all eager to get back from this long and hard patrol. We moved out just before the sun came up, down a wide and long dirt road that passed along the last few mountains. As we walked down the road staggered twenty feet apart, it reminded me of the movie The Longest Day. I had seen the movie with my mother and father at the drive-in when I was a kid in Mastic. In the movie at the end of the battle, the soldiers marched along a road into glory. My thoughts of glory came to an end as I watched a Cobra gunship going overhead. I don’t know if it was because the sun was not fully up, or what, but he took us for NVA. The yells to get on the radio filled the air as the Cobra passed overhead. The next time around, he came right down the center of the road and opened up as we dove for cover. He went high into the sky and stayed there for a few seconds, like he was deciding what to do next. Then he came down again and passed real low right along the road. He did not fire this time. It was okay, but he could have made somebody’s mom real mad.


  Late one afternoon, a few of the guys from my squad went down to an open area near the river, which had been the scene of some fighting the day before. We really went down to see if it was true what people were saying, that the dead NVA soldiers were really Red Chinese. When I got there, it was a sight out of the picture books from Gettysburg. The bodies lay all around. What I had never seen before were bodies blown up like balloons from baking in the sun. They were twice their normal size, if not bigger, and hard as rocks. One of the guys took a big rock about a foot wide and threw it at one of the bodies as hard as he could. It bounced off like a rubber ball. One of the guys said the bodies were filled with gases and if one burst you didn’t want to be around. The bodies were all over six feet tall, leading us to believe that they were Red Chinese.


  About six months had gone by, and my boots had seen better days. They were cut with deep gashes on all sides, and the bottoms were flat. You never polished your boots, you just wore them until the black leather wore off and they turned white. Your boots molded to your feet and over time they became part of you. You might change your uniform after a while, but you always had the same boots. One look at a guy in his boots and you could tell how bad his tour had been. For some strange reason, I always felt so secure in my boots. It was not too often you would see a grunt with his boots off. Anyway, the day came when I had to change them. I did not like the idea, but I had to, because I still had six months to go. Those old boots had been through a lot, and I was not going to give them up. I was going to take them home and have them bronzed. The new pair was okay, but I hoped I wouldn’t have to go through again what I’d been through in my old ones.


  



  They Hurt the Troops Real Bad—Protests Back Home


  The sun was shining brightly in a blue sky as I made my way down to the bunker near the gate to the hill. My squad was assigned to this bunker for the day. It was just a nice place for the whole squad to hang out for the day. As I approached, I could hear my little radio. It was playing, “My Boyfriend’s Back.” It was so great to hear a good tune from home.


  I climbed on to the top of the bunker, where most of the guys were lying around on the sandbag roof with their rifles next to them. I sat down. For some reason, the guys did not look too happy (or as happy as they could be in Vietnam). Next thing I knew, one of the guys said, “Why don’t you shut that fuckin’ radio off?” One of the guys did. I asked, “Why are you guys so pissed off? What’s wrong?” I had never seen them like that. Not even after a firefight. “They are protesting us back home,” one of the guys said. “How do you know that?” I asked. “It was just on the radio,” one guy said. “They are marching on Washington and in the colleges, about the war while doing their drugs.” My friends, John and Anthony, had written to me all about Woodstock, saying how they had so many drugs. All they wanted was peace and love. It gave them something to cry about and come together to use drugs.


  North Vietnam was really using it against us over there. They would cut in on the radio and tell us how our own people didn’t care about us. They said that our people were giving more support to them than to us.


  It was a low point for me to see our guys take it so hard about the protests. I knew deep down inside of me that not everyone back home felt that way but, unfortunately, the people that cared were never heard from. They never got the media attention. The guys sat there with their heads down for a while, not saying a word. All of a sudden, one guy jumped up, took his rifle and threw it across the top of the bunker. It bounced off and hit the ground. He then got down from the bunker and walked to the front gate where some kids were playing. He called them over. In no time flat, one kid was back with a party pack (ten marijuana cigarettes in a plastic bag) which cost a dollar. I never saw anyone in my platoon do that before. He came back up to the bunker and sat down and asked who wanted one. Most of the guys laid back and took one, never talking about home anymore that day. For myself, I just got up and stood there on top of the bunker feeling let down by the people back home. I had such a great pain and sorrow for these guys. How hard it was to watch these heroes, America’s best, driven into the ground. These guys were not born Marines. They were local kids from local towns all across America. They had ridden paper routes and worked in the local stores. They had played baseball in the streets and ridden their bikes. Some had left college to serve, and only about a quarter were drafted. My brother had been drafted, and he had said he would serve again. I don’t think the squad was ever the same after that day.
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  Invitation to a protest march.


  
    

  


  A few years back, in the late summer of 1965 when I was 15, I had gone to the New York World’s Fair with my friends. It was there that I met two girls, April and Eve, who were about the same age as us and had ventured into New York from Paramus, New Jersey on their own. We became friends and dated from time to time. I would often travel up old Kinderkamack Road past the small towns to Paramus to see them. As time went on, we drifted apart, but we remained friends.


  To my surprise, April, upon hearing I was in the Marines, began to write me. I received a letter about every month letting me know how things were back home and how life as a teenager was going. As the months went by, she became more and more concerned how I felt about the war. Her letters turned to the war protests and the flyers she received at school. I enjoyed her letters very much, but to hear what was going on also hurt very much.


  One letter read:


  


  
    10/17/69

  


  
    I’ve been thinking of you a lot lately. I guess it’s because of everything going on. Like the V. Moratorium. I guess you’ve heard about it. I cut out some articles & stuff & I got some notices on it from school. If you want them tell me & I’ll send them to you. I really want to know what you think about it. Do you resent or do you think it’s good?

  


  
    In Paramus we had a candlelight march from one of the parks down to Teaneck. (4 miles) It was really beautiful. Everyone was walking around like they didn’t have a care in the world. And people were shouting things like “Peace, Now.” I really don’t know what Nixon or anyone can do, or if there is a better way to end it, but just to see all these people (the procession was a mile long) who care about getting the guys home & having peace – it was tremendous. That’s where a lot of people are screwing this up. They think the people are being disrespectful or communist & are hurting the soldiers more then helping them. If they are though it’s sure not intentional and I think it’s great to have the people show what they feel, which is the way it should be in a democracy.

  


  My letters from April stopped shortly after this one but I received candy for Christmas. How wrong I think they had it. The guys were very happy with the way things were going. Nixon never sent any troops to Vietnam. He started to pull us out as soon as he came into office. He was sending us home with honor, and the war was coming to an end. More units were leaving every day. We were turning over our bases as fast as we could without endangering our troops. Yet, the protests went on, and when we did come home, we were treated like dirt. Made us wonder why they wanted us home. I guess it was for the final kick.


  



  R & R at China Beach


  The front-line companies were given an in-country R & R on a rotating basis, and it was now our turn. It was November, and the morale was low. We arrived at the China Beach compound by trucks and turned in our rifles. The compound was located right on the beach, and it had barracks for us to stay in, even beds with mattresses. We stood in the barracks looking at the mattresses, wondering if we could sleep on them. It had been a long time since we had slept in a real bed. We put down our gear and went outside to have fun. A company of Marines guarded the compound, and we were told to have fun for the next three days. No guard duty, no rifles, no worries. They had cooks working around the clock for us. Anything we wanted, we got. T-bone steaks, hamburgers, hot dogs, milk, you name it, they had it for us. Oh yes, and all the beer you could drink for the next three days.


  By the time nightfall came, everyone was sitting around a fire having a real great time just like one big old family. No rifles, a beer in one hand and guys talking about what great fun they were having and how full of food they were. Then somehow, our lost buddies joined us around the fire. “I wish Jake was here,” one guy said, and before you knew it, we had all the guys who hadn’t made it around the fire: Joyce, Doc, Jim, Tom, Rich and so on. It was not long before we all went and found places to sleep for the night. I found it hard to sleep inside. I went back to the barracks to get my poncho liner and went outside under a bench to sleep for the night.


  The next day, unbeknownst to me, some of the guys came up with the idea that a dune buggy would be nice to have on the beach. While outside the PX, they spotted a U.S. Army jeep with a private sitting inside waiting for a lieutenant. The guys went inside, then came out and told the private that the lieutenant needed his help. One, two, three, the driver jumped out and ran inside. They all got in, and that was the end of that jeep. It didn’t even need keys to start. They all believed they did not steal it; according to the guys, it just transferred from the army to the Marines. It still was a U.S. jeep.


  I did not find out about it until later in the day, when I asked one of the guys, “How did you get purple paint on your shirt?” He said, “See that tent over near the beach? Take a look inside.” I went over to the tent and peaked in to see a purple jeep with white polka dots all over it.
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  No matter where they were, the Marines celebrated the Corps birthday, November 10, 1969, three days before my 20th birthday.


  
    

  


  When nightfall came, the dune buggy was ready for an all-night ride on the beach. The guys had so much fun going in and out of the water. It was just a lot of fun. At dawn the fun was still happening. Before we left, I saw the empty jeep drive itself into the South China Sea. I watched it go under the waves.


  We packed up our gear, got our rifles and climbed into the trucks for the ride back to the hill, never thinking about how dangerous it was to have so many troops moving together at the same time. I looked up at the machine gun and the machine gunner on top of the truck. I knew it then. The trucks moved out quickly leaving a trail of dust so thick it was hard to see the truck in front or in the back. It was not long before a sniper shot hit the first truck. I did not hear the shot or even see the truck get hit, because the dust and wind forced me to keep my head down. Our machine gunner opened up in the direction of the shot. At that point, we all looked up to see the first truck lose control and flip over on to the side of the road. I was riding in the third truck, and we slowed down as the truck in front of us pulled over to help the first truck. As my truck went around, we could see the first truck overturned, men under it and men strewn twenty feet away. They weren’t moving much. Again, not much was said about it, except for a few “That shits,” and that was it.


  November 13, 1969, it was my 20th birthday. Not wanting to get killed on my birthday, I stayed back from a three-day patrol. To make it short, the guy that took my place as tail-end Charlie was hit as they rested on the trail. An NVA squad ran right into the rear of our squad. A few were killed, and the word got back to me fast as hell. I knew it would have been me, for every time we took a break I would make the Kool-Aid that my Mom had sent me. I gave up making Kool-Aid after that happened.


  IX


  



  Nam O Bridge


  



  Word came that we were to move and take Nam O Bridge on Route 1. This was not a bad move at all for us, for we had some nice huts to stay in. The bridge compound even had a small mess hall with good food. Near the bridge, they had a unit of engineers. The engineers were always building more platform huts. Near the mess hall, the engineers made a small hut that they turned into a club where you could get a drink. These guys had it all. They even had a generator, which made a lot of noise. They had some things that I had not seen in a long time, including a TV. There was this strange show on, which I had never seen before, called Hee-Haw. This was the only show I ever got to see in Vietnam.


  My platoon was assigned to guard the bridge night and day. The bridge was made up of five arched sections with concrete supports at the end of each section in the water. On each concrete support was a wooden observation post covered with sand bags. There was one man to a post. We worked four hours on and eight hours off, which was not a bad deal, similar to a job at home. Sometimes it was lonely on the post, especially at night. We didn’t have a military radio to call for help. About every twenty minutes a guy would walk around the bridge and drop C-4 in the water in case the enemy was trying to blow up the bridge.
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  Nam O Bridge, north of Da Nang.


  



  While on watch, I would spend most of my time dreaming of home. I would read the letters I had received and even try to write some letters while on watch. I never believed the enemy would try to blow up the bridge, because I thought they used it more then we did. A train went over the bridge, and that train carried a lot of people along the coast. Cars and buses packed with people, some hanging off the sides of the buses, passed over the bridge every day. They stopped at our little check point at the end of the bridge. The bridge was closed at night. Sometimes, during the day, I would go over to the check point to talk to our guys. I would help them check the vehicles for VC or NVA. I knew there had to be some on these buses, but it was hard to tell. They would say they were just going to the markets in Da Nang. We looked for weapons, and it was very interesting to watch the faces of the people as we did. Some would smile and nod. Some would look like they wanted to kill you where you stood. It was hard to spot who was who, so most of the time was spent bullshitting with the people and having a good laugh.


  



  Holidays


  Thanksgiving came, and they made sure we had turkey with all the trimmings. I must say they did a good job, even going so far as to make up a menu for us, trying to make it feel like home. The line was out the door at the mess hall, and all the guys could talk about was how nice they made it for us. I could not help thinking of my Mom making Thanksgiving dinner. Mom always knew how much I loved her turkey dinner. She always made more than we needed, because she knew how much I loved leftovers the next week.
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  Checkpoint on Nam O Bridge, Route 1, north of Da Nang.


  



  Christmas followed fast, and it would be my first Christmas away from home. I felt very bad about it, and I know my Mom did, also. Being the kind-hearted person she was, Mom sent me a Christmas tree. With all the guys standing around to see what was in such a big box, I opened it and out came our Christmas tree. The guys stared in disbelief. The tree was two feet tall; it had real Christmas bulbs in many colors and real lights. I put the tree on a box next to my cot, which was in the corner of the hut. Before I was done, the guys had all gone out to get some power. When I came back from my watch on the bridge at midnight, I noticed colorful lights coming from the hut. I walked inside, and the warm feeling of home came over me. All the guys, even some I didn’t know, were lying or sitting around the tree in the dark. They were just staring at it, not saying a word. Our hut became home that Christmas for a lot of guys. They would sing, and when they received a present from home, they would put it under the tree.



  On Christmas Eve night, I had to stand watch on the bridge, but even as I sat at my post, I had this great feeling of Christmas. It was cold and foggy that night, and there was a mist of rain that came down so lightly that it looked like snow. I sat there eating a big can of Christmas candy I had received in the mail. Before I knew it, I was back in my hut falling asleep next to the lighted Christmas tree.


  In Da Nang at Freedom Hill, they had a Christmas USO show with Bob Hope. Only one grunt per squad could go. I did not get picked, and I didn’t know who did. It was always the guys in the rear that got to see the shows. I must say, one time a group of Australian go-go dancers flew out in a helicopter to Hill 190 and put on a private show for us. It was the best show ever. Boy, could they shake it! The guys loved it. Boy, did they love it! They also loved the fact that the dancers cared enough to visit the front lines. When the show was over and the girls came off the makeshift stage, their smiles turned to fear. They tried to smile and say goodbye, but they were ordered to board the chopper fast.
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  Australian go-go dancer, Hill 190.


  



  Even though there was a cease-fire on Christmas Day, patrols still went out. One of the killer teams from another company took the cease-fire seriously, I guess, because during the night they radioed in that they saw six-foot chickens with horns running around. After a while, all radio contact was lost with them. It was not until morning, when they sent a patrol out looking for them, that they found all four killed. It was apparent that they had been smoking marijuana, but unknown to them, it had been spiked with opium.


  New Year’s Eve found me on the bridge again, and it was the same as all the other nights, except when midnight came. I think all our guns in Vietnam fired at the same time to celebrate the New Year. It had to scare the hell out of the NVA, for it sure scared the hell out of me.


  Our days here at the bridge were very relaxing. We all had something to keep us busy. Some guys would go fishing in a little boat they had. Others would do things like play ball, box, swim or just play around with things. I don’t know who, but someone from the company had the Vietnamese make a book about Kilo company. The Vietnamese were walking around all the time trying to take our pictures no matter what we were doing. I must say they did a good job. I did get a book, but I don’t remember who gave it to me.


  One day, I was down near the water watching the guys try to get into a little boat without getting wet. It was so funny to see all of them fall out of the boat into the water. They tried again, and they still fell out. It was then that one of the guys came running down from the bridge calling for me. He was yelling, “McBride just got run over by a tank.” Hearing this, all the guys in the water came up to where I was standing. One of the guys asked me, “Weren’t you just talking to McBride a minute ago?” I said, “Yes, I was talking to him about not having to go out with the machine gun anymore on patrols. He was so happy that they might let him stay around in the rear and fix things.” It seemed McBride was doing a good job fixing the generator, and they were going to let him have that job. Not too many guys knew how the generator worked. I think they needed him for that. I knew he was going out of his mind with that machine gun. “So what happened to McBride?” we asked. Apparently, he had been walking along the road near the bridge with a friend when a tank passed them. He yelled out, “I’m too short to be walking anymore.” (Meaning he didn’t have much time left in Vietnam.) He ran up to the tank, and it stopped for a second. He tried to climb up on the side, near the rear, but the tank moved. His foot was on the track near the gear wheels, and he was crushed. I asked where he was now, and they said, “They are medevacing him to Da Nang now.” Well, that was the end of McBride. From what I heard he was in the hospital for nine months and went back to the States.


  One bright, sunny day, I was assigned watch on the west side of the bridge near the center. I had my feet up on the wall in front of me, just relaxing and looking at the scenery. I was wondering how far the river went inland from the South China Sea and what was at the other end of it. Not that I really wanted to know, I was just curious. It was so nice sitting there that sometimes I thought I was going to fall asleep. As I sat there with my head rolling around, I noticed sand coming from one of a sandbag about a foot over my head. I didn’t think much of it, but I wondered why the sand came out in such a steady flow. After thinking about it for a few minutes, I started to look around. All I could see was Sam, who didn’t have watch, playing at the shoreline at the end of the bridge on the rocks. It looked like he was trying to shoot the fish on the shoreline as they went by. Not finding anything wrong, I sat back and did my thing. It was a second later, as I tried to relax, that I heard a very low ping. I looked all around and found nothing, just some more sand coming from another sandbag over my head. It wasn’t until Sam fired again and the sandbag over my head opened up, sending sand into my face, that I realized his shots were ricocheting. He fired again. The bullet hit about five inches from my face. I tried to yell, but he was about 500 feet from me. Now he was firing three rounds at a time, and I had to get down inside my little bunker. I just lay on the floor. There was no sense trying to get his attention anymore. He was firing too much. He kept on shooting for 45 minutes. When a guy came to relieve me on my post, I told him to stay down. He took my post, and I made a run to the end of the bridge. “What the hell are you doing?” I yelled to Sam. “I’m trying to get this fish that swims over this rock in the water,” he said. “I know,” I yelled. “You have had me pinned down and been shooting the shit out of me for the last 45 minutes on the side of the bridge with your ricochets.” It was funny, for even as I stood there yelling my brains out at him, the fish kept swimming up to the rock in the water.


  We stood there watching this foot-long fish for a few minutes. I got an idea. I said, “You’re not going to give up until you get that little bastard, are you?” I said I’d be right back. With that, I went back to our hut and got a grenade from my pack. When I got back to the water, I told everyone to get up on the road. They looked at me like I was nuts. I pulled the pin on the grenade and waited for the fish to go by. Then I threw it in. BOOM! After a few seconds, we all went over to the rock in the water to see the fish, but we could not find him. There were a lot of fish rolling to the top, but not that one. He was so big one guy said, that he may have gone to the bottom: “Well he’s gone. That takes care of that!” By now, it was time for chow, so we all went to the mess hall to eat.


  We were just finishing chow when the guys from another platoon came in. They were all excited about setting up a machine gun to get this big fish that passed over a rock near the bridge. No sooner than he said that, a machine gun went off down by the bridge. We ran to the bridge just in time to hear people yelling about the ricochets. We asked, “Did you see the big fish?” They said yes. “But how could you see him if we blew him up two hours ago?” Word came down from the command post to cease all firing. For the rest of the day everyone was arguing about who had gotten the fish. The next day, command had put up a sign saying, “No fishing.” As we stood there reading the sign, the little bastard swam by the rock again.


  



  Back to the Village


  It was January now, and President Nixon’s troop withdrawals were moving along quicker than I knew. We were ordered to pack up. The company was going to be split up by platoons, and we were going to be put into villages near Hill 190. These were the same villages where we had had firefights every night. It was hard for me to believe we had to go and live in the same villages with just one platoon to each. My platoon was assigned the village east of Hill 190. I think Hill 190 was being taken over by ARVN troops. We were also told we would have ARVN troops with us in the village. That did not make us feel any better.


  We made it out to the village about midday and found a spot to set up a base camp. The spot we picked was located on the side of the village, in a small open spot about 100 feet wide. On the other side from the village were rice paddies. Further down, the ARVNs had a base camp of their own. Our camp was not the best place to get to if we needed help, for the dirt road was a half-mile away. The only way to get in or out was to walk along the paddy dikes to the road.


  We had sandbags with us, and we started to build some bunkers to form a circle. The bunkers had walls about four feet high and no roofs. We used our ponchos to cover the tops, so the rain and sun could not get in while we took naps. Each one had its own design, made to order, I guess, just as each team liked it. After putting up the walls, I made a sandbag chair, more like a recliner, out in front of the bunker overlooking the rice paddies. I felt good now, more secure that I had some protection inside my little bunker. A place to go when the shit hit the fan. Our bunkers or huts were only ten feet apart from each other, giving us a small circle to defend.


  After building all day, we were dead at nightfall. But I had my recliner to relax the night away. I was sitting there watching the moon shine over the rice paddies. The moonlight gleamed across the water. It was a sight I had never seen before, very peaceful and majestic.
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  My home in the village.


  
    

  


  Bill came over and sat down next to me. He told me we had to change bunkers. I said, “What the shit is this we have to change bunkers? I just built this place.” “I know, but they want to put the machine gun over here,” he said. “I just built this chair for myself,” I said, “I don’t want to move over there in that piece of shit. Let me go and talk to these guys about this.” “Can I sit in your chair while you’re gone?” Bill asked me. I said, “Sure but don’t get too used to it.” I moved out of the chair to let him sit down. He looked up at me with the moonlight shining off his glasses. He said, “See what you can do about not changing positions.” When I looked at him again, he was hit. He was the first one to get hit. A bullet hit him in the face, a half-inch below his eyeglasses and next to his nose.


  The rice paddies turned into strobe lights, and cries for the corpsman filled the air. I hit the ground, trying to find where it was coming from, but it was too hard to tell. I looked back at Bill to see if he was still alive, but he just sat there with blood running down his face. We all opened up at the rice paddies. After what seemed a minute or so, the firing stopped. As I crawled over to Bill. I kept yelling, “Bill! Bill!” His head rolled to the side, and he groaned. The air was full of screams for help. I did not know how we were going to get help out here. It was then I heard the radioman yell, “The chopper’s on the way. Be ready to get the wounded on the chopper as it lands. They are only going to land for a second.”


  We sat with the wounded in the dark, waiting for the sound of the choppers. We began to hear the choppers, but we could not see them yet. It felt like my Mom was there and everything was going to be all right. The choppers were now overhead and came down like lead weights, right on target. The first chopper moved side to side as it tried to touch down, almost in the paddy. I stayed on line as three guys grabbed Bill and put him on the chopper. It was hard for me to see what was going on because the choppers did not cut their engines when they landed, and dirt was flying everywhere. The choppers were back in the air in seconds, and the sound of them faded into the night. I sat there the rest of the night by myself wondering what was up next. In the morning, I found Bill’s blood-covered glasses next to my chair. I gave them to the corpsman so they could send them to Bill.


  It was hard to believe I was the only one left from the group that came over with me to Vietnam. I was getting short now, and I was becoming very superstitious. I was getting “I’ll do that for you” from the guys, and “You’re too short to be doing that.” It was nice of them, but at the same time I didn’t like it. I didn’t have a fire team anymore. I was letting other guys take over. I was still with them, but I was letting them get the experience of leading the team before it was my time to go home.


  We were so short of men that I still went on most patrols. We had to run a patrol into the village every night, leaving the other two squads back at camp. We only had about 24 guys in the whole platoon now, which made it hard to run patrols day and night. The order came down that we were to run patrols with the ARVNs from now on, hoping they would take over some day. Fat chance. Most of the guys didn’t like it at all. They didn’t trust the ARVNs one bit. Many times, when the shooting started, the South Vietnamese soldiers were gone in a flash, leaving the Marines to fight alone.


  We knew these patrols were not going to be like the patrols of the past. When it got dark, we would leave from our camp with the ARVNs. It was so dark that when we left camp, we had to count Marines to make sure the right number came back. We didn’t go too far, just walked around the village for a few hours and then came back to the camp. Coming back in the dark was when we needed the squad count, so the enemy would not get on the end of the squad and try to get into camp.


  As we lined up to go out on the patrol, everyone would check each other’s gear to make sure we had everything we needed. When we left the camp, it would be in alternating order: Marine, ARVN, Marine, and so on. None of the guys liked that, and they worried about it a lot.


  This was the first time I ever had to work with the ARVNs where my life depended on them. I still could not understand how they always had new equipment and always walked around with tightly tailored uniforms. They all had new rifles, and I still had one of the old battleworn models that had been passed down to me. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my rifle. But the situation seemed strange to me.


  During the daytime, the ARVNs would spend a lot of time over at our camp. They mainly came over to talk and, I think, to see what kind of food we had. I became friends with a few, but I still didn’t trust them. I liked talking to them, to find out what they knew about the village and the people in it. As they put it, the daytime was fine for the most parts, but at night the VC and some NVA would come to the village for food and supplies. Sometimes, the VC or NVA would just come home to see their families. This was a civil war, and sometimes I thought the villagers didn’t care who won. If the villagers were doing something wrong, we did not just kill them like the communist soldiers did. All the people had to do was work like slaves, and everything was fine with the communists.


  Almost every night we had some kind of firefight in the village. As always, the ARVNs ran out on us. We really didn’t care if they took off, for we always depended on ourselves to watch each other’s backs. On one patrol, we had only gone into the village a few hundred feet when we walked into the enemy sitting outside a house on what looked like a patio. Our point man opened up at the same time they did. We saw the two soldiers sitting outside, but we didn’t know there were more inside. They went out the back, came around the hut, and hit us in the side. Now, the whole squad was in the fight, and we were losing sight of each other as we moved around for cover. We had two wounded, and they had three killed. We moved out fast, to get the guys medevacked out. As we made our way along the trail, I had the feeling we were going to get hit again. When we made it back to the camp we were not even sure we had all our guys. We had to count numbers as we passed the sentry. I knew the sentry but he did not recognize me. I put my face up to his, and he said, “Oh, it’s you. Hey Ron, it’s sure good to see you.”


  It was about noon the next day, and the sun was shining brightly as I walked near the rice paddies. They had dragged out one of the bodies from last night. I went over to see how badly we had hit him. A woman was standing a few feet from him. She was wearing silk pajamas and a straw hat. Her hands were in her mouth, and she was crying. She just kept staring down at him. It was unbelievable how many times we hit him. His chest was torn wide open. His heart was hanging out. Just then, an ARVN came over to me, and I asked him who the women was. He said it was the dead soldier’s mother. I stood there for a few more minutes. People gathered around, pretending they were working along the paddy dike. I didn’t know what to make of the whole thing. I felt bad for his mother, but then, her son had been trying to kill me last night. I went back to the camp and lay down, thinking, why can’t we all just be friends?


  In the daytime, it was a different story. The people would like you, even talk to you. But at night, they tried to kill you. I had made friends with a few ARVNs. One was a medic and he would take me and another guy into a house, or I should say, a hut. He knew the people who lived there. Mamma-san would cook food for him, and he would hang out there most of the day. It got so I would stop by every day to see what was up, hoping to learn more of what was going on in the village. Mamma-san would always make me some kind of food. That’s just what it was, some kind of food. I had no idea what was in it, but I tried it so I would not insult them. I didn’t want to do that in this village. The kids waited around, outside the house to see if I came by, for I always brought them some candy from my c-rations. I came to the house one afternoon and sat down at the table inside with Sam and an ARVN soldier. We were talking for a while. I rubbed my boots on the dirt floor looking for a little dog that was usually under the table. I would give him the food if it didn’t look too good.
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  Living in Vietnamese village, February, 1970.


  



  The hut always had the smell of smoke, which was from the cooking fire. The villagers cooked like they had for a thousand years, over a small open fire in the hut. Mamma-san gave us some food, which did not look too bad. We ate it. As we were leaving, I asked the ARVN whether he’d seen the little dog that was always hanging around the hut. He turned to us with a big smile on his face and said, “You just eat the dog.” We went back to our camp. Sam and I never said a word about it to each other. It was something we didn’t want to talk about, ever.


  



  Trip to the Rear


  At times it seemed they just forgot about us out at this camp. One day, the guys wanted some personal things, and I was asked to go to the rear to get them. I knew the back roads to the rear, so I went. I knew I would have to carry a lot of stuff back, so I left my rifle with the corpsman and took his 45. The trip was not bad, and I found out in the rear that they wanted me to take my R & R, because I did not have much time left in Vietnam. I told them to give me any old place to go. It didn’t matter to me, as long as I got the hell out of here. They said, “Then you have Hawaii. You’ll leave next week, okay?” “Great,” I said and headed out.


  Just as I was passing the medical station, out stepped Bill with a brace on his face. He called to me, “Hey Ron!” “Holy shit, Bill! What the hell are you doing here?” We sat on the steps of the medical hut. I was glad to see him and he told me what had happened. After the bullet had pierced his skin, it ricocheted off his cheekbone and slid around his face, ending up behind his ear. All they had to do was remove the bullet from behind his ear. I asked, “Did you get the bullet?” He said, “Yes, but the only thing was, it was an M-16 round. I’ll wear it around my neck for the rest of my life.” He had heard that I was going to Hawaii, and he wrote his mom that I would call her to let her know how minor his wound really was. They had told his mom he got shot in the head. That was all they said. I told him I would call her, and then I told him to get some rest. I caught rides all the way out to our base camp. I only had to walk the last half-mile along the paddy dikes to get to our village camp.


  I was halfway across the paddies, walking on a dike about three feet wide, when a sniper took a shot at me from the village. I hit the ground, dropping everything into the water, and tried to get the handgun out of my holster. I kept saying to myself, “I don’t believe this shit.” I aimed and I fired once, but the gun jammed. In a few minutes, I saw a squad of guys coming out to help me. I pointed to where the fire was coming from. The squad took off for that area and found nothing. The sniper had taken off. I saved most of the stuff that I had gotten for the guys, but I told them I wasn’t doing that again: “I’m too short for this!”


  I couldn’t wait now to go on R & R. We were having firefights every night. The Tet season had started, and the enemy was on the move. The ARVNs were getting ready for a big traditional feast, roasting a big pig. And I mean big. It was the size of a small bear. The pig was cooked over an open fire in the middle of their camp. The next morning, it was still cooking. I did not think much of it. I guess it was like our Christmas and New Years holidays to them.


  I was in my hut of sandbags taking a nap when we got a visit from our new lieutenant, who had joined the platoon in November after our old lieutenant’s time was up (Thank God!). Lieutenants only had to do six months on the front lines, then they took jobs in the rear, usually as executive officers for the company. The lieutenant, not knowing what was going to happen with all the fighting in the village, was trying not to hurt the feelings of the Vietnamese people. He ordered us to go over to their camp and share in their feast. I really did not want to go, but he got all upset. He was concerned about what might happen if we didn’t go.


  I went over with a few guys and just stood around as the big pig cooked. I was hoping they would not offer me any food, but no such luck. Before I knew it, I had a big plate of food in my hand. As I looked at the pig on my plate, my brain jumped back to biology class in high school. If there was anything I got out of that class (the poor frogs), it was about the dangers of uncooked pork. The lieutenant was walking around begging us to eat. He really didn’t want to piss off the villagers. After staring at the food for a while, I said to myself that the lieutenant might have a point. Oh shit, I thought, I only have a few more days before I go on R & R. So what the hell, I ate it. Little did I know that I would end up with ten-inch roundworms when I got home to the States.


  X


  



  Homeward


  



  Well, the day came for me to head out for R & R in Hawaii. I made it out to the road and hitched a ride to the rear. They gave me my orders and told me to report to the airbase in Da Nang, which I did. I waited in the air base with my little bag, containing things I might need, like a toothbrush, a towel and some underwear. They called my name, and I stepped out, only to be greeted by a big German shepherd that was waiting to sniff the shit out of my bag, not to mention me. I asked what this was for, and they said they were looking for drugs. The dog did not even say goodbye. He just moved on to the next person. In minutes, I was on the plane and taking off. The plane could only stay on the ground for twenty minutes for fear of being shelled.


  As we climbed into the clouds, the pilot of the commercial airliner came over the intercom and informed us we were now out of range of fire. He told us to sit back and relax, the next stop was Hawaii. When we landed, there were about 50 people to greet us. They put flowers around our necks and escorted us off the runway. Inside the terminal, they helped us find a hotel at Waikiki beach. I took a cab to a small motel, which was a few blocks up from the beach. It was nice to be there, but I felt all alone. I didn’t know where to go, so I started to walk. Someone on the street asked me if I was going to the beach. I said, “Yes.” They told me the beach had been closed because of an oil spill. With that, I turned around and went back to my room for the day.


  It was so hot in Hawaii. I could not take the heat and spent most of my time in my room. I only went outside to get some food and bring it back to the room. I did make a phone call to my Mom and to Bill’s mom, but it was so hot in the phone booth I could not talk long. Mom kept asking for some pictures. I did not want to go out, so I went over to the parking lot across the street and took pictures of my rented Maverick under a palm tree. Mom was not too happy with the pictures. I was so hot and lonely that I could not wait to get out of Hawaii. I could not sleep in a bed at all. I had to sleep on the floor. With my week up, I was on my way back to Vietnam. I didn’t like it in Hawaii, but I hated to go back to Vietnam. I just wished I could go home. It had been over a year now.


  Our plane landed in Vietnam, and a jeep was waiting to take me back to the company. With my jungle clothes and boots on, I got out of the jeep in front of the office. I looked around for a minute at the dirt-covered hill and slowly made my way over to supply for my gear. The guy was sleeping on some ammo boxes. I asked him for my gear. “Oh, you’re back already,” he said, opening his eyes. I slowly put my gear on and said thanks. The guy said, “You watch your ass, now,” as he climbed back onto the ammo boxes. I turned and slowly walked to the company office, kicking the dust with my feet.


  I stepped into the office and stood there for a second. The Remington raider (desk jockey) in front of me kept working. Finally, he looked up. I told him I was back from R & R. “Okay, Jensen, I got you logged back in,” he said. “You can make it out to your camp now.” Just as I was walking out, another guy, who was working way back in the dark, jumped up and said, “Is that you Jensen?” I said, “Why?” He said, “Because they were looking all over for you last week.”


  “Why were they looking for me?” I asked.


  “You’re not suppose to be here!”


  “Where am I supposed to be then?”


  “You’re suppose to be back in the States,” he said.


  “How’s that?”


  He ran to a desk near where I was standing and pulled out some papers: “Here read this! President Nixon gave you orders to go home last week, after you went on R & R, but it was too late for us to tell you, as you had left already.” “So what does this mean, now?” I asked.


  “It means I can get you the next flight out of here, which is in two days. If you want, you can go turn in all your gear and find a place to hide for the next two days.”


  My feet never touched the ground on the way to supply. With my heart pounding, I banged on the supply window. I banged so loudly that the guy napping on the ammo boxes jumped and fell off. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he said as he tried to stand up. “Here,” I said, “You can take my shit. I’m going home!” The guy said, “Let me get you a supply card for your gear.” With that, he checked off my gear and pulled out another card. He said I owed the government $15. I said, “What the hell for?” “You lost one helmet a few months ago,” he said, “and we gave you a new one.” I said, “You don’t understand, a sniper took it off my head.” “So why didn’t you pick it up?” he said. “Fuck you. I was not going back for the damn helmet,” I said. With that, he walked to the back of the supply hut and came back with a large plaque. “Here,” he said, and handed it to me. He said it was from the commanding general, for the grunts that made it this year. “Wow,” I said, and read it aloud: “From General O. R. Simpson, with respect, for my service in 1969. I’ll have to hang this up when I get home.” “Forget about the helmet,” the guy said. “I wouldn’t have gone back for it, either. Don’t forget to turn in your rifle over at the armory.”


  I started to walk over to the armory, which was about a hundred feet away, and as I walked I could not help feeling that I was about to lose an old friend. I stepped up to the window, and a soldier asked, “What’s up?” I said, “I’m here to turn in my rifle. I’m going home.” He pulled out my card, took my rifle from me and checked the serial number. “Okay” he said, “this is the one.” He took the rifle in the back. He came back and gave me a receipt for it. I said thanks and started to walk away, but I went back to ask him what would happen to my rifle now. He looked at me with a big smile on his face and said it was going to the Smithsonian. I said, “Okay, thanks.” As I walked away, I tore up my rifle card. I never wanted to see my rifle number again.


  



  Saying Goodbye to Ray


  My next stop was over at battalion to see Ray in his little mail hut. When I walked in, Ray was sitting on his cot. I could not help looking at the walls and doors. They had the place papered with Playboy pin-ups. Ray said, “Hey Ron. They aren’t mine. They belong to the guy I share the room with.” “Wow,” I said, “this place is all right. You even have Miss July. Well, anyway,” I said to Ray, “how are you doing? I had to come over to let you know that I am going home in two days.” “Wow, I’m going home next week,” Ray said. He asked me how I was going home and I said, “By plane. Why?” Ray said he was going home by ship with the 26th Marines. They were going home to fold up their colors. I said, “What about the other guys? Are they going home, too?” “Only a few,” he said, “just the guys that are short. The rest of the guys are going to be transferred to units that are staying. I know Sam is being transferred to another unit.” We talked for a good while, then it was time to go eat.


  On the way to the mess hall, I heard someone calling me from the company office. The commander stepped outside and was waiting for me. I made my way up there quickly. I just stood there. What did I do now? I thought. The next thing I knew, I was being promoted to corporal. After he had read the citation, the commander said it had been a long hard year. He was glad I had made it. After that, I had more important things to do, like go to the mess hall.


  While Ray and I were eating, it dawned on me that I could sit in the noncommissioned officers section, now that I had been promoted. It was a nice feeling, but I still wanted to get home and out of the Marines as fast as I could. I told Ray I would see him back in the States, and we parted.


  On my way back to the company office, I stopped in at the casualty hut to see Bill, who was still recuperating. He looked really good. It was hard to tell that he had been hit in the face. I told him I was leaving on the next flight out. He told me he had the same flight. We would be going home together, the same way we came. He told me that his mother was happy I had called. It had made her feel a lot better.


  For the next two nights, I had to find a place to hide. I had this fear that I was going to get hit somehow. Just before nightfall, I found a small, one-man bunker next to the company office. It was a little tunnel about a foot high that one man could crawl into in case of incoming rounds. I was really panicky now, so I spent most of the next two days in this little hole until it was time to leave. I wondered if the guys out at the village had gotten the word that I was not coming back. I was sorry I didn’t get the chance to say goodbye, but there was no way I was going out there to do that now. I did send word out to them. I knew Sam was going to be pissed and happy for me at the same time.


  



  Leaving Vietnam


  Well, the day came. I crawled out of my hole for the last time. Bill and I went for chow, then waited for our ride to Da Nang. The office guy said he had a little paperwork to do, then he would drive us. We waited about an hour, then he came out and told us to hop in the jeep. We threw in our sea bags, which had been stored in the company office for the year, and we were on our way. The ride was the same as it had been the year before. We drove through some really bad parts of the city, if you want to call it a city. I think we just drove through the outskirts. We drove past the rows of shacks that made up this part of the so-called city. As the guys would have said, this was not the real world.
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  Waiting to go home, Da Nang.


  



  As we arrived at the airbase and checked in, we were again greeted by the big German shepherd. I hoped the dog wouldn’t find the piece of bamboo I had stashed in my bag. It had been given to me by a little girl in the village after I had given her some food. It was only six inches long and the size of a drinking mug. With the dogs finished checking my gear, I was cleared to go on to the aircraft. They made us move fast, as the planes could stay on the ground no longer than twenty minutes. These planes were commercial airliners and were inviting targets for the NVA.


  Once on board, I took a seat next to the window and waited for takeoff. In a minute, we were on our way down the runway. I watched out the window as the plane climbed high into the sky and out over the South China Sea. There was not a sound in the aircraft as Vietnam faded from our eyes. Then the captain came on the intercom and said, “Okay, boys, the war is over for you. Sit back, we’re taking you home.” The plane filled with cheers. My first thought was that I could have anything that I wanted now—soda, food, candy, anything. I was always having this dream, mostly when I was on long patrols, of getting out of bed at home and going to the refrigerator. I would always take out a chocolate-covered donut and eat it. I didn’t even like chocolate-covered donuts!


  The captain came on after a while and said we would be landing in Okinawa soon. Everyone started to get their gear ready to be the first off the plane. When the plane did land, they had a bus waiting for us that took us to Camp Hansen.


  We would only be at Camp Hansen for a few days, enough time for them to clean us up. We had liberty most of the time, and we had the chance to go into Kim village at night. In the morning, we fell into formation on the same street as the year before. On our side of the street were the guys coming from Vietnam, and on the other side were the guys going there. This time, I stood there with my hip cocked and my hands in my pockets, just looking at the faces of the guys going to Vietnam. Now I knew how the guys coming back had felt, and what they had been thinking as they had stood in silence looking at us a year ago. The guys going over had so many questions: “Will we be fighting the first day? If we get shot, will they be able to get us out in time?”


  To my surprise, we had to turn in all our clothing. We went into a supply room, where they issued us all new uniforms. I turned in my old uniform and sat back down to put the new one on. “Hey there,” they said to me, “the boots, too.” “Oh no,” I said, “not the boots. I’m taking them home to be bronzed.” “You can’t do that,” they said.” “All clothing from Vietnam must be turned in, or you don’t go home. We are going to give you all new clothing.” It was so hard to part with the boots. Even the guy taking them knew that. “I can see these boots have been through a lot of shit,” he said. “I bet they have been places that many of us never had to go.” “I guess they have,” I said, “and the boots, I guess, would never let me run from it, either.” Well, having no choice, I handed them to him. At least I still had me.


  We spent most of the time getting our uniforms ready to go back to the States. Most of us had never worn our nicer uniforms more than one time before going to Vietnam. We went to the PX to get the ribbons for the medals we had received. The tailors had to put our new ranks on our uniforms. We were getting ready to hit the States. We even had the chance to go to the movies and see The Graduate.


  Before we knew it, we were boarding the aircraft for our flight back to the States. This flight was going to be a long one, as we had to stop at Guam for a few hours then reboard the plane for Hawaii. After the stop in Hawaii, it was on to the continental United States. It was a long and boring trip, as we had been traveling for at least seventeen hours in the air.


  The guys were all fast asleep when the Captain came on the intercom and said “Well, Marines, this is what you have been waiting for. If you look out to your left, you can see the continental United States.” For a minute, there was not a sound in the aircraft. The silence seemed tangible. We all looked out the windows, watching the land come closer and closer. When the shoreline rolled under the plane, the sounds of joy filled the cabin. The pilot instructed everyone to buckle up. We were about to land at Norton Air Force Base, California.


  Once on the ground, we found buses waiting to take us to Camp Pendleton. After a few hours, we made it to the base, where we would be processed out of the Marine Corps. It was going to take a few days for them to do that. There would be a lot of paperwork and medical procedures. Most of the time was spent going from building to building checking out. There was a recruiter following me around the whole time. He tried to get me to reenlist, telling me how bad it was out in the world, how hard it was to get a good job. “You can sign up for any job you want,” he said, “and you’ll be promoted to sergeant right now.” I told him they had offered me any job I wanted when I joined the Marines. I told him I had asked for motor transportation. “But look at what they gave me,” I said. “Rifleman.” He stood there with a half-smile on his face and tried to look the other way when I said that. I told him he was wasting his time with me. Nothing was going to stop me from going home.


  One of the stops we made was at the sick bay, for a medical and checkout. I’m all done, I thought, as I sat in the waiting area. Then my name was called. I jumped and ran up to the medical window. “Are you Jensen?” they asked. “You have to report to the naval hospital.” I asked why, and the corpsman said, “For some kind of operation on your ear.” “How long will that take?” I asked. He said it would only be four days or so. Bullshit, I said to myself, I’m going home. I turned to another corpsman sitting at the desk. “Look,” I said, “could you do me a favor? I’ve been away from home for over a year now, and I’ve got to see my family real bad. Take my file from the hospital pile and put it in the discharge pile.” Not saying a word, he moved it. I thanked him. With all my checking out done, I would be discharged in the morning.


  Friday morning, March 6, 1970. The sun shone brightly, and the temperature was in the sixties. We had been up most of the night, talking about what it was going to be like when we got home and who would be waiting for us. Not knowing that I would be coming home this soon, I had not written home to say I was on my way. The guys worked so hard on their uniforms. Everyone was asking, “Hey, where do these ribbons go?” No one seemed to know. Each of us checked the other uniforms to see if we had done it right. When we were done, the guys started to take their sea bags and personal gear outside. There was a large parking lot, and we put our gear in a line off to the side of the field. Everyone was just standing over their gear, waiting for that moment to come. At eight o’clock, we all jumped up at attention for the raising of the flag. Somehow, I had a feeling these guys would have fought for the flag again if they had been asked. We all saluted the flag for the last time as Marines.


  Off to the side of the field, the taxicabs were lined up waiting to take us to airports. There had to be sixty of us, just waiting for the word to fall in. Everyone looked so strange to me, even Bill. I didn’t recognize him in a uniform. We had spent most of our time in the Marine Corps in mud-covered jungle uniforms, never having to worry how we looked.


  It was time now. The commanding officers came onto the field. The yell to fall in rang across the field, and everyone fell into formation for the last time. The order was given to open ranks, arms distant. There were neither family nor friends, not even on-lookers, just the drivers leaning on their cabs off to the side. The officers stood in front of the men for what seemed to be a minute or so, just looking at each and every one of us. With that, they came up to each man and gave him his separation papers (the discharges would come later, mine in May of 1974). They stepped up to me, handed me my papers, shook my hand and said, “Your country thanks you for your service when it needed it.” An officer standing next to the commanding officer said to me as they stepped away, “You can go home now, son.” With all the separation papers collected, the officers returned to the front and stood there for a second. Then, they gave that last command: “DISMISSED.”


  It was like we were in a firefight; the yelling, screaming and running for our bags. We all made it to whatever cab we could get into while the drivers threw our bags into the trunks. Bill and I took the same cab, along with three other guys. We stopped in Oceanside for a few minutes, so some of the guys could call home. I didn’t call home. I was just going to surprise them. The ride seemed like forever, but we made it to the airport in time for me to catch my plane to New York. I said goodbye to Bill, but not like we weren’t going to see each other again.


  I made it on my plane for the five-hour flight to New York. It was a funny feeling to be around civilians again. As I sat in my aisle seat, I could not help but notice people staring at me. They would pass my seat, stop and take a double look, one at my chest, the other at my face. Some had sad looks, and others stared defiantly into my face. I had my small bag under the seat, and the guy behind me did not like it there. He told me to move it. It was in his way. I think it was my uniform that bothered him, because he kept staring at my clothes. The stewardess, overhearing the guy, came over and said to me, “I’ll put your bag in the back of the plane with me.” I said thanks. The guy just kept staring at the medals on my chest. Then we took our seats again. The stewardess would, throughout the flight, come over often to see how I was doing.


  I leaned back in my seat, hoping to fall asleep and wake up in New York, but I was too excited to sleep. I just sat there thinking of home. It wasn’t long before the stewardess pulled down the screen so we could watch a movie. I started to watch the movie, with the hope of falling asleep, but the movie was good and I watched it all. After the movie, I fell asleep until the captain came on the intercom and said we were making our approach to JFK Airport in New York. I could see all the lights of the city out the window. It was so hard to believe that I was this close to home. Within a few minutes, we were on the ground and I had my bags. I made my way outside to get a cab, but the cab driver gave me a hard time. I waved to a cab that was parked fifty feet away, and he just looked at me. Then another person stepped onto the curb next to me, waved to the same cab and the driver pulled up. The cabbie said he had had the other person first but that he would take me also for double the fare. I was pissed, but nothing was going to stop me from getting home, so I got in. As we drove off, I wondered if it was my uniform that made this cab driver such a bastard.


  As we drove along Queens Boulevard, it was still hard to believe that I had made it home. A crushing feeling of joy came over me as we passed the supermarket where I had worked. Before I knew it, we had turned up the steep hill where my house was. The cab stopped on the corner. I paid the driver. He never said a word. With my sea bag on my shoulder, I walked up the street to the house. There wasn’t a soul around. It was about 7:30 P.M. now, and the streetlight lit up the house. I went in the front door and straight up the stairs to our little apartment in the rear. I knocked on the door, but no one was home, so I went back down and waited out front on the sidewalk. Just as I stepped out, I saw my sister walking up the street. I started to walk toward her before she realized it was me. After a warm hug, she said Mom was parking the car around the corner. Within a second, My mother was coming up the street. As she neared me she went into shock. She could hardly talk. All I could make out were the words, “You’re home! You’re home! Thank God, You’re home!”


  



  Miltary History of Ronald John Jensen


  



  Jensen enlisted in the United States Marine Corps at the Marine Recruiting Office near 74th Street in Jackson Heights, Queens, New York. On May 20, 1968, he was sworn in at 6 A.M. at Ft. Hamilton, New York, for a two-year enlistment. He immediately boarded a train at Penn Station for his boot camp training with Platoon 364, Third Recruit Battalion, at Parris Island, South Carolina. He graduated boot camp on July 25, 1968. On July 26 he boarded a bus for Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, for infantry training. He was stationed at Stone Bay, the rifle range, in Camp Lejeune. His training was completed in September of 1968. For the next four months he was stationed at Camp Lejeune.


  In late January of 1969, Jensen went home on leave for 30 days. At the end of February he reported to Camp Pendleton in California. He was assigned to a staging battalion and attended prisoner of war training in Las Puljas. In March of 1969 he was sent to Camp Hansen in Okinawa with stops in Hawaii and Guam. At Camp Hansen he was given all his medical shots and was signed to the 26th Marines, 9th Amphibious Brigade. On April 5, 1969, he boarded Braniff Airlines and landed in Da Nang at approximately 5:30 P.M.


  On the morning of April 6th, Jensen was immediately transported to his company headquarters located eight miles southwest of Da Nang on Hill 55. On his first night in Vietnam he was caught in the middle of an enemy mortar attack. The next day he was assigned to his company on Operation Oklahoma Hills 18 miles southwest of Da Nang. In early May, he was assigned to the aircraft carrier Valley Forge until his next mission. In June, his company was assigned to the Esso plant, which was north of Da Nang. From there, he went to Hi Van Pass, Hill 190, and Nam O Bridge; he lived in various Vietnamese villages and on various hilltops. While in Vietnam he was promoted to lance corporal and then corporal. In March of 1970, Jensen ended his Vietnam tour of duty and was separated from active duty. He received his honorable discharge after his six-year military obligation in May of 1974.


  In August of 1975 he enlisted in the Marine Corps Reserves with H/S Company and later with Weapons Company, Second Battalion, 25th Marines, 4th Marine Division in Garden City, New York. He was promoted to sergeant in 1976 and then promoted to staff sergeant. While in the reserves he was sent to Panama twice for jungle warfare training and received jungle expert and commando training. He went to Fairbanks, Alaska, for combat cold weather training and skiing; Twenty-nine Palms, Mohave Desert, California, for desert warfare training; and Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, for military exercises. In August of 1986, he received his discharge from the reserves.


  



  Glossary


  



  AK-47—A Soviet assault rifle, 7.62 calibre, with a 30-round magazine.


  ARVN—Army of the Republic of (South) Vietnam.


  beehive round—Artillery round filled with hundreds of small metal darts, designed to be used against massed infantry.


  blasting cap—A small device inserted into an explosive substance that can be triggered to cause the detonation of the main charge.


  body bag—A thick black plastic bag used to transport American dead to graves registration.


  bush—The jungle.


  C-4—A very stable, pliable plastique explosive.


  C rations—Combat field rations (meals) for American troops.


  cammies—Jungle-patterned clothing worn by U.S Marines in Vietnam.


  Charlie—Slang for Viet Cong or North Vietnamese Army sol-diers.


  chi com—Chinese hand grenade.


  Chieu hoi—Government program that encouraged enemy soldiers to defect, used frequently to surrender, especially after being shot.


  CO—Commanding officer.


  Cobra—Attack helicopter.


  corpsman—Navy medic.


  CP—Command post.


  diddy-boppin’—Moving foolishly, without caution.


  DMZ—Demilitarized zone.


  firefight—A battle with the enemy force.


  finger—Secondary ridge running out from a primary ridgeline, a hill, or a mountain.


  fire mission—An artillery barrage.


  flack jacket—Body armor.


  grunt—Rifleman, infantryman.


  Gook—Derogatory slang for Viet Cong or North Vietnamese Army soldiers, also the name of our platoon’s dog.


  gunship—Armed attack helicopter.


  HE—High explosive.


  hootch—Living quarters.


  hot—Used to describe an area under enemy fire.


  hump—To carry your person, gear or ammo.


  I Corps—The northernmost of the four military zones in South Vietnam. The other zones were II, III, and IV Corps.


  immersion foot—A skin condition caused by prolonged exposure to moisture that results in cracking, bleeding, and sloughing.


  Incoming—Enemy direct fire, especially mortar rounds coming in.


  KIA—Killed in action.


  killer team—small team that sets up an ambush, mostly at night.


  Kit Carson Scout—Former NVA soldier.


  LP—Listening post; an outpost established beyond the main body of troops, manned by one or more personnel, with the mission of detecting approaching enemy forces before they can launch an assault.


  LZ—Landing zone; A cleared area to accommodate a helicopter.


  medevac—Medical evacuation by helicopter.


  MIA—Missing in action.


  MPC—U.S. military payment certificate.


  MOS—Military occupational specialty.


  MP—Military police.


  M-14—The standard issue, 7.62 mm, semiautomatic or automatic rifle used by U.S. military personnel prior to the M-16.


  M-16—The standard issue, 5.56 mm, semiautomatic or automatic rifle that became the mainstay of U.S. ground forces in 1967.


  NCO—Non-commissioned officer.


  number one—Vietnamese phrase meaning “the best.”


  NVA—North Vietnamese Army, also a North Vietnamese soldier or soldiers.


  OP—Observation post; An outpost established on a prominent terrain feature for the purpose of visually observing the enemy.


  P-38—Can opener that came with c-rations.


  Pfc.—Private First Class.


  puff—Aircraft armed with computer-controlled mini-guns that rendered massive support to fixed friendly camps and infantry units under enemy attack.


  PX—Post exchange.


  riflemen—Marine infantry.


  R & R—Rest and recreation.


  Route 1—Road that ran the coastline of South Vietnam.


  saddle up—Put your gear on and move out.


  sandbag—To not go where you were supposed to go or do what you were supposed to do. Also a bag of sand.


  shortimer—Anyone with less then 30 days left to finish a combat tour.


  SPs—Large box with goodies, sent out to the troops in the bush.


  squad bay—Living quarters.


  starlight scope—A night-vision device that utilizes any outside light source for illumination.


  Stars & Stripes—U.S. military newspaper.


  tail-end Charlie—Rear security and the last man in the patrol.


  tunnel rat—Soldier who is sent into an underground enemy tunnel complex.


  VC—Viet Cong, South Vietnamese communist guerrillas.


  waste—To kill.


  WIA—Wounded in action.


  WM—Woman Marine.


  zap—To kill.


  



  List of Names and Terms


  



  Bamboo Viper


  Belleau Woods


  Boot Camp, Platoon


  Braniff Airlines


  



  Camp Hansen, Okinawa


  Camp LeJeune, NC


  Camp Pendleton, CA


  Case Street, Elmhurst, NY


  Charlie Ridge


  Chieu Hoi


  China Beach


  Christmas


  Claw


  Confederate Flag


  



  Da Nang (Vietnam)


  Dear John


  



  Elmhurst, NY


  Esso Plant


  



  Firefight on Road


  1st Marine Division


  Food Parade Supermarket


  Forest Park


  Fort Hamilton, NY


  Fort Jackson, SC


  



  Gleane St., Elmhurst, NY


  Gook


  Guadalcanal


  Guam


  



  Hai Van Pass


  Ham & Eggs


  Happy Valley


  Hawaii


  Hill 55


  Hill 190


  Hill 506


  Hill 1166


  Hippies


  Hong Kong


  Howard Beach, NY


  Howitzer


  



  Iwo Jima


  



  Jackson, Stonewall


  Jackson Heights, NY


  Jensen, Donna Lynn (niece)


  Jensen, Edward F. (brother)


  Jensen, Edward F. (father)


  Jensen, John J. (grandfather)


  Jensen, Margaret (Anna Beck Sousa) (mother)


  Jensen, Margaret A. (sister)


  Jensen, Ronald John


  JFK Airport, NY


  John Adams High School, Ozone Park, NY


  Joyce, John M.


  



  Kennedy, Robert


  Khe Sanh, Battle of


  Kim Village, Okinawa


  Kit Carson Scout


  KT, Killer Team


  



  Lee, Robert E.


  



  M-16A1


  Marijuana


  Mastic, Long Island


  Monsoon Season


  Moon Landing


  



  Nam O Bridge


  New Year’s Eve


  New York World’s Fair


  Newtown High School, Elmhurst, NY


  9th Amphibious Brigade


  Nixon (President)


  North Vietnamese Army (NVA)


  



  Observation Tower


  Oklahoma Hills


  128th Field Artillery


  Outlaw Company


  



  Paramus, NJ


  Parris Island, SC


  Penn Station, NY


  Penny (my dog)


  Physicians Hospital


  Pig


  Poncho Liner


  Protest (war)


  



  R & R


  Rockefeller, Governor, NY


  Route 1


  



  Seabee, Navy


  60th Avenue, Elmhurst


  Sousa, Anna Beck (See Margaret A. Jensen)


  South China Sea


  South Vietnamese Army (ARVN)


  



  Tail End Charlie


  Tet Season


  3rd Marine Division


  26th Marines


  



  Underpants


  U.S. flag


  U.S.S. Evans


  U.S.S. Valley Forge (LPH8)


  



  Viet Cong


  Viking Compound


  



  Washington D.C.


  Western Union


  Whitehall Street, Manhattan, NY


  WM’s (women marines)
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