What others are saying about Cherries

“With striking detail and brutal honestgherries is nothing if not compelling. Every bit as
gritty and shocking as can be imagin€terries. A Vietham War Novel is a refreshingly honest
account of a life few of us would ever choose te I and, thus, should feel fortunate that we
don't have to. A highly recommended read.”

- Karynda Lewis, Apex Review

“As an avid reader of many historical memoirs, bfition and autobiographical, rarely have |
found one as in depth and revealing as Mr. Podtasgkirk....undoubtedly this scene is occurring
today with veterans returning from the Middle Eaddy readingCherries, you will get the
knowledge and feel of what it was like in Vietnastories that many memoirs of this war
collectively failed to mention'Cherriesis a highly recommended read!”

-Bernie Weisz, Vietnam War historian

“The author is a terrific storyteller. This bodkws so well, you will not be able to go to sleep
without reading the next chapter. Podlaski hasigdbe palm of his hand.”

-William E. Peterson, Missions of Fire and Mercy

“Once | started reading JohnGherries, | could not put it down - intense, provocative,
mesmerizing, emotional, and heartfelt. You wiklfas if you are right there in the platoon with
the grunts as they live through the terrors, thegdes, the trials and tribulations, and sometimes
the joys and humor of being at and in war. Onadreiill not be enough. You will want to pass
through the pages ofCherries more than once just to savor the up close andopal story
again.”

-Jerry Kunnath, author

“I could never have written this amazing book. \WHeold my story, | had to fill it full of the
emotion | felt but never expressed in Vietnam. |Rskd, on the other hand, managed to stay true

to the original experience by telling his story lwiittle or no emotion. The effect is that



Cherries is an excellent primer for students of the Vietn@éfar that are interested in the grunt
experience. The last chapter alone is well wdréhgrice of this book.”

-Terry P. Rizzoli, The Second Tour

“Podlaski takes readers on a gritty, visceral wiuiNam through the eyes and lives of the men
who fought the war and who, at any given momenidcdwe thrust into harm’s way. We are
right there with his characters on patrol, settipgclaymores, walking point, and above all trying
to stay alive. This is the day-to-day life stofytlee men who started out ach&rries' and tried

to stay alive.”

-Jeffrey Miller, War Remains

“I am not a person who generally reads war novais| really could not put this book down. |
read it twice! The author takes you along on therney where you get to watch the main
character grow from a scared young kid just outigh school into a savvy, skilled leader in the
span of a year, and he helps you to understandtimappens.”

-Janet Shupe

“I just finished readingCherries. | could so relate to many things in this welit/en novel. |
know what it is like to see so many lose their.lifehelped carry them out onto the choppers.
My 3rd week over in the "Nam" we were chopperewimhelicopters to be a blocking force.
Four hours later, we went from 250 or so to only e rest were killed or wounded. It was
hard for me to get through this book due to theastahat brought back so many similar
episodes.”

-Joel Lee Russell, Escaping Death’s Sting
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God Bless America’s soldiers — Past, Present, amalr&

“There’s many a boy here today that looks on waallaglory, but boys, it is all hell.”
-General William T. Sherman, Address, 1880

CHAPTER ONE

Many U.S. Army personnel began their journeySmuth Vietham from the Overseas
Processing Terminal in Oakland, California. It wE®70, and just outside the compound,
hundreds of hippies and former soldiers picketed anotested against the war. They targeted
those soldiers who were dropped off by cabs andihgaoward the main gate. Dozens of
Military Police officers (MP’s) were holding the qiesters at bay and created a clear path
through the mob. The crowd tossed flowers at #Hesing soldiers and chanted loudly for peace.
Some in the group pleaded with the new arrivajsngrto convince them to quit the military and
refuse to fight in the war. Most soldiers pasdedugh the gates without hesitation; however, a
few did stop on occasion to seriously reconsideir thptions.

John Kowalski had passed through the main gatker in the day and was wandering
through the massive facility, a converted airplaaagar, in search of friends from his Advanced
Infantry Training (AIT) Platoon at Fort Polk, Lowama. The entire training company had
received orders for Vietham, and each person weeptart there after a thirty-day leave.

The PFC was maneuvering his six-foot frameughoa maze of cubicles. The rubber
soles of his newly acquired combat boots squea&eadly as he crossed through these quiet
sections. An earlier coat of wax on the red tit®f also made it appear wet and slippery; John
stepped along cautiously as if walking on ice.

The twenty-foot-by-twenty-foot cubicles compdsof eight-foot high pieces of plywood
and two-by-fours rose up toward the thirty-footliogl. Each of these enclosures held a dozen

bunk beds; sleeping youths occupied many while tavggiheir turn to fly off to war.



His efforts to find a familiar face within th@aze were unsuccessful, so he began a
guarter-mile hike to the other side of the buildimgpich was set aside for recreation.

He found the area to be quite active and noisgpared to the morgue-like atmosphere he
had just left. Here, there were hundreds of higlihyhused soldiers, all dressed in jungle
fatigues — the green machine! Rows of pool andjHPiong tables cluttered the area, but were
barely visible through the crowd. It was obviohattmany of the players were having difficulty
with their games, the close proximity of the mapgaators inhibiting their movements.

John stood on the outskirts looking in. He oged his olive green baseball cap and ran
his hand over the light brown stubble length ofrhabatisfied that it was again growing, he
replaced the cap and traced a line across the rougtinch long scar on the left side of his neck
- the consequence of a confrontation with somepestéelons during Basic Training. His hazel
eyes continued to scan the many faces, hopingaiossneone he knew.

Suddenly, a player on a nearby Ping-Pong thht&ked up quickly to return a hard serve
from his opponent. He tripped over a spectat@ating a domino effect on the group standing
behind him. A young soldier, who looked fifteennadst, found himself sprawled out on top of
the adjacent pool table. The remaining balls veegdtered, some falling to the floor along with
a stack of ten-dollar bills. All of this happenasl an African-American soldier, twice the kid’s
size, was preparing to take an advantageous shot.

He became enraged. “You dumb motherfuckéiad this game in the bag.”

“It wasn’'t my fault,” the kid cried out in a sky voice, “I got pushed up here by those
other guys,” he pointed to those soldiers standnogind the Ping-Ping table.

“Pushed, my ass,” the black soldier challenggal,) just cost me a hundred bucks. So pay
me what | lost, and I'll let you slide.”

“I don’t have that kind of money,” the skinnidkeplied, climbing down from the table.

“Let me see your wallet, and I'll take whatHirtk is fair,” the behemoth threatened,
reaching behind the kid to snatch the wallet frasbdack pocket.

The kid pushed back into the crowd, attemptimgescape the reach of the thoroughly
pissed off Army private.

“It was an accident!” he hollered. You're iaking my wallet!”

The crowd tightened, everyone shifting to fitlle best-unobstructed view of the

altercation. Trapped, the kid had no place to go.



“Come on brothers, are you with me?” The smldialled out to a group of black
comrades standing nearby. “This white boy owesame money!”

His supporters wielded cue sticks and poobktatid moved toward the petrified youth.

A group of white soldiers took a step forwandhering the young kid behind the pack and
quickly engulfing him. One of them stated in atbeun drawl, “Why don’t you boys pick on
somebody your own size?”

Hearing this, the leader of the black grouméar to his followers and said giddily, “I
guess we have to kick a whole lot of white assetiongy money.”

“Yeah, let's do it. We're with you!” his fallwers chanted.

Individuals within the black group were now tieg the palms of their hands with the
thick end of the cue sticks and lofting pool bdiligtly into the air. Two of them broke ranks
and moved toward the white group.

Suddenly, a dozen MP’s forced their way throtigh crowd before either of the two
groups could strike a blow.

“Let’'s break this shit up!” The MP Sergeantered, separating soldiers, and shoving
them out of his way. He stopped, facing the leadé¢he black group. “What is this all about?”
He asked.

“That skinny white boy owes me a hundred buckEhe black private protested, pointing
out the alleged culprit. “All I want is to get nmyoney back and these white boys want to come
over and start some shit with us.”

“That’s bullshit, sarge,” the southern soldiesponded. “There was an accident. The kid
fell on the pool table and fucked up their game ddesn’t owe him shit.”

“Is that correct, private?” The sergeant fixedeep, piercing stare at the kid.

“Yes, sergeant,” he replied in a trembling &itthere was a lot of shuffling and pushing
behind me. | found myself sprawled out on tophef pool table. | couldn’t help myself.”

“That’'s a damn lie!” The black soldier pro&dt “I couldn’t give a fuck about the game;
I’'m pissed because he pocketed my money durintp@lcommotion.”

“I don’t think he has the balls to do somethiikg that,” the sergeant replied after sizing
him up. “I'd be willing to forget this incident éverybody would just walk away and return to

what they were doing.”



“What are you going to do if we don’t? Senda¥ietham?” a voice called out from the
crowd.

The taunt was enough to change the atmosphéne group and some began to laugh and
snicker.

“Yeah, you'll still go to Vietnam, but you mapend a few weeks in our stockade first,”
the sergeant growled.

The crowd started to disperse, and soldiersemaway, resuming their activities from
before the interruption.

The black soldier shifted back and forth fromeofoot to the other, his expression
changing as he tried to compose himself.

The MP Sergeant looked at him. “Well, what'going to be?”

“I'll let it go, man. | don’t need any bad tevon my record. | want to serve my year and
get back home.”

“Then, do | have your word that you won'’t batlleese guys anymore?”

“Yeah, man, you got my word.” He turned andked back to the pool table and his
waiting friends. The kid had vanished.

Once everything was back to normal, John turaed moved toward yet another
undiscovered part of the large building. Aftereavfminutes, he heard a familiar voice call out,
“Hey, Polack!”

He stopped and looked around for the source.

“Hey, Polack, over here,” a tall, lanky soldieith red hair, freckles, and a broad, toothy
grin called out again. He was pushing throughctioevd and waving frantically.

John’s face lit up in recognition, returning tman’s wave with a wild one of his own.

“Bill,” he called loudly after seeing his clof@&nd from training.

They embraced warmly like long-lost relatives.

“Polack, you son of a bitch, am | ever gladse® you.” Bill, as gaunt as a scarecrow,
slapped John’s back a few times.

“l am too, Bill. How the hell are you?”

“I'm good. When did you get here?”

“About four hours ago. What about you?”

“l got here yesterday.”



“Why did you come so early, Bill? Didn’t théyave a flight available when you needed
it?”

“Ididn’t fly. 1took a train instead.”

“You rode a train all the way here from Tenmess Are you shitting me?”

“Nope, I've never been on a plane in my whdfe, IBill admitted sheepishly. | was so
afraid of the thought of flying that | checked iritee train schedule and found that | had to leave
a couple of days earlier to get here on time.”

“How did you get home from Fort Polk?”

“I rode in by bus.”

“Damn BiIll, you missed out on three days of ydeave just because you're afraid of
flying?”

“Yeah, | know, | know. Don’t remind me.”

“Now you don’'t have a choice. There aren’'t &iayns or buses that go to Vietnam.”

“I know and thought hard about that on the Waye. I've got a perfect solution — I'll get
drunk and pass out. That way, somebody could caepn board.”

“Maybe they can just give you a shot or sonregho relax.”

“No thanks. I've had enough shots for now! c@®n got here, they gave me a worse
physical than the one | had to take when the Annsy €alled me up. Here, they move you along
like an assembly line.”

“l know what you mean. And that paper work waally a bummer - there must have
been twenty-five forms to fill out!”

Bill produced a wide smile, “Yeah. That parbk me almost an hour.”

The two young men commiserated about the hatmli experience of having to strip
down to their underwear and stand in long linestadngers from all over the country—herded
along like cattle.

“What did you think when you saw the ten dostan each side of the line giving
everyone shots with those air-powered guns?”

“l didn’t have time to think. I just blindlyoflowed everyone else and hoped for the best.”

“A guy in front of me moved his arm just as tdector pulled the trigger,” Bill

commented. “When the blood squirted out, | alnsbét myself.”



“The shots weren't too bad - kind of felt lisgounch in the arm. But, as I'm standing here
now, they're starting to ache pretty damn bad, nJséid.

“It'll feel better in a few hours. | feel fineday,” Bill volunteered.

“The thing | didn’t like was having to ship alr own clothes and stuff home. What a
hassle! And these new jungle fatigues and bootevreare just like those in basic training.”

“Yeah, but it was all worth it. Don’t we logood?” Bill asked, striking a pose.

John would not have been more surprised ifBldall cap came off his head and twirled
in the air by itself. Bill flexed his arms and pdslike a body builder in the final pose of a
competition. His head quivered as he strainedrhiscles. Bill's face was stern and solemn as
he concentrated on this show of strength.

John suddenly burst out laughing “Damn Bill,avivas all that about? It looked like an
advertisement for Scarecrows Incorporated.” Hemstd chuckling before continuing, “All you
needed was a bit of hay sticking out in the rightes, and you’'d have nailed it.” John pointed
to Bill's face, “I especially like how you managea cover your front teeth with your lower lip.
You did look scary, but it also seemed like you hadouth full of snuff.”

“Okay. Okay. You've had your fun for the ddplack.” Bill looked more hurt than
embarrassed.

Bill Sayers, raised in the back woods of Tesees spoke with a heavy southern drawl.
He was the third eldest of nine children who shasedrything from chores to clothes while
growing up on the family farm. He had never exgeced the feeling of receiving new clothes—
all he had ever worn were hand-me-downs from tdgrobrothers. When the Army issued him
the first five sets of new fatigues, he treatedntltzes if they were made of gold.

“C’'mon Bill. I'm just giving you a hard timena didn’t mean anything by it.” John
wrapped his arm over his buddy’s shoulder and duiien tightly. “You have to admit - it was
funny as hell!”

Both men shared a hearty laugh.

“Have you found a bunk yet?” Bill asked.

“Not yet.”

“Great, then come with me, | have a cubicléalnyself.”

“Lead the way.”



John followed Bill to the other side of the lding and then through the maze of cubicles
for another ten minutes before reaching the smadl@m with six bunk beds.

“Looks like it'll be nice and quiet here.”

“Shit, it is now. Yesterday, you couldn’t hgaurself think.”

“And why was that?” John inquired.

“I had to share this cube with ten other guy®wave been together since Basic Training.
All they did was party the whole night.”

“What happened to them?”

“They left on the first flight this morning. oSl guess it's just you and me until new
neighbors move in.”

“I'm okay with that. Have you seen anyone dtsen our AIT Platoon yet?”

“Yeah, matter of fact, yesterday, | bumped id¢®l McCray and Larry Nickels. Do you
remember them?”

“I do. Where are they?”

“They left this morning with those other guy&nd you’ll never believe who else was
with them.”

“Who?”

“Sergeant Holmes.”

“No shit? | thought he was returning to Footlthis week to start training a new platoon
of recruits.”

“That was his original plan, but he had his evsd changed during his leave and
volunteered for a second tour.”

“Why did he do a fool thing like that?”

“He told me that he was fed up with the civikaand all the hippies. He said that while he
was on leave, people spit on him and got into &i® fyelling that he was teaching soldiers to be
baby killers and then sending them off to Vietnalde said there was not a day gone by without
somebody picking a fight with him. After the copad jailed him for the second time for
disorderly conduct, he went and signed the papers.”

“The world is filled with jerks. Too bad, hadhto volunteer for Nam to get away from it

all. Did you know he was wounded during his fimir?” John asked.



“Yeah, | remember him telling the story abcudttbig Tet offensive in ‘68. He got some
shrapnel in his back from a mortar round, but aksd that the fighting is not at the same level as
it was in 1968 or earlier, so we all have a gooaihcle of making it home in one piece.”

“I hope that'’s true.

In the AIT Company, everyone liked Bill because always had something good to say
about others. Stories told about life in the biges fascinated him to no end. It was difficudt f
him to imagine doing things that many city folkekdor granted as part of their everyday lives.
He walked everywhere, including the three milesheaay to school and back. In fact, the first
time Bill had ever ridden a bike was in the Army.

Bill and John became very close while servioggether in the Army. They had developed
a friendship that made it easy to confide in onatlagr on sensitive issues. John had promised to
visit Bill in the hills of Tennessee one day, butlyoif Bill agreed to visit him in Detroit. Bill
was ecstatic and could not wait; he continued moimd John periodically of this agreement.

All the excitement of the day was beginningake its toll. Both were tired and struggling
to stay awake.

“I had it rough last night.” John began, “Myother gave me a going away party
yesterday. All of my close friends and relativesrevthere. After dinner, we all sat in the living
room and talked while the news was on TV. Everygueted down when a bulletin came on
from Vietnam. It seems some outfit ran into an asib They showed helicopters burning.
Dead and wounded soldiers were carried past thesrganand the commentator sounded so
nervous. The women looked over at me and starigdgc They all ran over and hugged me.”

“Damn,” Bill said with a sympathetic look upabis face.

“Well you know me.” John continued, “I put gme brave act and told them that nothing
was going to happen to me while | was in Vietnahtold them that we’d all be back in this
same living room in a year to laugh off those wesri

“What happened then?”

“Everyone started to leave for home beforeoit fpo emotional. When everyone left, |
went up to my bedroom and tried to sleep, but gastldn’t. | kept thinking about that news
story and got all shaky and nervous.”

“Polack, you aren’t alone in that feeling. Isnared too.”

Both sat quietly for a few moments.



John lay back on his bunk and glanced to highva It was 3:30 in the morning. He
thought about everything that had happened sinaerig Detroit only fifteen hours earlier.
Everything seemed to be “hurry-up-and-wait.”

On the flight to California, he had been théyanilitary passenger. The flight attendants
and fellow passengers had made him feel specidlerMthey heard he was en route to Vietnam,
they bought him drinks, offered him magazines aamdy, and wished him luck on his tour. He
was very proud and felt honored by the way he weated. His fellow passengers respected
him, and not one person had treated him as Sergdmies had been treated.

“Hey Polack, get your lazy ass out of that QuinRill shook him a few times.

Startled, John jumped up from the bed quicklymping his head on the frame of the
upper bunk.

“Damn you, Bill, you scared the shit out of inee grumbled, rubbing the top of his head.
John looked at his watch and noted that it was 1R8R0s.

“Jesus, Bill, its one-thirty. When did you ggt?”

Bill looked at his watch, “about six hours &go.

“Why didn’t you get me up sooner?”

“Hell, I'd have been wasting my time. | knowuycity boys like your sleep. You would
sleep all day long if somebody let you. Besidesyasn’t necessary for both of us to check the
shipping manifest for today.”

“What did you find out?”

“Both of our names are listed, and we’re legvior Vietham at ten o’clock tonight.”

CHAPTER TWO

“This is your captain speaking,” the voice ammced on the public address system within
the Pan American jet, “we will be landing in Biemm&] South Vietnam, in about forty minutes.
They are reporting sunny skies, temperatures afe@gjfees and 100% humidity.”

Whoops and cheers erupted from the militarys@agers. “Welcome to Hell,” someone
called out.

The captain continued, “As you know, we've maksshrough several time zones since

leaving California, so let me take this opportunidyget you all up to date. First, there is a time



difference of thirty-one hours between Vietnam &mel west coast of the United States. For
example, in Oakland where many of you started yawmey, it is 8:30 on Friday morning. And
right now in Vietnam, it's Saturday, August severahd 4:30 in the afternoon.”

Again, some comments referring to a time maeland blasting into the future echoed
from the rear seats.

“After we touch down, we’re asking everyonert@main in their seats until the plane
comes to a complete stop. There will be no negratoc and rush for the doors as this airport is
in one of the more secure areas of South Vietndims very safe where we are landing and
nobody is in danger. So sit back, relax, and etfjeyscenery.

“On behalf of the crew, we hope you have emjoyeur flight. We do wish you the best
of luck while you are here in Viethnam, and God’'seqp for a safe return home. Thank you for
flying Pan American Airlines.”

“Yeah right, like we had a choice,” one of thadiers uttered loudly to his companion
across the aisle.

John was looking at his watch and trying talt® math in his head. “Bill, do you know it
took us almost twenty-six hours to get here?”

“Hard to believe isn't it? You may also waantthink about us being on the other side of
the world from Tennessee. It just blows my mind.”

“l thought China was on the other side. Didyou ever hear people say that if you dug
straight down in your backyard, you'd end up in1@&u”

“Who is going to do a damn fool thing like tAat

“Nobody is. It's just a saying that | grew wjith.”

“You city folk have some strange notions abthihgs!” Bill returned to watch the
scenery passing below the cabin window, hopinge® something more than just clouds and
ocean.

Prior to leaving Oakland, an Army Doctor hagegi Bill some tranquilizers to take prior
to departure. On the first leg to Hawaii, he sah ihalf-comatose state in the window seat next
to John. The effects had worn off an hour befargling in Hawaii, and after fully regaining his
senses, Bill found flying to be rather enjoyablée would tell everyone that his favorite part of
flying was the takeoff, and how he enjoyed the saemsation as the astronauts must have felt

when they left for the moon.



During this long flight, he had spent most loé time looking out the window, enchanted
by the view from that height. It was a new wordchim, and he savored every minute.

Bill grabbed John by the arm and pulled himaathe window. “Look, Polack, you can
see land,” he said excitedly.

John leaned over Bill's legs to see for himselthe word spread quickly and everyone
started crowding the windows for their first looktheir destination. After flying over water
most of the time, it was a pleasure to see lanoiviel

From fifteen-thousand feet, Vietham appeared aat of shimmering colors. Bright blue
threads snaked through shades of green, brownyelimv-colored earth. A large mountain
chain was visible in the distant northwest and sskto cut the country in half. It became quiet
throughout the cabin as the laughter, talking angdiisg suddenly ended. The steady roar of four
jet engines continued but was unnoticed as evesggmager fixated on the scenery unfolding
below.

As the altitude of the plane gradually droppibe, vistas below changed in shape, color,
and became more recognizable. Soon, the sprawiip@f Saigon and its neighboring villages
took shape and grew in size as the jet approachedl@wv overhead. Cars and trucks appeared
as they inched along the roads. On the final aagrdor landing, the tiny, ant-like moving dots
took the shape of thousands of people moving about.

The plane landed smoothly and taxied towardtédmninal. A few moments later, it
stopped abruptly and the engines began their dyirages. There was an absolute hush on the
plane, and the rapid heartbeats of two-hundredarewmals hammered in unison.

Suddenly, a loud noise erupted in the fronthef plane when the cabin door slid open.
Everyone on board was fidgeting about, trying toagbetter look at the doorway.

An Air Force Major walked through the openirigge was dressed in his best Class-A
uniform with several rows of battle ribbons proudligplayed over his left breast. Following
him inside were two Army Captains, dressed in gijaagle fatigues and baseball caps. The trio
walked up the aisle, stopping at the forward fligtiendant station.

They stood for a moment, surveying the newalsi The major stepped to the side,

lifting the microphone from the mounting plate twe tvall.



“My name is Major Brown and joining me are Gaps Willis and Sharkey. We welcome
you to Bien Hoa Air Force Base in the Republic oufh Vietham.” All eyes fixed upon the
major as they listened intently.

“Our job today is to get you men off this platierough Customs, and finally loaded onto
buses that will transport you to the Reception €eniWe want to complete this portion of your
in-county training safely and in an orderly mannéiter disembarking this aircraft, | expect to
see everyone joined up and standing in four pemacks out on the tarmac. When we are
certain that everyone is present, we will then peacto the baggage area inside the civilian
terminal. There, you will secure your duffel bamsd proceed directly to the area marked
‘Customs’. The officials will have you empty thentents of your bags onto counters and
perform a search of your body. The MP’s will b@kmg for drugs and any other illegal
contraband that you may be trying to smuggle iheodountry.”

At that moment, many soldiers exhibited somevoesness. Some frowned and rolled
their eyes. Others stirred anxiously in their sed@th a panicked look upon their faces.

The major continued, “If anyone is concealimantcaband, then | strongly suggest you
drop it in your seats as you leave this aircrafhere will be no questions and nobody will come
looking for you afterwards. This is also your omgrning. Once outside, there are no second
chances. If arrested, we will take you to LBJ -talhis Long Binh Jail for you Cherries. There,
| can guarantee you will serve some hard time éaryoolishness.

“When you clear through Customs, you will theeat the terminal and board the awaiting
buses. They will transport you to the 90th Repiamat Center in Long Binh, which is about a
three-mile drive. There, you will begin final iprocessing and assigned to your new in-country
unit.

“At this time, | would ask that all officers @#rd, please stand up and begin to disembark
at the front door.”

As they moved up the aisle way, John and Bitlaed a few items left behind on the seats.
Bags of weed, pills, and other unidentifiable itdmsopenly or tucked between cushions.

Bill and John shuffled down the aisle toward flont of the plane. “Look at this stuff.
Do you think these people carried it with themta# way from Oakland? | seem to recall that

some of us were searched before getting on the fjlan



“No, | don't think so, Bill. It would have beetoo risky in Oakland. The guys must've
bought this stuff during our three stops alongwhas. There were a lot of shady characters in
those terminals, and | remember seeing a lot ofapdiashed around.”

“You're right, now that you mentioned it. |rcaemember overhearing some people
talking on our stopover in Guam. They were talkaigput having a big party once they settled

into their new digs, but I didn’t think it would lvéth grass and drugs.”

“Shit, Bill, dope users are on the rise. T$tsff is getting really popular back home and
more people than we know are turning to it. Jugé gne a beer or a mixed drink and my
cigarettes and I'll be happy.”

“I'm with you there, partner. | wonder if argtby is going to try and smuggle some dope
into the country.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

Each person walked out of the air-conditionkh@, hesitating briefly on the top step of
the boarding ramp as the full impact of hot and iauair engulfed him. For a moment, it was
difficult to breathe. Some made a feeble atteroptetenter the plane, but the rush of exiting
personnel pushed them back out.

There was a green hue outside as rays of gituerlight reflected from everything colored
olive drab green: helicopters, planes, gun emplacgésn and buildings with sandbagged walls
surrounding them.

Dozens of helicopters were lifting off and lamglin areas next to the runway. Small
green, single-seat Piper Cub airplanes and largant®Bm Fighter jets were also moving about
and taxiing toward different areas of the airporivait in lines for their takeoff.

Bill and John cleared Customs easily and walikedto the waiting buses. The vehicles
were identical to those used during training onAhgerican bases and were painted olive green
like everything else around, with one distinct eliince - there were no glass windows. Instead,
bars and chicken wire covered each framed opening.

The two close friends took a seat in the fiost behind the driver.

“Why is all this shit covering the windows iaad of having glass?” John asked the

driver.



“It's there to protect the passengers from gdes or any other foreign objects that might
be thrown in from the side of the road,” he ansdere

“Protect the occupants? It gives me the fgetihbeing a criminal on the way to prison.”

“We are in prison, my man,” the person behintnJsaid with a smile. “Think about it.
We're all locked up in this country for the nextayeand there’s nothing we can do about it but
serve our time.”

“Yeah, you right!” Some of the other passesgagreed.

Once the buses loaded, the drivers closeddbeahd started the engine.

Two MP jeeps pulled alongside, stopping nexhwlead bus. Each had long fifteen-foot
whip antennas swinging from the two rear corners dmal M-60 machine guns mounted to a
cross bar behind the front seats. The soldierdgtgnbehind the guns was busy loading them
and ensuring they were in proper working order wlile other guy talked casually into the
handset of the radio.

“Look at the Rat Patrol jeeps!” John exclaimed

“What's a Rat Patrol jeep?” Bill asked.

“Don’'t you remember seeing them on TV when weravyoung? They were always
kicking the shit out of the Germans in Africa dyrithe Second World War.”

“You know | never had a TV,” Bill said quietly.

“Oh yeah, | forgot. Just take my word forBill - they were a bad ass outfit.”

The procession of five buses began to move,batidl gun jeeps raced to the head of the
line and fell in. As the convoy picked up speeat] dust from the road swirled through the air,
making it difficult to breathe - the horrible res&limmediately coating everything. As if on cue,
the new arrivals began choking and gasping fornrckeia The passengers quickly pulled out
handkerchiefs or used shirts to cover noses andhaau an attempt to filter some breathable air
from the thick red fog.

The convoy appeared to be traveling througbrador. Both sides of the road had a ten-
foot high barbed wire fence running alongside. dtheds of small, straw-roofed huts, about the
size of a single room lakeside cabin in the staiemd as far back as they could see. The barbed
wire fences made it appear as if the area wasratpason or a refugee center.

Every person they passed appeared to be verySsme were in front of their huts, sitting

on the ground or cooking over open fires. Othargly stood near the fence and watched the



parade of buses pass; every one of them was cheeingthing and spitting a brown liquid onto
the ground.

“Those people are all chewing tobacco!” BRtimed.

“That’s not tobacco,” the driver volunteeret’'s‘the juice from betel and nuts.”

“What the hell are betel and nuts?” John asked

“The Areca nut grows wild in the husks of sotrees around the country. These people
cure the nut and slice it into sections. For cingwthey wrap a few slices in betel leaf and add a
lime, cloves or anything else to improve the biti#ste. When taken like that, the stimulant
causes a hot sensation in the body and heighteleeimhess, although the effects vary from
person to person. However, most of them mix ashérwith it to get high, too.”

“You mean like dope?” Bill asked the driver.

“Yeah, exactly like dope. Most of these peaogie high all the time. They wouldn’t be
able to stand it otherwise.”

“Just look at all those folks by the wire. Vhemind me of the cows back home, all of
them standing along the fence and chewing their clideir heads turn as you pass and they
keep watching you until you are long gone.”

The driver laughed, “That’s original.”

The convoy approached a tight right turn, aachebus slowed to complete the maneuver.
Several groups of villagers were standing at theaowaiting for the traffic to clear. Just then,
John grabbed Bill by the arm and pointed out thedew. “Bill, take a look at that!”

Speechless, they continued to stare at theé grgkting them.

A group of seven women, each appearing to &eedio a hundred years old, was standing
on a corner, waving to the buses as they passkdir Wrinkles were deep and wide, their skin
dark and shriveled like prunes. It appeared thastrwere heading home after working in the
fields, since they were carrying rakes, hoes, dwels. Two of them balanced long poles on
their shoulders with large bamboo baskets attadbesach end. They are wore black nylon
pants and oversized shirts, covered with dried @ stains. All of them wore straw conical
hats that helped to shield their faces from thensfrrays of the sun, and they were all smiling
broadly. Many were toothless or had only a fewvirtéeft in their mouths. All looked as if they
had mouths filled with black licorice. Their lipgums, teeth, and insides of their mouth looked

like posters from the Cancer Foundation, warnirgresj the dangers of smoking.



“That’s what happens when you chew those et all your life,” the driver explained.

Bill and John could only look at each other ahdke their heads in disbelief.

“Daaaaaaaaaaaamnnnnn!” John finally said enlong drawn out breath.

Further up the road, young children were evégng. Most were small boys of pre-school
age.

“Hey GlI, you souvenir me cigarettes, candy, younba one,” they called, running along
the side of the road to keep up with the buses.

Some of the people on the bus felt sorry fenttand began flicking cigarettes through the
chicken wire windows. This resulted in severalffies as each group began to zero in on the
tossed tobacco sticks, fighting each other to clhienprizes.

In the background, behind the packs of fightomys, stood the little girls, not any older
than eight years or so. Some held half-naked babigheir arms and others shouted at the
fighting youths. A few of them even entered thacés and began to pull the boys apart,
appearing to scold them.

“Why are all the little girls holding babies’dohn asked the driver.

“Those little girls help raise the family, cqaknd clean around the hut while their parents
work in the fields.”

“That’s so sad,” both responded together.

Every human being passed so far on the conasyeither old or very young. There were
no teenage boys hanging around on the cornerspumagyor middle-aged men walking around in
the villages.

At another turn, the buses slowed down ag@ine corner had a small outpost shaped like
a triangle. Large bunkers were at each cornermefdomplex; machine gun barrels poked
through several of the gun slits. A twenty-foagthtower and spotlight stood guard in the center
of the compound. Loops of barbed wire and wallsasfdbags encircled the small base. Overall,
about twenty Vietnamese soldiers moved about thepooind. It was unlikely that any of them
weighed more than a hundred pounds.

“Look at those guys; they’re only kids.”

“Shit, Bill, we’re not much older ourselves.”

“Yeah, but we can put in our year and go horfidese poor guys probably live up the

road apiece and will have to continue fighting thes long after we’re gone.”



“I guess you're right, Bill. | just can’'t image having to fight a war in my own
neighborhood back home. It's got to be hard kegpacused on a day-to-day basis when you
don’t know if your property will still be there, afr your family is okay after a firefight. What a
life of hell!”

Five minutes later, the bus made a left turth slowed to a crawl as it approached a gate
straddling the road. It reminded the young soki@r Fort Apache, as portrayed in old western
movies. A sign over the gate read, “Welcome todih Replacement Battalion - Long Binh”.

—~————

CHAPTER THREE

As the buses unloaded, a trim and muscular AbDaptain stood on a platform, patiently
waiting for the group to get into some type of taily formation. His folded arms rested against
his chest, allowing his bulging biceps to inflake tend of his rolled up fatigue jacket sleeves.
He continued to shift his two-hundred pound, rockidsframe from one foot to the other,
appearing both impatient and nervous. His deemtahunblemished complexion accented his
straw- colored hair and blue eyes. His green pifigligues were heavily starched and sharply
creased, fitting like an outer skin — a real caatkdor a U.S. Army recruiting poster! After five
minutes, he turned on the microphone and begapetaks

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he began. “I'm @GapRichards, and I'd like to welcome all
of you to the 90th Replacement Battalion. As I cait your name, fall out into the building
behind me. There, you will exchange your greenvdck Military Payment Certificates (MPC),
which is the currency used by Americans in thisntou Greenbacks are illegal in Vietnam, and
possession of any after you clear this area isuat goartial offense. After completing your
money transfer, find an empty bunk in one of th@gebarracks.” He pointed out the buildings
across the street and behind the formation.

“Tomorrow there will be shipping formations @800, noon and 1600 hours. These
readings are mandatory and everyone must attehdselof you called out tomorrow will move
on to your new units. The rest of you staying hdhwill work on projects around the center.
Until that time, you will be on your own and frez use all the facilities available to you. Are
there any questions?” Scanning the formationetla@e no hands raised. “Okay, now listen up

for your name.”



The 90th Replacement Battalion was a large ¢angasuring two miles long by one-half
mile wide. Bunkers alternated with towers on thexirpeter. To their front were varied
configurations of razor sharp barbed wire, stretghout for at least five-hundred feet. The six-
foot high protective barrier resembled tangled $poaf lethal thread. The small flares
interspaced throughout awaited combustion wheretigaged trip wire pins were pulled from
the device, illuminating the immediate area in tlaek of the night. Deadly claymore mines,
positioned randomly around the perimeter served fast line of defense. Controlled remotely,
detonators are accessible within each bunker; wwckcgsqueezes on the "clacker” will blow the
mines. Small metal cans full of loose stones bdhbethe wind; a sudden pull on the wire
caused the cans to clang out a warning to the lguards.

The barracks were single-story, green buildisgsl closely resembled their cousin
buildings in the states. There was, however, owwe@ion — no glass windows - just like in the
buses. Instead, mosquito netting covered eachimmgpein the event of a rocket or mortar attack,
these openings would provide additional exits foickly vacating the building. The roof
overhung sufficiently to keep rain from coming thgh the net windows.

John stood waiting for Bill in the shade of @rp tree, just outside the money-changing
building. The late afternoon sun hung low in tbgal blue sky but was still strong enough to
make standing outside of a shaded area uncomfertadhen Bill finally exited, the two of them
proceeded through the ninety-five degree heat twear first barracks.

They entered and luckily located two beds, digside, at the far end near the back door.
The two friends tossed their duffel bags onto theelmattresses and flopped down beside them.

“Well, John, what are we going to do now?”

“You feel up for a walk to scout this place But

“Lead the way.” Bill worked his way out of thed and onto the dirty plywood floor.

They exited the building and walked down tharfsteps leading to the road, stopping
briefly to look over the lay of the land.

“Let’s find out why all those people are harggiawround in the street.” John suggested,
pointing in that direction.

They walked up the road and came upon a laugple building - the sign on the door

read, ‘Alice’s Restaurant’- a reference to singdpAsuthrie’s 1967 hit folk song.



“Will you take a look at this?” John asked igxdly. Latching onto Bill's arm, he pulled
him toward the building. “It's a goddamn restadraight here in the middle of a war zone.
Let’s go inside and check this out.”

“Okay, I've got your back.”

Once inside, they found the restaurant divisiéd three sections: a dining room, a game
room, and a bar. They hesitated for a momentardtiorway taking it all in.

“How about getting something to eat?” Bill adk Patting his stomach, he continued,
“I'm starved!”

“Cool. I'm kind of hungry too.”

They sat at a table in the middle of the diniogm; a young Vietnamese girl quickly
offered them menus. She was about four and ddetitall, with long, flowing, silky black hair.
She wore black silk pajama bottoms under a knegtlhepowder blue dress; slits extended on
both sides from her hips down. She was so tinlygha couldn’t have weighed more than eighty
pounds. She stood by the table with an order padpancil in hand, smiling politely, awaiting
their order.

Both quickly scanned over the single page nfesmaed in black leather and covered with
clear plastic. Items listed were hamburgers, togsd fries, barbecued chicken, coleslaw, ice-
cold soda, and beer.

It only took a few seconds before they werelyea order.

“I'll have a hamburger and fries.” John sdidnding the menu back to the server.

“I'll have the same,” Bill chimed in.

“What do you want on your burgers? We haveatmmnonion, ketchup, and mustard.”

"Everything for me, please.”

“Me too,” Bill added.

“What would you like to drink?”

“What kind of beer do you have?”

“Falstaff and Black Label is all we have.”

“Ewww!” The men responded with sour expression their faces.

The server saw that neither of them was hapfly thve selections. “I'm sorry, but this is

all we have,” she apologized



John pondered over the choices. “l never tRatstaff beer, so | guess I'll try one of
them.”

“A beer is a beer, and | guess we shouldn'tfimsy. Make it two of them there
Falstaff's.” Bill raised two fingers into the air.

“Okay, I'll be back in a minute with your bednyt the food will take a little longer.” She
left to take the order to the kitchen. Her waestdth hair waved at them with each step,
swinging gently from side to side.

“You should be ashamed of yourself, Bill.”

“What did |1 do now?” Bill frowned, looking céused.

“Did you hear that chick talk? You were bormdaaised in the states, and this Vietnamese
girl speaks better American than you do.”

“Shit, you call that American? | speak exaaldmerican and her accent isn’t anything
close to mine.” They both laughed.

The atmosphere in the restaurant was a refrgstliange. It was so peaceful; a person
would find it difficult to believe a war was evenigg on outside the perimeter.

As they might have expected, the décor insidalioe’s Restaurant catered to the peace-
loving hippie movement. Posters of rock stars thiedconcert at Woodstock hung from the dirty
white pine walls. Black neon lights helped to emteathe psychedelic posters and made the
bright colors stand out. Gold - colored beads hinthe doorways and crackled like pebbles
dropping onto the cement floor when someone pagsedgh them. A strong smell of incense
permeated the air; several chimneys of smoke clinlagly to the dimly-lit ceiling at various
locations throughout the building. The aroma wamewhat pleasant, and did an excellent job
of covering the stench of cigarette smoke, andespbeer. A jukebox played a variety of music,
changing periodically from hard rock to soul musaitd even an occasional country western
song.

Suddenly, something interesting caught Johyés €Bill, there are slot machines in the
next room!”

“Wow, I've never played one before.”

“Neither have I. Let’s go and try one of theefore the food gets here.”

They jumped up and hurried over to the bankidkel machines. Once there, neither of

them had an idea of how to load their paper mont&ythe machines because there was only a



coin slot available. The new military payment diedtes were all in paper, including the
denominations less than a dollar.

A nearby player observed their dilemma and maeared, “Go over to the cashier window.
They’ll change your monopoly money for tokens.”

“Thanks!” Both soldiers replied in unison antbssed the floor toward the cashier
window.

They exchanged a five-dollar MPC note for onedred nickel tokens and walked up to
one of the ten machines. Playing three tokendlapd winning a few here and there, they were
only able to play on the machine seven minutesrbdising all their coins. Disappointed, they

returned to the restaurant table to find their faod beers waiting.

It was twilight outside when they exited theteairant. Dim lights, hanging from the front
of each building enabled them to see in the faptagrhing darkness.

Further up the road, the sound of music, chgeand loud whistling made them curious
enough to investigate. After pressing through ¢h@wd, to their amazement, they found a
seven-member band performing on a stage. Threaléedancers were half-naked and slowly
removing the rest of their outfits. The surroumndileachers overflowed with cheering soldiers;
most were on their feet and roaring their approval.

“Oh my God,” Bill hollered above the noise. sHhouth opened wide and his jaw dropped
to his chest, exposing rows of pearl white filliftge teeth. His mouth moved up and down,
trying to speak words, but nothing came out. Hesetl his mouth again and swallowed hard.
“Come on, Polack, let’'s go find us a seat,” Bilidlly managed to spit out in between his heavy
breathing.

There were no seats available anywhere sowbeot them migrated to an area between
the stage and bleachers, joining other excited hgotitat were tightly packed into the small,
crowded space.

“Do you believe this?” Bill asked. “This surethe first time I've ever seen anything like
this.”

“You mean seeing the half naked strippers eritre band?” John joked.

“I've never seen a naked lady in person before.



“So what'’s the big deal? These Asian girlsndrshit. I've seen guys in Basic Training
with bigger tits.”

“l did too, but they didn’t affect me the samay. How often will we be able to see
something like this?”

“Now, how in the fuck am | supposed to knowt#ia

Bill was unable to respond. He stood rockesdliypnotized by the strip tease taking place
upon the stage. The crowd in front of the stageténed up and pulsated forward as more men
arrived and tried to force their way in for a betteew of the show.

Pandemonium broke out when one of the girls e@®pletely naked. The audience
erupted in catcalls, whistling, waving fists inteetair, clapping hands, and whooping it up, the
bleachers sounding as if they were going to codlafrem the impact of hundreds of feet
stomping loudly on the wood boards.

When the other two girls were also naked, timed of them began to dance wildly,
gyrating in different directions and moving fromeoside of the stage to the other. Each of them
made obscene gestures and teased the audienas.aAdtl minute of individual flaunting, they
all returned to center stage, slowly arching backiwand pumping their hips to the beat of the
wild song. There was nothing left to the imagioatinow and many in the audience were
freaking out; some soldiers had to restrain théanfls in order to prevent them from rushing the
stage and grappling the girls.

The band had written this wild song; none ef Americans had ever heard it before. The
rhythm was contagious and sounded like somethihgfoa King Kong movie, inducing the girls
to gyrate and work themselves into a sexual frenlghost of the men in the audience enjoyed
this new sound, finding it difficult to watch the@v without gyrating to the beat themselves.

When the number finally ended, the girls quyaiashed off stage, and entered a portable
dressing room. The musicians set their instrumientise side and joined the women in the small
room. The audience was still in a high state @itement and now realizing that the concert was
over, began to clap their hands and chant for aoren Several minutes elapsed and not one
person had left the area; the chanting and clappamginued in hopes of convincing the band to

return for one last song.



The dressing room door finally opened, andrthesicians burst out, running across the
stage to their instruments. Seconds later, theetlgirls reappeared, dressed now in different
colored silk robes; all using towels to wipe awaxeat. The audience roared its appreciation.

The lead guitarist began plucking out soft adte quiet the crowd. The center dancer of
the three picked up a microphone and smiled actbeed. “We are ‘The Crescent’ from the
Philippine Islands, and we want to thank all of you attending our concert. This will be the
final song of the evening and is dedicated to fajlon. Be safe and good luck!”

Suddenly, the guitar tempo changed and the Jmaned in, the dancers swaying from side
to side. This song was heard many more times liilmws in-country concerts during the many
months to come. The crowd quieted and the girgabesinging ‘The Green, Green Grass of
Home’. The sad song stimulated memories of hondeo&those left behind. The rowdiness had
ceased and the atmosphere changed drasticallygocobiealm and sentiment. Many in the
audience were singing along and swaying sidewaysnac the singers on stage.

Bill and John left before the end of the samgrider to beat the rush back to the barracks.

When arriving, they found most everybody aslesqept for six people down on the far
end of the building. Two of them were sitting ahd’s bunk. When approaching the group,
they stopped talking and looked up to the new alsiv

“How are you guys doing? My name’s John ansd ithBill. Seeing as you're sitting on
my bunk, do you mind if we join you?”

One of them, appearing to be the leader ofytbep, spoke up, “Hell no, we don’t mind.
Come on and have a seat. This is Dan, Billy, Pdike, Joe, and I'm Steve,” he said, pointing
them out when saying their name. “We’re just shmpthe shit.”

This was the group’s second night in the Repfaent Center, and therefore, they knew
their way around the basecamp. It was an oppdytémi John and Bill to learn more about their
temporary home. When interrupted, Paul had beghammiddle of a story about the massage
parlor on the next block. For the benefit of theaw acquaintances, he started over from the
beginning.

“It was a real bitch, man. They had twelvdeabn this room. You strip in this little back
closet, hang your clothes on a hook, and walk atit svtowel wrapped around your waist. | got
on the nearest table where this forever-smilinglkchvas waiting for me. There were at least

nine other guys getting massages at the time. Rhamn,chick had magic fingers. In the fifteen



minutes, she worked on me; it felt so good thdirlost fell asleep. She was just about finished
working on my legs when, get this, she asks mevidted a hand job.”

Everyone laughed.

“Go on, Paul, don't stop now,” said one of gwys on the bunk.

“Well you know that sounded pretty good to m&aul continued, “I never had a chick do
that to me before, so | asked her how much, andedlseme twelve bucks.”

“Twelve bucks,” Joe blurted out. “Shit, I'lelat you for twelve bucks.”

The laughter was so intense that it was diffitar the men to hold back the tears in their
eyes.

“Come on, guys,” Paul pleaded. “Let me finish.

It took a few minutes for the group to regdweit composure. Finally Dan volunteered,
“Go on, Paul. We'll try to control ourselves.”

“Okay, well | told her that | only had five bkein my wallet, so I'd come back another
day. Then she says, ‘No sweat, Gl, | do for fieerdrs’. Shit, | thought that was a bargain, so |
told her okay. Now, instead of taking me somewlase that was more private, she pulled my
towel off right then and there and grabbed holdet”

Dan and Billy elbowed each other in the ribme 3lapped his knee and started chuckling.
Paul looked at them incredulously and continuedhdtTwas the last thing in the world |
expected. Man, | jumped right off that table, eméissed as all hell, and snatched back my
towel, wrapping it around my waist. She lookedtlaund some of the other people were looking
over at us. | caught my breath, leaned over, mytmaches from her ear, and told her calmly
that | did not want her to do this right here iorft of everyone. She smiled — looked straight
into my eyes and asks me if | was a Cherry boy.”

The small group could not take anymore and mdégahowl and roll around on the two
cots. The racket began waking some sleeping seldigey scowled at the group and told them
to keep it down. Nobody wanted to start any treuds the group apologized and continued to
converse in a lower tone.

“l don’t believe it. Our own Paul chickenedteyoor thing couldn’t handle the pressure,”
Dan said sarcastically.

Paul shot back coldly, “If you think you're $ua bad ass, then why don’t you go try it
tomorrow. Show everybody what you have?”



“That’ll be the day | pay some chick five budksbeat my meat.” Dan stated, nodding his
head affirmatively and looking at the rest of theup for support.

“Yeah, you probably do it every night too, dioyou?” Paul retorted.

Joe interceded, “Goddamnit, Paul. Don’t gettbeut of shape. You know we're just
fucking with you.”

Paul sat there and fumed. It would take hifevamoments to compose himself and allow
the angry color to drain from his face.

The group quickly changed the subject and begkkmg about other topics for the next
couple of hours. As they were conversing, Johriccaot help but notice the diverse regional
accents and slang terms he was encountering fdirgihéime in his life. It both fascinated him
and made him feel a long way away from his hom@etroit.

During one of the discussions, Dan informed &ild John of the radiophone in a building
next to the PX. The MARS station allowed a persooall home for a small fee. It was not a
telephone, and both parties had to use proper mawicedures and military etiquette, such as
saying “over” when one party finished talking, ef@pening the channel for the other to reply.
Bill and John agreed to look into it the followidgy.

In the morning, the first manifest included themes of those six soldiers from the late
night muster. Assigned to the 101st Airborne Dons they would be traveling north to a place
called Phu Bai. Somebody in the crowd statedttie@tl01st was in dire need of replacements as
the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) regulars were krgkitheir asses in a valley called the A
Shau. Rumor had it that entire platoons weredasihg those hard-core firefights.

After all the names on the manifest are realli,aBd John left quickly to avoid any work
details and headed straight for the MARS statioxjaus to place a call home. Instead, they
found a long line of prospective callers and obsérseveral pages of names posted on the door -
a waiting list. Neither had any idea how long @uid take to rotate through the list, but added
their names to it, just in case they were stithat Replacement Center when it was their turn.

With nothing else to do until the next readinga couple of hours, both decided to walk
around the center. They found an outdoor moviatdrg another restaurant, a swimming pool,
post office, two basketball courts, baseball diadjand the notorious massage parlor. It was
like visiting a recreation center or youth campthmthe only sign of war being the bunker line

and barbed wire.



After the noon manifest reading, those remarsoldiers filled in the holes and tightened
up the formation. Several Non-Commissioned Of6g@CQO’s) weaved through the formation,
grabbing personnel for various details. A youngkosergeant, looking younger than most of the
men standing on the street, strolled through tihed&tion and chose Bill, John and a dozen other
soldiers for a painting detail. This time noboayl escape.

John and Bill's group painted in the hot sunafternoon. Ironically, they were painting
the fence enclosing the Reception Center’'s swimrpimg). The water teased and beckoned to
them all day. Finally, unable to control himsetfyalonger, Bill dropped his brush, rushed
through the gate, and jumped fully clothed intordfeeshing and cool water.

The rest of the men in the paint detail exclegihgjlances in stunned silence. Then, as if on
cue, everybody dropped their brushes and followdks Bead. They splashed around in the
water, unchallenged for several minutes, like aigrof grade school children on a field trip. All
at once, two service club attendants emerged asetent them from the pool. Reluctantly, one
by one, they emerged from the water and returnékeio tedious detail.

Clothes dried quickly in the hot, blaring suingh and soon they were all sweating again,
contemplating a second dip in the pool. At fivetle afternoon, the project only required
another hour to finish, but they were all relied#dheir duty and told to go to the mess hall for

dinner.

After John and Bill ate dinner and cleaned they returned to Alice’s Restaurant. This
time, their attempt to win on the slot machine wascessful when Bill hit the jackpot with the
first three tokens.

Bill stood there dumbfounded and watched thedheds of coins dropping into the tray
below. Bells and sirens were sounding from thehmecand a red strobe light above signaled
that somebody had just hit the jackpot.

“Glory be - this sure is my lucky day! Jusbkoat all these here coins,” he cried out
joyfully.

The noise and strobe light quickly attracteueotsoldiers who began to gather around the
two winners. Everyone watched the payout windowmhbers continued to climb and
approached one-thousand - falling tokens alredtitygfimost of the tray below. Those standing

around showed mixed support; some congratulatddaBd were happy for him, others simply



looked on, saying nothing. One person, in paricuhppeared to be quite upset, complaining
loudly to his friend, “Damn! | just left that maicke. Had | stayed and played another coin that
jackpot would have been mine!”

Someone turned and responded to him loudlyalyéut you didn’t, and now it isn't. So
get over it and give the guy a break!”

“Fuck it, don’t mean nothin',” he mumbled andlked away.

Meanwhile, Bill frantically raked the tokengonold coffee cans and found it difficult to
keep up with the machine payout. The counter w#isrslling and had passed fourteen-
hundred. It stopped suddenly at fifteen-hundredivaas quiet again.

Someone yelled out, “Way to go man. You jusfdr seventy-five! Don’t spend it in one
place.”

It took several more minutes for the two ofrthi® transfer all the coins from the machine
tray into empty coffee cans. When they finishdytmuscled the five filled cans over to the
cashier cage. The woman behind the counter carigted them and paid Bill in military
certificates.

“Come on, Polack, it's time for us to drinkewf beers and celebrate.” Bill said proudly,

guiding John to a nearby table.

After a few hours of drinking beer, both wergsised to find that neither of them could
stand without support.

“Oh shit, | can’t see things clearly anymoréghn stated, holding on tightly to the back of
his chair.

“l can see okay, but everything is spinning llkm on a merry-go-round,” Bill slurred.

“Are you gonna puke?”

“I don’t think so right now, but we need todithe way back to our bunks.”

“I do remember that we have to turn left andtgadhe last row of barracks on top of the
hill.”

“Let’s get started before we pass out.”

The two of them leaned onto one another, shgffihrough the door and then down the
steps to the road. Some of the by-standers wattttead closely, amused by their inebriated

state. Once they reached the road and turnedHeftwo soldiers started singing marching tunes



from Basic Training while weaving across the ro&th were off-key and very loud, one trying
to sing louder than the other. Angry voices echimethe darkness from every building they
passed:

“Hey, ass holes pipe down!"

“Shut the fuck up out there!

“Sing another note and I'll personally come and kick your ass!”

They disregarded the threats and warnings, stopping until they reached their
destination. Once inside, they collapsed.

At 0300, the loud blast of air raid sirens gitlyt awakened the inhabitants of the 90th
Replacement Battalion.

Those drunk or stoned sobered up immediat€lyaos reigned! Cherries spilled out from
the barracks, most escaping through open doorvedlysrs choosing speed instead, dove through
the openings in the sidewalls. In doing so, thesgudo netting pulled from the walls and
encapsulated many of the fleeing youths in a ngocoon; this further enhanced their panic.
Outside, the men bump into one another, confusddiasure of what to do next.

A voice on the public address system beganngebarely audible instructions above the
shrill sirens. “Yellow alert! Yellow alert! Headbor the nearest bunker and take cover
immediately!”

Thankful for the directive, everyone raced todvtne available bunkers. Once inside, the
men sat nervously on the ground. All were tryiagcontrol their breathing, gasping, as if just
completing a ten-mile race. Voices rang out frtwn tbtal darkness within:

“My heart is pounding so fast, it's going tapéode.”

“What in the hell is happening?”

“Are we getting hit?”

“Where are our weapons?”

“Yeah, how are we going to protect ourselves?”

“What in the fuck does a yellow alert mean?”

The sight within the bunker was also bizarrghwwventy soldiers all in different levels of
dress. Some were barefoot, wearing nothing elseptxgreen boxer shorts — one of them even

wore a helmet. Others wore just a pair of trousers boots, another bunch only a shirt and



shorts, and three men stood in complete uniforrh itimets. One of the Cherries stood next to
the entrance of the bunker holding a broom — timelleafacing outward like a bayonet on a rifle.

Just then, a heavyset person wearing a coat’'saind apron, leisurely strolled into the
bunker and took a double glance at the personisigugdiard with the broom.

Shaking his head side to side, he took in th@as picture. Of course, since he had been
at the Replacement Center for almost four monihs|as scenes had played out repeatedly.

“Relax, guys, it's only a test,” he said inemssuring voice.

“What do you mean “a test”?” a voice snappethe darkness.

“The camp officers fuck with us every otherhtignd run this alert at different hours. It's
supposed to remind us that we are still at wardoksn’t bother me any because I'm in the
kitchen all night long cooking. The sirens shosidp and they’ll give the ‘all clear’ in another
minute or so.”

“What a bunch of lifer mother-fuckers,” someanambled.

“At least they could have given us some warnihigw I've got to clean the shit out of my
pants,” said another.

Five minutes later, the “All Clear” sounded.velByone began to file out of the bunker,
returning to the barracks — thankful, but pissedabbut the inconvenience. Almost everyone
dropped onto their bunks, but were unable to retartheir dreams, still too shaken to sleep.

Most just lay in bed awake until dawn.

Bill Sayers and John Kowalski heard their nacaked during the first shipping formation
of the day. Both men got orders for the 25th ItfaDivision; the division basecamp was near
the city of Cu Chi, which is twenty miles northwest Saigon. Their convoy was leaving at
1000 hours.

“Thank you, sweet Jesus!” Bill said solemriihank you for not sending us up to the
101st.”

“Amen,” John added.

Those called for the morning transport begaiviag at the pickup point, duffel bags in
hand, dropping them in the area designated foRHtle Division. With an hour remaining before

departure, Bill and John rushed over to the PXuxclpase ‘boony hats’. They are very similar



to those worn by amateur anglers. The soft, greleth-like material enabled a person to shape
it into any configuration necessary to protect tlegies and back of the neck from the blazing
sun. They were lighter and more practical than ttaditional baseball caps worn by new
recruits. While both waited for a tailor to emlater their names on the hats, John scanned the
showcase filled with division patches.

“Bill, let’'s get us a patch for the 25th Diwsi and have it sewn onto the hat too,” John
suggested.

They were not sure what the patch looked likd,thankfully, located a display board that
identified these unit patches. The patch for thh Division looked like a red strawberry, two
inches wide by four inches long, with a yellow ligimg bolt piercing it diagonally. Each
purchased one and had them sewn in place.

John moved to the next counter. Noticing gdaBowie knife among the many knives in
this showcase, he immediately purchased it.

“Check this out,” he called over to Bill.

John had already threaded his belt throughlebther scabbard. With the knife now
hanging from his right hip, he was tying the bottieather lace around his thigh.

“That knife looks cool as hell!” Bill said, adring the new item.

“Makes me look kind of bad ass, doesn't it®hid asked proudly.

“Yes, it does. | think I'll buy one for mysglfBill said, then placed his order with the
salesperson.

Neither of them thought of the knife as beingcimn more than a decoration. However,
they would both find out later that it was the meaiuable tool used while patrolling through the

jungle.

At 0930 hours, five two-and-a-half ton truckmmonly called “Deuce -and-a-Half”
trucks, arrived. A layer of sandbags were piledrughe bed of each truck to protect the riders if
the truck should hit a mine in the road; a soldiod behind the cab working on the tripod-
mounted M-60 machine gun on the roof. The RatdPgeps arrived to escort the Cherries to

their next destination.



Bill and John were among the first twenty t@tabthe trucks and fortunate enough to get a
seat on one of the two pull-down benches runniegehgth of the truck bed on both sides of the
vehicle. The other fifteen had to sit in disconfam the hard sandbag-covered floor.

The convoy moved out precisely at 1000 hou@nce leaving the security of the 90th
Replacement Battalion, a lone helicopter gunshipeg the convoy and circled lazily overhead,
providing additional security for the parade offitrucks.

They passed endless rice paddies where th@arneise people worked painstakingly to
harvest their crops in knee-deep water. Young byl on top of huge water buffaloes
whacking the big brown animals on their rump withaenboo stick.

Whenever a convoy passed from the oppositectidire everyone raised their arms and
flashed peace signs to one another. Every nowagath, the passengers saw the front of an
Armored Personnel Carrier (APC) poking out fromtand of bushes on the side of the road.
Their gunners acknowledged the fellow Americansvimg enthusiastically to the convoy from
behind 50-caliber machine guns.

Traveling at speeds in excess of 40 mph, i tom time at all for the convoy to reach Cu
Chi — home of the 25th Infantry Division.

—~—————

CHAPTER FOUR

The Rat Patrol jeeps concluded their missiaerdéading the convoy deep inside of Cu
Chi Base Camp. All 126 Cherries stood in the tsudkying in vain to rid themselves of the
clinging red dust.

Bill laughed when John removed his sunglasses.

“What's so funny?”

“You have white rings around your eyes.”

“And what, that’s supposed to be funny?”

“Yeah, with all that red shit on your face ylook like a fucking raccoon.”

“At least you can see my eyes. Your whole Healis like it was dipped in shit.”

“Go ahead and have your fun,” Bill grumbled. e Hrushed himself feverishly in an
attempt to get all the dust removed from his clsth&Give me a hand wiping my back, and I'll

brush you off.”



“Okay, just don't play with my ass when | tiaround,” John replied.

“You're all ass and | won't be able to avoid it

“What - are you a comedian now?”

As they finished brushing each other’'s backgdlwoices on the side of the trucks were
barking commands to the group.

“All right, Cherries, un-ass my trucks rightn

“Come on, come on, move it!”

“I mean now! Let’s go, everyone!”

“I want four ranks starting right here,” belled/ an impatient Puerto Rican sergeant. He
stood forty feet away and drew a long line acrbgsground with a large stick. “Let’'s go! Get
on the line, I don’t have all day!” He barked.

The Cherries leapt from the trucks and movettkdy to form four ranks, unsure if
punishment was forthcoming for not being on ling nough.

“What the fuck, are we in basic training agaid®hn mumbled to Bill.

“I hope not. We're supposed to be all donéhiat. This is Vietnam, isn't it?”

The sergeant paraded back and forth in frorthefformation. He wore a black baseball
cap with the word 'Cadre’ stenciled on the fronkarge white letters. It was impossible to see
the look in his eyes, as mirrored aviator sungkssavered them. His beer belly looked
unnatural for a man with a thirty-four inch waisidait bounced with every step he took.

“Listen up, Cherries!” He shouted in an atténapget the ranks to settle down. “You are
here for a mandatory week-long course of in-coutraiyning. During this time, we will review
your past training and teach you all about yourngne Our first class will begin in fifteen
minutes. When | give the word, grab your gear stoce it in the hooches behind me, then return
to the exact spot you are standing in right now.

“You'll all have plenty of time later to unpacdnd get squared away. You have ten
minutes, starting now. Move out!”

The ranks collapsed as men rushed to find thefel bags in the large pile. Once in hand
they raced to the various hooches. Bill and Jajuldcnot find two adjacent cots in either of the
first two hooches, but were successful in the toiné. They threw the gear on top and moved
back outside.

“What do you ‘spose this is gonna be like?’ll Bsked.



“Most likely a lot of classroom training, juste we did in Basic.”

“Hell, | thought there’s a war going on heréVhy are we going to sit around in
classrooms?” Bill complained.

“You heard the guy. He said that we were gamigarn all about the enemy.”

“What more do we have to learn? A little guyt there has a gun and wants to kill me. 1

have to kill him first — it's that simple. We ddamieed to learn anything more.”

The Puerto Rican sergeant led the formatioa targe shaded area not too far from the
hooches. This was the first classroom of the day.

“Have a seat on the ground, gentlemen. Iflyawe any smokes, feel free to light up.”

He stood in front of the group, next to a laspefoot wide green chalkboard mounted
between two trees. "Sgt. Ramone,” printed in langhite chalky letters across the top, let
everybody know who he was.

“Don’t be afraid to sit on the ground,” he sttafter observing the reluctance of some to
do so. “You'll be mighty lucky if this is the diest you get in this country. You ground
pounders (infantry) will be living on the groun&o get used to it now while there’s no pressure
on you.”

He waited for the entire group to take a sedibde continuing, “This area is where you
will come for most of the classes during this ceursMy name is Sergeant Ramone,” he
enunciated both syllables and then used the sdiploint out his name on the board.

“I will be one of your instructors during thiext week. Today, we will review military
maneuvers, different attack and defensive formatitme military alphabet, coding, map reading,
and the proper use of the PRC-25 field radio. theze any questions before we begin?”

No hands went up.

“Good, let’s get started.”

Later that day, John and Bill unpacked theitobgings in the single-story screened
building.

“Those classes we just finished were not at tiad,” John admitted.

“Now | beg to differ with you. It was boring dell to go over all that shit again. We've

had enough of it shoved down our throats in thiedixsmonths.”



“It may be boring, but look at it this way.’slone less day that we’ll have to spend in the
field.”

Bill thought about that statement for a secamt] then replied, “I guess you're right.”

John looked at his watch, surprised. “Darmig,already 10:30. We better get some sleep.
| have a feeling it's going to be another long tayorrow.”

Both flopped down on the hard, olive-coloredas cots and quickly fell asleep.

The following morning, everyone drew out an Bl+ifle from the armory before heading
out for the first class of the day.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” the instructor begafter everyone was seated in the
outdoor classroom. “We will spend the morning takihese weapons apart, cleaning them, and
then putting them back together again.”

Moans and objections echoed from the crowd.

“Aw, fuck!”

“We did all this shit hundreds of times alreddy

“What a fucking waste!”

The instructor, having heard enough, got evegi® undivided attention when he struck
the chalkboard with a stick; it sounded like tharghcrack of a rifle.

“Knock off the bullshit!”” He ordered. “Thisapt of the class is so important that it may
very well save your lives!” He pushed both hamis his pants pockets and walked among the
group. “It’s true that you've done this a hundtades already, but how many of you can do it
blindfolded? Do you know that most attacks andfights occur in the dead of the night? It is
pitch black and you cannot see your hand in frédntooir face. Now just suppose your weapon
fails during one of these firefights, and the V@ anshing over the wire to kill you. Are you
able to take your M16 apart and fix it in the das®,you can protect yourself?”

He hesitated for a few seconds and then casdintBefore this class is over today, each of
you will learn to do just that. The circumstaneel be different - it won’t be dark and enemy
soldiers will not be trying to kill you, but you Ivisuccessfully demonstrate this ability while
blindfolded.”

Again, protests and moaning sounded from tbagmr

“This is bullshit!”



“Fuck this shit! I'm a cook and probably wohandle a rifle the whole time I'm here.”

The infantry guys took the advice to heart &edan to disassemble and assemble their
weapons. Each time, they were more proficient aodfident. There was no need for
blindfolds; they were all able to demonstrate thgk with their eyes closed.

After lunch, the group returned to the classrawith weapons in hand.

“I sure feel more confident being here withfeemow,” Bill said.

“I know what you mean! We’ve been in-countignast a week and this is the first time
I've actually held one in my hands.”

“Isn’t that odd, too, with everything we’ve ldaabout Vietnam during our training in the
states?”

“You're right, Bill. 1 was expecting to getshat or at least mortared when we walked off
that plane.”

“l was thinking the same thing. Now, if yourtk about the replacement center and now
this place - aside from the convoys - | haven’tnsagyone carrying a weapon or heard shots
fired since our arrival.”

“I don’'t know what to think. Maybe all that ishn training was just a bunch of
brainwashing.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Bill responded. “This sjpposedly, a secure rear area, and maybe
they already killed all the enemy soldiers arouedeh | heard some of the guys talking earlier
about firebases out in the boonies. That's wheee¢al shit hits the fan.”

“l wish we could just stay here,” John saiccsirely.

“Me too, old buddy.”

The class spent the afternoon on the firinggeanwhere each soldier could test-fire his
weapon. They hit many of the targets; bits andgseof cardboard sailed through the air and fell
onto the already littered ground. Puffs of diseanto the air around each target, as the bullets
burrowed deep into the dry, hard earth.

After each person had fired thirty rounds, tlygyhered and began walking back to the

outdoor training classroom.



Sgt. Ramone was waiting there for everyonedmpulete the short walk back from the
firing range. “Gentlemen, everybody enjoy targetgtice?”

“Yeah, it was great!”

“It's about time!”

“Good, I'm glad you enjoyed yourselves. Weale done for the day, except for the
cleaning of these weapons.” The men groaned one timae. “Nobody leaves for chow until
each piece of equipment is spotless and returndlaetarmory. | will look them over later this
evening and God help the poor slob who did not do@l enough job. After chow, you are on
your own until the morning formation. Have a goedening!” Sergeant Ramone left the
Cherries and headed toward the mess hall.

“Well, so much for our sense of security!” dddpat.

“I know the feeling.”

The following morning, the class returned te firing range, where they found various
weapons displayed, both on a table and at differgetvals across the range firing positions.
Five additional Cadres were also present to help this class.

Sgt. Ramone split the men into five groups acheperson would have an opportunity to
fire many of them. The arsenal consisted of M-7&nhgde launchers, 50 caliber, and M-60
machine guns, one sniper rifle with attached scepmke grenades and a 60mm mortar tube and
base plate. The Cadre put on a mortar demonstratid fired three rounds: white phosphorus,
a night flare, and high explosive, for those sakliseeing them for the first time. One lucky
person in each group would also have an opportunitfire the LAW, a two-piece plastic
disposable rocket launcher. When opened fullyné&asured thirty inches long and looked
similar to a shortened World War Il bazooka.

After lunch, work details picked up spent braksll casings from the ground, rebuilt the
destroyed practice bunker, and cleaned the arséfiedd weapons.

It was late in the evening when the last de#diirned to the barracks.

On the fourth morning, John and Bill walkedhe range with the rest of the class.
“What do you think they have in store for uddg?” Bill asked.
“l don’t have a clue, but it does seem odd tte going without weapons.”



“It sure does,” Bill agreed.

Upon their arrival, the Cherries took a seattlom ground; this was now an automatic
reflex and nobody hesitated or complained.

A large, black staff sergeant, who could passaf professional football player, was their
instructor for the day. He was holding a shoferif one hand; wood covered most of the barrel
and stock. A half circle, twelve-inch long blaclagazine protruded from the housing, an inch in
front of the trigger guard. Perhaps it was possibt the shooter to hold on to the magazine and
fire it like the Tommy Guns of old. Under the k& pointed, two-foot long, finger-thick piece
of silver metal lies horizontally, secured to theapon by a hinge.

“What kind of gun do you suppose that is?”| Bdked and motioned toward the instructor
with his head.

“I've never seen anything like it before. Mayiv's a VC gun or something new we have
to learn how to fire.”

Bill simply shrugged, “Makes sense to me.”

The 6 foot, 8 inch, and 260 pound instructaneeed his black cap with his free hand,
using the sleeve to wipe the sweat from his foréheMoisture on his freshly shaven head
glistened in the sunlight. After returning his cap smiled brightly to the class, exposing a gold
cap on one front tooth.

“Gentlemen,” he began, “I am Staff Sergeantedpand now let me introduce you to the
Russian-made AK-47 Assault Rifle. This little bBais the primary weapon of your enemy.”

He held the rifle high in the air for all toese

“At times, it is more accurate, deadly, andetegable than your M-16. This banana clip
holds thirty rounds instead of the twenty in ourganes,” he said, ejecting the magazine and
holding it high in the air.

“You should also note that the enemy’s bulbetslarger.” The instructor set the rifle on a
table and then pushed out one of the rounds fremtagazine. After placing the magazine on
the table next to the weapon, he reached into s peocket and withdrew an M-16 bullet. With
a bullet in each hand, he lifted them both higloitite air so the audience could see the
difference.

“This 7.62mm round is identical to those we useur M-60 machine gun. It is larger and

has a lot of power, definitely doing some damagemit. As you can see, the M-16 rounds are



smaller, but their design allows them to tumble whéting something. So a hit to the stomach
may exit from the hip or upper back, tearing uprgtieng in between.”

He placed the two rounds in a pocket and pickedhe rifle from the table. “And this is
the bayonet,” he continued, grabbing the silveelsts@pendage and unfolding it until it clicked
and locked in a fully extended position.

“It is permanently fixed to the rifle and foldewn when not in use. If Charlie sticks you
with this, you’ll be in a world of hurt.”

He replaced the weapon on the table, then thaleto scan the many faces in the class;
most showed concern.

“During the last six months of training, eadhyou has become accustomed to the sound
of your own rifles. Today, | will fire this riflend some other enemy weapons to demonstrate
the distinct sound each one makes. It is very mapd that you recognize these different sounds
because not all rifles are the same. The war @irdim is a guerrilla war, where you will hear
the enemy more than see him. When ambushed ihetiige jungle, with a weapon firing next to
you, the sound of the weapon will determine immiedyaif it is a friend or foe. Your very lives
- and the lives of your fellow soldiers - dependyon knowing the difference.

“I'm quite certain all of you were always oretBending end of a bullet since joining the
military. How many of you know that every weapoakes a different sound when the bullet is
flying toward you or overhead?”

The class shifted about nervously, nobody darinraise their hand in acknowledgement
to his question.

“Is this fucker going to shoot at us?” Bill ispered.

“Would it surprise you?”

The sergeant continued, “Before this day isroveill guarantee that each of you will be
able to distinguish between the pop of this AK-4d @ghe sharp crack of your own M-16. So,
let's get started.” He reinserted the magazine @raimbered a round in the Russian weapon.
“Listen closely!” He fired ten single shots downge, spaced about three seconds apart, and
then switched to automatic, emptying the magazinevb short bursts. “Gentlemen, what you
just heard were the sounds of your enemy’s weagwenviiring away from you. Now you get

an opportunity to hear the same weapon when timg fis directed toward you.”



He moved the class up range, half way to thgeta, and then returned to the firing line.
The Cherries were sitting on the ground, facingttrgets. Some panicked after the sergeant
fired a short burst over their heads. They jumjmetheir feet and bolted toward the firing line,
like fullbacks running all out to score a touchdowwet others crawled toward a nearby dried
stream bed and lay prone in the depression.

Upon seeing this, the staff sergeant roareld \aitghter.

“Damn, you Cherries never cease to amaze nigkerLup!”

He was not trying to embarrass anyone, buhlsygoint could barely contain his laughter.
“Nobody is going to get shot on this range. I'mnfy twenty feet over your goddamn heads,
which is an extremely safe distance.”

He turned and addressed the half-dozen solsiangling on the firing line with him. “Get
your asses back out on that range with the others.”

The men hung back, stalling. One of them ewgned around and kicked at the dirt,
hoping to create a dust cloud large enough sodtgeant could not see him. Finally, after some
coaxing and encouragement, they all walked baakitbrange and lay in the dried creek bed
with everyone else.

“Okay, let’s try this again,” the sergeant geliwhen they were all safely in place.

The group remained in that prone position forast an hour as Staff Sergeant Jones fired
the different enemy weapons. Aside from the AK{ig,arsenal also included an RPD Machine
Gun, SKS Rifle, and a Chicom Pistol. When he wasfident that his class had learned the
lesson for the day, he called out, “The demonsinaig over; everyone come back to the firing
line.”

The Cherries stood up, brushing themselvedbefibre walking toward the awaiting staff
sergeant.

Once they were clear of the firing range, hihgaed them together. “Okay men, are there
any questions regarding the sounds you’'ve heamayfid

Not seeing any hands, he continued.

“That’s good, | must have been real convinciBgfore we break for the day, | have one
final demonstration for you.” Staff Sergeant Jowatked over to his Jeep and emerged with yet

another strange weapon.



“Gentlemen, this is a Rocket Propelled Grereutd launcher, called an RPG for short. It
is very deadly and feared most by the mechanizédaaration units, although, the enemy uses
them in routine fire fights too. It is just likeioLAW and can penetrate seven inches of armor
before exploding. This weapon is responsible faasing down helicopters and destroying or
disabling APC’s and tanks as well. Unlike the LAMhas no back blast so the shooter does not
have to worry about a clear field of fire behindhhi Now keep your eye on the practice bunker
to your front.”

The RPG resembled a four-foot green pipe witbng, orange, pineapple-shaped missile
sticking out from the front. There were a coupfeegtra rounds lying on the ground, each
resembling a pineapple attached to a stick.

Jones leveled the weapon, aimed through the,sagd fired. The men could clearly see
the speeding missile and its trailing exhaust; tayched it all the way to its target. When the
round hit, the impact created a cloud of dust arasiecond before the entire structure exploded
outward. The results were much more devastatiag that of the LAW demonstration the day
before. Debris scattered further away; rebuildirogld take twice as long.

“Holy shit,” Bill exclaimed, “look at what thahing did.”

“Wow, that is some awesome weapon,” John added.

“How do you stop something like that?”

“By shooting the fucker before he fires thathething!”

“What if you don’t see him first?”

“Then when you see it bearing down on you,ezifamp the fuck out of the way or take a

second to kiss your ass goodbye.”

The next few classes were the most intriguihghe entire week — dealing with enemy
booby traps and their deployment.

Sergeants Jones and Ramone were the primarnyadttss.

“Most of the time, booby traps are very cleyarbncealed and remain undetected until it's
too late,” the black sergeant began. “In thessses, we will make you aware of the many
different types of booby traps and how to avoidhitheYou must also take precautions against

supplying Charlie in the field.”



This statement baffled the Cherries, “Who ieithright mind would do that?” Bill
guestioned.

“Shhhh, listen, and he’ll probably tell us.” person, sitting behind Bill, whispered,
poking him playfully in the center of his back.

“Use extreme caution when using trails and spashtering village huts and tunnels,
uncovering caches, moving around on rice paddysdigad on frequently used landing zones.
These are all coveted locations for booby traps.

“Most of their booby traps are intended to mand not kill. Charlie uses them for two
reasons: the first is to slow down a unit, andgbeond is the probability of shooting down the
unarmed helicopter when it arrives to evacuateantbended.” Staff Sergeant Jones finished the
introduction and stepped to the side.

A few minutes passed and then Sergeant Ramahedavbefore the class. “Many booby
traps used by the enemy are armed with presswaseldevices. A person is safe when standing
on one, but the second he steps off, the suddgnidrpressure will explode the charge. You
could lose a foot, leg, or even die from shock.

“One of the most feared of all booby trapshis Bouncing Betty.” The infantry soldiers
perked up at this revelation, leaning forward, angito hear more.

“Buried, it has a tripping device sticking aftthe ground. This mine has two charges:
one will propel a balloon-shaped explosive chargeard, and the second will explode at waist
level — throwing shrapnel into the stomach andrgeseas. If you survive, chances are excellent
that you'll be left without your manhood to starfaanily.”

Many of the men reached down and checked gjesiitals, as if they were doing so for the
very last time. Each looked at his neighbor witiiged lips and wide eyes, shaking their heads
incredulously.

“Some of Charlie’s booby traps include Amerigssued items. At times, the infantry
soldier is hot, tired, and gets lazy. The longqatin this climate will force many to discard
items to lighten the unbearable loads. They magwhaway belts of ammunition, grenades,
claymore mines, and M-79 rounds into the jungle.

“However, some of these items can also bebleffiind quite by accident. After a break on
the side of a trail, you may get up and unknowirtglye an item fall off or out of your rucksack.

Charlie makes it a point to search those trailsahghly.



“He loves to find grenades, as they are theesti® convert into a booby trap. All he has
to do is to tie them to a tree, attach one end wipawire to the pin, and run it across the trail.
The thin fishing line is hard to see, but is str@mpugh to pull the pin from the grenade when
somebody walks into it.

“Favorite scrounging areas for Charlie are ¢hlogations where Americans get resupplied
and those of a former night defensive position!s @lways have an abundance of supplies and
seldom use all they get. Unwanted C-Rations, @eiom cord, and personal effects lay
discarded throughout these areas. Some are bbredost are not.”

Sergeant Ramone broke in to continue, “A claggmmine is an anti-personnel plastic
mine, eight inches wide by five inches high, an@ amch thick. It contains hundreds of one-
quarter inch steel balls embedded into the coved when detonated, they blow outward,
covering an arc of 130 degrees; the killing zonwithin thirty feet. Every soldier in the field
carries at least two of them, which are set upnduthe night around defensive perimeters.
Sometimes, the soldiers are rushing and forgettahem, leaving them behind.

“Heat tabs, used for heating water and food,aaother simple luxury a soldier can'’t live
without in the field. Most of us hate C-Rationsitss, and eating them cold is out of the
guestion. After running out of heat tabs, someliso$ have cracked open the claymore mines
and removed the plastic C-4 explosive to heat ttosid. If it is not compressed, it burns like
gasoline. Then, no longer needing the casing Wiehembedded steel projectiles, the grunts
have thrown them away into the jungle. Now whaido suppose Charlie does with them when
finding such a prize?”

The class responded in unison, “He makes btralpg!”

“Correct! The United States Armed Forces hesdfmillions of artillery and mortar
rounds since their arrival in this county, and steaally, some are duds and do not explode.
Charlie is very resourceful in finding them and wenting them into booby traps as well. He
will hang them in trees or lay them on the side @fail, arming them in one of two ways: by a
trip wire or command detonation device. This kaidbooby trap can waste an entire platoon.”

Jones cut back in, “We’re all creatures of hadmd many soldiers are injured because of
it. At least one of every five soldiers will eithgick up or kick a can if it is seen lying on ailr
Charlie knows about this strange American habie will booby-trap anything that may appeal

to the curiosity of young soldiers or to the foumunters looking for souvenirs.



“The puniji pit is another type of booby trafphey vary in size from one foot to six feet
deep. Pointed stakes as round as pencils linkedttem of the pit. Their tips, dipped in shit, can
be fatal if they break the skin. These pits loekyvnatural in the middle of a path once twigs
and leaves cover them.

“However, many of them were dug during the 18%@hen the French fought here, and
over time, they have long since rotted. If a smidvere to step into one of these older pits, the
stakes would crumble and the most he would enditlpigva sprained ankle or knee. These pits
are rare and again, primarily used earlier in the.w

“Do not accept bottles of whiskey or soda frtme villagers, as many of them are VC
sympathizers. They grind up glass and put it theosealed bottles. The shards are so fine it is
difficult to see them with the naked eye. If yaun# from these bottles, the slivers of glass will
tear up your insides.

“For those of you heading out to the bushretleave you with a final thought. Burn or
bury what you do not use. Never leave it behindytaur enemy to find, because they will find
some way to use it against you.

“This concludes your in-country training. by learned anything in the course that will
save your life, then we have succeeded in our go&lghis time, we are asking that you return
to your hooches, retrieve your gear, and fall ob the assembly area for the last formation.
Once everyone is there, you will receive orders taaigisportation to your new units. Good luck
everyone!”

“What outfit are you going to, Bill?” John ask

“Alpha Company, 1st Battalion, 27th Infantry.”

“All right, so am 1!”

“Talk about luck, this is great! We've beeméther this long; it would be a shame to
break us up now.”

“Yeah, pretty cool, huh?”

They picked up their gear and moved towardadrtbe trucks.

“Where are you guys headed?” The driver callean from his cab.

“1st Battalion, 27th Infantry,” they replied.

“Hey, that’'s the Wolfhounds, you guys reallghed out.”



“Why is that?” John asked.

“Shit, you haven’'t heard? The Wolfhounds & host ass-kicking outfit in this division.
They're so bad the VC post ‘WANTED’ posters withgeurewards throughout their area of
operations.”

“No shit!” Bill and John responded togethé&xcitement lit their faces.

The driver announced, “Throw your shit in theeck and jump on board, I'll run you guys
up the road to their area.”

“Thanks!” The two men climbed on board andhgul twenty other Cherries.

When they arrived in the new area, the Firsg&mt had been expecting them. He was
waiting outside the orderly room; a gray buildinghna large blue board mounted to the front.
On top, it read ‘Company "A” Body Count’ in tall wa letters. Just below the heading, two
eighteen - inch white painted bones formed an aploti; a human skull hung over the center of
the crossed bones. If the board were black, itldvbave looked like a pirate flag. In any case,
it was apparent that the purpose of the board septed death.

Beneath the skull and crossbones, the leftnenllisted each of the platoons, and to their
right, a column with four rows of numbers. FirgatBon had the highest number of kills with
thirty-seven. Fourth Platoon only had twelve.

After the First Sergeant was certain thatladl Cherries had enough time to scrutinize the
tote board, he introduced himself. “Gentlemen,magne’s First Sergeant Michaels, but you can
call me Top. | would like to welcome you all tophla Company, 1st Battalion Wolfhounds. As
you can see by the number of combined kills, wekanldng ass out in the bush.”

“How often do the numbers go back to zero?ieone asked.

“We go back to zero each quarter, so what yaulisted today is from July first until now.

If there are no more questions,” he hesitated foroment, and not seeing any hands raised, he
continued, “When | call out your name, raise yoandh, so | can see you, and I'll assign you to
one of the four platoons.”

Top called four names before calling Bill ahén John immediately after him. Bill was
going to the Third Platoon and John to the First.

“Way to go, buddy,” John consoled.

“It was bound to happen sooner or later.”



“Let’s talk to Top after the formation and sebke’ll put us together in the same platoon.”

“It's worth a try and we don’t have anythingltse if he turns us down,” Bill agreed.

“Tomorrow,” Top continued after completing tins of names, “you eight men will fly out
to our forward Fire Support Base Kien. You wilbdr out weapons and all the other supplies
needed just before leaving in the morning. Whes tireeting is over, you can head over to the
platoon barracks and find an empty cot for the nigbigns on each building will let you know if
you are in the right one or not. | want everybd@dgk here in formation again at 0800 hours.
Until that time, you are all on your own and wel@ito visit the Service Club or PX down the
road. You're dismissed!”

Bill and John struck out with the First Sergeavho quickly shot down their request to be
together. Disappointed, they departed in diffedkrections, but agreed to meet again in front of
the orderly room in fifteen minutes.

“Are you cool with checking out the sights imstcamp?” John asked.

“I've been dying to see this place. Betweearsthclasses, eating, and sleeping, we haven't
been able to do shit in the last week, Bill drawled

“Well, we better get started. We only haveaf Hay to sight see.”

Cu Chi was the main base camp for all unitshef 25th Division, and it would take the
rest of the day for them to tour the enormous base.

“These rear echelon troops really have it magle. It's like living in a big city,” John
stated matter-of-factly while observing the surrdings.

They found the PX similar to a large departrstote in the states. A person could buy
anything from newspapers to television sets; indweasted a catalog department.

The Service Club included a library, writingoros, a TV room, a small cafeteria, and
individual recording rooms under one roof.

The recording rooms were a little larger thaleghone booths, but inside, a person could
listen to his favorite record or cassette taperatak in private. Many of the soldiers in Vietham
recorded letters to their families on cassettedamel then mailed them home. Upon receiving a
cassette, he could return and play it back ongherders.

Every night, the Red Cross female volunteemsn(i2 Dollies) conducted bingo games in
the cafeteria. Since it was free, there was uguallarge turnout. The prizes were small:

normally, a wallet or a transistor radio, but tteemgs were not important. Soldiers only went



there to see these American female volunteers.si@ubf the hospitals, this was the next best
place to see “round-eyed” women.

Just down the street from the Service Cluby foend an Olympic -sized swimming pool
with both one and three-meter diving boards. Baflsuits were available for anyone wishing to
take a dip. It too, was crowded during this Idteraoon.

Further down the road, they discovered an atith€hinese restaurant. Rumors had it
that the food was delicious and a welcome changm fthe Army chow or Service Club
hamburgers.

During the tour, someone mentioned that thevdod infantry companies came out of the
field periodically and would spend three days in Chi to rest and recuperate (R&R). He said
that resting in the security of the base camp wagieat way of relieving the built-up stress after

grueling weeks or even months in the bush.

John lay wide-awake on his cot. Thoughts alvileg for the firebase in the morning
rambled through his head. He had no idea whaoitlevbe like and the uncertainty continued to
feed his anxiety. He flashed back to an earliewvecsation with Bill just prior to calling it a
night. Bill was nervous too, and expressed howisads that they would not have each other
for close support any longer. However, Top assubsn that their paths would cross on
numerous occasions, not only in the field or infingbase, but also during R&R in Cu Chi. He
said that they should not take the separatioh@sgh they would never see each other again.

John was a pessimist and worried that everg something was going to change, it would
not be in his best interest. However, he did realhat, in reality, nothing bad had happened to
date. On the contrary, every change had turnedoobé a good experience. Perhaps the odds
would continue in his favor and tomorrow would beeventful. He felt somewhat relieved and

eventually dozed off, alone in the First Platoorréeks.

The next morning, Top instructed the eight mifa Cherries to empty out the contents of
their duffel bags onto the ground, telling thentdss all military clothing forward, one pile for
fatigue tops and the other for pants. It was uessary for them to take fatigues out to the
firebase; clean uniforms were usually availableirdureach resupply. Of those remaining

personal items, the First Sergeant cautioned thretmé&ake only what they were willing to carry



on their backs. After choosing the most treasufekieepsakes, the remaining items went back
into their duffel bags for storage in the compamyp@y building - accessible to the men
whenever in Cu Chi.

The company clerk, PFC Jimmy Ray, led the bhenen to the supply building. First,
they dropped off their duffel bags, then receivezghpons and a limited amount of gear. Each
man signed for an M-16 rifle, a bandolier of twaadved rounds of ammunition, ten empty
magazines, a steel helmet with liner, two canteamsnteen cup and web gear, which resembled
a wide canvas belt, and a set of suspenders.

Top gave them an hour to get everything squaxealy. Each of them loaded their ten
magazines with ammo - placing five into pouchedh@enweb gear belt and the rest back into the
green cotton bandolier which hung from the shouldéfter packing and inspecting their
weapons, the Cherries moved to the portable watdée (water buffalo) to fill canteens. The
water was still cool from the lower night temperat) but would soon be warm and difficult to
drink. Top wished them well and sent them on theiy.

The company clerk escorted the group to thditenpad near Battalion HQ, where three
Huey Helicopters waited. Each helicopter had tiggnia of the 25th Infantry painted on its
nose. Two were completely full of clothing, malnmunition, and cases of C-Rations, beer,
and ice. The clerk instructed the eight Chermel®ad up on the remaining chopper.

John and Bill teamed up and headed toward treisportation.

“These are some bad-ass looking guys,” Johargbd, looking over the crews.

The two door gunners wore flak jackets andosa¢ach side of the helicopter. Both were
busy checking their M-60 Machine Guns mounted ewiel to their front, the barrels pointing
down and outward from each side. Opening a caneamihcting a belt of ammunition, the
gunners placed one end into the loading mechanmhileen closed the cover to lock the belt of
ammo in place. The belt of three-hundred roundslavallow the gunner to fire controlled
bursts for up to three minutes if fired upon by émemy.

The entire crew was dressed in olive drab flgghts with dozens of zippered pockets, and
olive green flight helmets with black sun shieldEhe helmets had internal speakers - a small
microphone on a flexible metallic arm attachedh® side of the helmet for communication. A

cord extended from the helmet to a jack in the waWwhen plugged in, the crew could



communicate with each other through the internaraom, as well as broadcast over the radio
on many available frequencies. Both pilots woreusther holsters with 9mm pistols.

“They look cool as hell,” John commented, takanseat on the floor just behind the pilot.
His legs stuck out of the helicopter and dangledaral the landing skids. Bill took a position in
the doorway between John and the door gunner.

“Yep, sure do!” Bill agreed, looking for a way hold on tight.

When the grunts were all aboard, both door gtswfeaned out to check the area around
the aircraft. Announcing over the intercom that thtor was clear, a loud whining noise alerted
everyone that the turbine engines were startirfge dverhead rotor blades began turning slowly,
gaining momentum with each rotation. The helicogtarted to vibrate and shake wildly as if
trying to break away from invisible bonds securiini the ground.

It lifted from the ground a few feet, slowly fitst, throwing dirt and stones in every
direction. When at a height of six feet, the chapjpirned 180 degrees, dipped its nose slightly,
and then raced forward. The three-helicopter folonaclimbed into the sky, heading west and
away from Cu Chi.

As the airships gained speed and altitudewtinel rushed in through the open side bay
doors, catching the unsuspecting Cherries in a-toimmiado or vortex inside.

“Hey, Polack, hold on to me!” Bill hollered & panic above the noise of the engines and
wind.

“Shit, you hold me! My ass is sliding towartgetdoor and | don’t know if I'm being
sucked out or blown out.” John yelled, hopingJoge carried over the loud noise level.

“Come on, Polack, I'm not kidding!” Bill screeed, “I can’t stop myself from sliding out
the door.”

“Use your right hand to hold onto the door gemseat and then loop your other arm in
mine. I'll use my left arm to push away on the weixt to the door.”

That seemed to work, stopping their slidingss¢ion. However, their faces paled and
their eyes were wide with terror.

“Keep doing this; it seems to be working.” dathouted, “Neither of us is leaving this
ship until it lands.”

Once the flight left the populated areas aroGuodChi, the sights below were mostly thick

jungle and small villages with surrounding rice gi@d. Dirt trails snaked everywhere,



extending in many different directions. Suddealyarge clearing came into view. Bunkers, and
barbed wire surrounded an area the size of a fthdiblal; artillery guns and mortar pits were
visible near the center of the compound. There masement below, and many individuals
were walking about shirtless and gathering neanthim gate.

The sliding sensation finally subsided as tbkchpter slowed and dropped altitude. Bill
and John puffed their cheeks out and breathed gltvain pursed lips in an effort to catch their
breath.

The flight took twenty minutes. The copter wesv preparing to land in an area by the
front gate, just outside of Fire Support Base Kien.

—~—————

CHAPTER FIVE

As the choppers hovered above the landing @dofg the tremendous back-blast of wind
from the horizontal blades sent those items naireekcsailing through the air.

Several soldiers were waiting nearby; eachdaoethe opposite direction, covering his
eyes for protection against the flying debris.

When the three choppers finally touched dowe, totors continued turning at a high
RPM. One of the nearby soldiers ran toward thd lealicopter with the new arrivals, the rest
converging upon the other two supply-filled helitars.

“Okay, Cherries, it's safe to get off,” yelltle lone soldier. “Put your shit over there by
the first hooch inside of the gate,” he instructeadinting to a dilapidated square block of boxes
and sandbags. “Then give us a hand unloading ttvaseresupply ships,” he added before
rushing back to the next bird in line.

A single long line of soldiers led away fromckaof the two helicopters; crates and bags
moved quickly along the human conveyor belt, pagfiom one pair of hands to another. After
placing their gear near the hooch, the Cherriei$ gpland joined their hosts at the end of each
line, which by then extended through the gate twdeét. In five minutes, both birds were
unloaded and the contents stacked into piles almmshundred feet away.

When the two lines of soldiers dissolved andvedoaway, the RPM on the choppers

increased significantly. In turn, each of thentelif a couple of feet from the ground and then



launched into the cloudless blue sky. In less #aminute, the windstorm and loud whooping
noises were gone.

Bill and John bumped into one another en rtwutetrieve their equipment. “Bill, that was
tough as hell, | tried everything humanly posstbl&eep up and not drop anything.”

“In my line, somebody did drop a box, but tleelnever stopped and stuff continued
coming as if nothing happened. The guy wiped hilmdeéand jumped back in without missing
a beat.”

“I never did anything like that before,” Johdnaitted. “Things were moving so fast that
when | turned back around, the guy in front of meswalready dropping his package; | caught a
lot of them in midair.”

The other six Cherries rejoined Bill and Jolmamtheir stored equipment, “I think those
other guys are trying to size us up,” one in tigeaup stated.

They all glanced at the group from the firebasel found them to be watching the
Cherries, commenting among themselves. There wiasipg, snickering, and some giving each
other a high-five.

There was a distinct difference between the gnaups. The Cherries, dressed in brand
new fatigues with creases, looked particularlyafytlace. Their shirt sleeves were neatly rolled
up above the elbow; all but the upper most butemmused, tops of T-shirts peeking through from
underneath. Hair was short, faces cleanly shaae the green canvas sides and black leather
boots sparkled in the glaring sun.

The other group, however, was just the oppe@siteoffered the Cherries a preview of how
they would soon look. Shaggy-haired and brownedhfthe sun, many were shirtless. Their
uniforms were severely wrinkled, bleached by the and a thousand laundry washes. Some
sleeves were cut off, and all fatigues appearedsies larger than needed. None wore belts,
their boots were muddy brown and yellow, some nenhdaced.

Three black soldiers stood out from the firebasowd; each adorned with jewelry
fashioned from black shoelaces. Braided necklaceg from their necks, with four-inch wide
bracelets covering their wrists. One of the soklibad a braided cross hanging from his
necklace. This form of ‘braiding’ was the samegtaiuin arts and crafts at summer youth camps.
The square and round versions were always poputenwnaking lanyards or whips with the

thin, flat, different colored lengths of vinyl gi8. In this case, shoelaces offered a much thicker



and larger version. This “jewelry” made a statemsignifying the Black Power movement, and
many of the black enlisted men in country wore them

Suddenly, two black Cherry soldiers left thgioup and rushed over to greet the other
three. They began a ritual handshake referreds tdAP’; hands moved up and down each
other's arms, shoulders touched, fingers snappeests beaten, palms slapped, fists bounced,
finally ending in a traditional handshake. The ktep in this process was for them to take their
free hand and encapsulate the clenched hands. grBeting alone between the five of them
lasted two full minutes.

One Cherry remarked to the others, “Ain’t thibitch? | bet after all that, they still don’t
know each other’'s names.”

The group chuckled and some began to give etar high fives.

A black soldier, the shortest and possiblyytbangest, left his group and approached the
Cherries. He was lighter skinned than the rest, lenflashed deep dimples when he smiled — a
distraction from his curiously missing earlobese Walked with a slight limp, trying to support
his weight on the stronger left leg.

“Are any of you Cherries from Detroit?” He ask looking over the group.

John said excitedly, “Yeah, | am,” and raisedright hand in acknowledgement.

“Where in Detroit are you from, Chuck?” He edk

John stopped in his tracks, scrunching his faaisgust. He shook his head from side to
side and replied, “First of all, my name’s not CkwucYou can call me either ‘John’ or by my
nickname, ‘Polack.” It's your choice. And yesml'from Detroit and live in the Harper-Van
Dyke area.”

The short black man began to laugh, brieflyogesl his crotch, and then turned to smirk at
his friends. “Don’t you know that over here in tNam all you pretty white boys are called
‘Chuck’?” he asked in a singsong manner. “Youbeen born again and should start getting
used to your new name.”

“Aw, fuck off!” John responded. “l don't bele in all that extreme Black Power shit.
Some of you people think you own the fucking worltze got lots of black friends back home
and none give me any shit like you're trying to"do.

John backed up a few paces, so he could séetthetsmaller soldier and the four other

black soldiers nearby. He did not want any troublé if something were to start, he would be



ready. Looking the short soldier straight in tlye,eJohn said, “Why don’t you just go back to
your ‘bloods’ and practice up on your DAP? You nimygood at it someday! Or better yet,
maybe | could teach you.”

Immediately, the black soldiers in the othesuyr started to howl and laugh. They gave
each other high-fives and began swaying, leanitmyeéach other, as if they were all going to fall
over. Then their catcalls began.

“Hoowee, | know | heard that.”

“Damn, blood, | guess he told you.”

“Look here, we have us a white brother in theug.”

The smaller soldier frowned and lowered hisksigahead, not even sure that he heard
John correctly; nevertheless, he had been embadas$ront of his peers.

“Hey, brother man, all white boys from Detriike you?” One of the black soldiers with a
small pick sticking out from his Afro hairstyle ask

“l don’t exactly know what you mean, but in mgighborhood in Detroit, we all try to get
along with each other. Besides, aren’t all of eseton the same side?”

“Yeah, man, don't sweat it. It don’t mean rioth. . we jus’ fuckin’ with ya.”

The short soldier raised his head and looketbtm. “That was a good one, man; | didn’t
expect a comeback from you. What platoon are g@u i

“I'm in the First Platoon.”

“Cool. Good for you!” He said and walked overejoin his group.

After a few minutes, the veteran group mergdti whe Cherries, questioning them about
news updates, hometowns, platoon assignments,albégams, and that ‘free love’ they heard
so much about from back home. The chatter gainetientum and became more intense as the
one large group split into several smaller disaursgiroups.

The soldier who earlier challenged John, apgred him slowly. He stood about four
inches shorter and leaned into his ear. “Hey melax,” he whispered. “My name is Junior
Brown. My folks live near Six Mile and Van Dyke hieh isn’'t too far from where you live,
right?”

Caught off guard, John did not answer him imiaitetly. Instead, he continued to stare at

the young man, unsure of what may come next. Sugdéunior took him by the arm and



gently led him away from the groups to an arearnzlune of the mobile water tanks (water
buffalos).

“Look here, John, I'm sorry about that ‘Chudkiit earlier. I'm really not like the rest of
the brothers, but it's an image thing and somethimgve to do when not in the bush.”

“What image?” John asked suspiciously.

“Well, you know, the brothers have been preaghihat we are the minority over here, and
we need to stand together to protect ourselveser Emce the riots in Detroit and Newark a
couple of years ago, they say it looks bad foracllman to be friendly with a white guy.”
Junior shuffled his feet and shoved his hands lmgopants pockets. Both glanced over to the
mixed groups to see everyone talking to each @hdrbeing very cordial.

“That’s a bunch of shit, Junior! If that wedrae, then why are you here talking to me, and
why are the other brothers now acting friendly vatieryone else over there?”

“It's a family thing.” Junior began. “See, iigurns out, all of us are in Alpha Company.
This firebase supports the entire battalion; gugsh&re from every company, and families got to
stay together.”

“Aren’t we all one big happy family here?”

“Yeah, in a way we really are. Consider yoeltdw platoon members as brothers, and
then those from other platoons are your cousins.aAompany, we're one happy family. The
other companies are like neighbors; you'll helpmthaut and all, but you don’t really want to get
into their business. We watch over our own, relgagsdof color, both in the bush and here on the
firebase. We have to depend on one another archweatch other's back. We can't let an issue
like race fuck that up. By the way, I'm also frahe First Platoon.”

“So you're telling me that we’re brothers now?”

“Yeah, isn't it a bitch? But | will tell youmy brother, that you blew me away when you
mentioned where you lived. In my four months ia tflam, every time | met someone who said
they were from Detroit, they actually lived in BatCreek, Port Huron, or Flint. When | heard
you say that you were from Detroit, | thought, a) here we go again. Then when it finally hit
me that we really were almost neighbors, it shoekup.”

“We're actually three miles apart from eachesttbut even so, I've never met anyone in

the service that lived so close to me.”



“Why don’t you go and get your gear and I'llosh you around and help you to get
squared away? Then we can rap a little about Home.

“Okay, but give me a few minutes first. | wanttalk to my friend and let him know
what’s going on. He’s in the Third Platoon, saiegs he’s our cousin.”

Both laughed.

John walked over to where Bill and the otheeyenlistening to one of the “brothers”
speak. When he was within earshot, Bill turned acichowledged him.

“Damn, Polack, | thought you and that colore grere going to mix it up.” Bill drawled,

“I did keep my eye on you just in case somethingetigped.”

“Thanks, Bill! For a while, | thought it wagna come to that, too. As it turns out, he’s
not a bad guy, and | learned that he’s almost ghterr of mine back home. He’s also in the
First Platoon and is going to help me get squavesyd

“Well, I'll be!” Bill said, somewhat surprised'You do know that you’re the only one out
of this bunch not assigned to the Third Platoon@u ¥ee this guy here.” Bill nodded his head
toward the person talking to the group, “he’s friira Third Platoon too, and told us that half of
their men were lost last week.”

“How did they lose half a platoon?”

“Morris - that's the guy’'s name - said ten bemn finished their tours and went home.
Four others were hurt by a booby trap.”

“Did they get hurt bad?”

“He said nobody died, but assured us they wioe'back any time soon.”

“Shit! Booby traps ... Oh, my god . . .” ofd thought back to the final class of in-county
training a few days ago.

“Bill,” John said after regaining his composutiebetter get going. I'll look you up later if
| get the chance.”

“Take care of yourself, buddy,” Bill said. Thelenched hands - not in a conventional
handshake, but in the gesture of youthful brothedhe chest high with palms together and
thumbs intertwined. They pulled themselves togetra warmly slapped each other on the
back.

John gathered his gear and returned to whetierdwaited. Together, they headed for one

of the hooches.



“Hey, you and that other guy seem to be readlyt,” Junior said. “Have you known each
other very long?”

“We met on our first day in the service. Wenivéhrough Basic and AIT together and
then met up again in Oakland. His name's Bill.”

“That’s pretty cool, and now you both luckedt @nd got into the same company over
here.” Junior held open the makeshift door ofttbech and followed John inside.

“This is some weird shit,” John stated, lookegund. “I've never seen anything quite
like this before.”

“It sure beats sleeping under the stars; yalglenough of that out in the bush.”

This ‘hooch’ was as big as an average-sizedrdoza in the modest wood-framed
bungalows of John’s neighborhood back home. It easstructed from wooden artillery shell
crates (each measuring two-feet long by one-fogh iy two-feet deep) which were filled with
dirt and sand and stacked atop one another, forth@gvalls of a room that was twelve feet
across by seven feet in height.

A picture collection, mainly comprised of Playbcenterfolds in simple wooden frames
and protected by clear plastic covering, hung @ewtalls. This display reflected the efforts of a
seasoned soldier who may have already gone hom@giliest picture was over a year old.

The ceiling had a base of flat steel platirgf tihaversed the walls and supported six layers
of green sandbags. Several four-inch thick wodaksams, spaced evenly throughout the hooch
supported the heavy roof. A hundred-bulb stringhofiday tree lights hung overhead and

provided the only source of light.

The cool dampness of the hooch was a relieh floe stifling, muggy heat outside. The
air was still and without circulation, but the sweenell of burning incense emanating from a
corner covered the predominantly musty odor through

“Junior, just how strong is this thing?” Jadsked, glancing around the shelter.

“I don’t know. Never seen one destroyed. ‘ehheard that it will take a direct hit from a
mortar and stop bullets, but those 122mm rockets RRG’s wreak havoc with bunkers and
hooches. | wouldn’t want to be in here then.”

“Did this place ever get hit?”



“Yeah it did; twice at the beginning of last mlo. Normally, there’s only an infantry
platoon providing security for the firebase artjl@nit. On that particular day, though, an entire
company of soldiers spent the night in the firebasaking it really overcrowded. During that
night, the VC put Sappers in the wire. One wagleas and hit a trip flare, and it immediately
lit up the whole damn area.”

John listened, captivated, while Junior cordgohuo relay the details of the assault,
fascinated by Junior’'s knack for storytelling.

“Bunker guards began a mad minute, shootinghatlows all around the perimeter. The
rest of the company joined in the firing after f@ag the surrounding berm. Now, people have
told me that the sight and sound of all that firgppwas awesome. Only one mishap occurred
when several claymores went off at the same tiheegkplosions created a powerful, bright light
that temporarily blinded the men on that side ef perimeter. Even with their eyes closed, the
outline of the explosion remained and continuedffect their vision for a solid fifteen minutes.
They said it was like staring at a bright light lbébr thirty seconds, and then closing your eyes -
the glow remained for a long time. Hundreds oférarounds, fired during the attack, added to
the whole fireworks display. There were stringsnaiving red lights that flew across the ground
and ricocheted into the sky after hitting the gmburiThe next morning, patrols discovered six
VC bodies in the wire, and several blood trailglleg away from the firebase. Then, two nights
later, after the company had returned to the binghfirebase was hit with twenty mortar rounds,
but only a couple of our guys got hurt and therenitamuch damage.”

“Where’s the company now?” John asked at titeaf Junior’s account.

“They’re in a place called the Hobo Woods, ifingdVC and booby traps all over the place.
In the two weeks they’'ve been there, they've kilteglve of the enemy and found a couple of
caches. But we lost a bunch of guys too; some nhiglback in a week or so.”

“When do you think I'll be going out?”

“They were just resupplied this morning, so ynissed your chance. You'll most likely
go out on the next one in a couple of days.”

“Will you be going out, too?”

“Nah, not for a while. | caught some shragnehy leg last month.” Junior lifted his pant
leg to show John two raw and scabbed cuts on His ‘¢am still restricted to light duty and pull

bunker guard each night until I can walk withouithga



“Wow, how did that happen, Junior?”

“We were mortared during one of our resupglies.

“Were you really scared when you got hit?”

“Scare me? Hell yes, it scared me. Brothahought the bottom of my leg had been
blown off.” Junior hesitated for a moment as hplaged the incident in his mind. “l was
happier than shit when | found out there were dwy pieces of shrapnel, but they went deep
into the muscle. | had to learn how to walk agairstill hurts like hell.”

There was an awkward silence for a moment, dbésred his throat and started to ask
another question before Junior cut him off. “I tngou have a lot of questions. | did too, when
| first got here, but save them for later. Okay?”

John bit his lip, took a deep breath, and cdadeio Junior with an affirmative shake of
the head.

“We should go and see the Executive Office (X®Ig’ll want to meet you and know that
you’re here.”

Junior led the way out of the hooch. The suddeghtness stopped John in his tracks.
Shielding his eyes, he stood there for a mometitardoorway until his eyes adjusted.

“That's why you got to get some shades like’ndenior quipped. “Not only do they
make you look good, but they help at times liks.thi

Both men smiled and began moving again. Jumiached into his pocket and pulled out
some dirty and crumpled military bills. “Come dwohn, I'll buy you a cold pop.”

“You know, that’s really funny. This is thedt time I've heard somebody call soft drinks
‘pop’ since joining the Army. It's been ‘soda’ froday one and people look at me like I'm
crazy if | ask for ‘a pop’.”

“I know the feeling. 1 still call it ‘pop’, t0.”

The young men were suddenly aware that it veasl go hear their hometown lingo across
the world from Detroit.

They came upon a tent filled with cases of saué beer. Just inside the entrance, cans of
soda filled a fifty-five gallon barrel to the briramothering them in quickly melting ice.

“Better get them now while they’re cold,” saftk soldier who managed the store.

“He’s got that right,” Junior agreed, “enjoyhile you can. There’s nothing cold to drink

in the bush. Everything will be either piss warmhot.”



Junior paid for the two drinks. John quicklpemed his can and took several long
swallows.

“Whew! This hits the spot!” John proclaiméden wiping his mouth with an arm sleeve.

“Not bad for a dime, right?” said Junior. “Aftyou’ve been in the bush for a month,
you’d gladly pay ten dollars for an ice cold pop.”

They finished the drinks and threw the empiits a nearby trash barrel. Junior led the
way to a large bunker in the middle of the compgunhdias the main communications bunker,
where battalion personnel constantly monitoredvagtin the field. They walked down several
steps and entered a room. One of the walls hagtalemaps pieced together into one large map,
representing the battalion’s current area of opmrat A small red ‘X’ marked the individual
locations of each unit in the field; at least thiof them were scattered across a single areaeof th
map. Several PRC-25 radios lined another waltin Isoldier looking bored sat idly on a stool
and waited for one of them to come to life. He ldawt have long to wait, it was already late in
the day and soon the patrols would begin callingheir night defensive locations. Once
deciphered, the soldier could update the map welgtease pencil.

“Hey, L-T,” Junior called out, “we have us awn€herry in the First Platoon. Do you
have time to meet him before | help him get squaredy?”

“Just a second, Junior,” a first lieutenant rbled from behind a handful of reports. His
face, disfigured slightly on the right side, looKda he had experienced a fire during childhood.
“I'll be right there.”

The XO stood about six feet tall, and could ima¢e weighed more than 150 pounds. His
custom -tailored uniform was starched with neatses that could probably have cut paper.
Even his boots were spit-shined and gleaming.

Until a few weeks ago, he had been the FiratoBh’s leader and had humped the bush
with them for nine months - three months longemtinarmal field duty for an officer. The
colonel had to force him out of the field to seasethe XO for the company. He only had six
weeks remaining in country before heading homes jéb at the firebase was to liaison between
the grunts (infantry) in the field and the rear,king sure the troops received everything they
needed. Another part of his duty was to writeelsttto the families of soldiers killed in the

company.



He walked over to John and extended his hdiil, I'm Lieutenant Dobry. Kowalski,
isn't it?” John took his hand and shook it warmly.

“Yes sir,” the Cherry responded.

“Welcome to Firebase Kien. While here, be goreick Junior’s brain and gather all the
information you can from him. He has been in Vaegtna while and knows many of the tricks
used in the bush.” Junior smiled upon receiving tbcognition.

“Tonight, to get your feet wet - so to spedkwant you to accompany Junior on bunker
guard. This will give you an opportunity to leaarfew things and get your eyes accustomed to
working in the dark of night.”

“Great, at least I'll have some company fohargge,” Junior exclaimed.

The L-T continued, “Then, tomorrow afternooouil accompany a team going on road
security. Trucks will transport you about six &bc (kilometers) up the road to a knoll
overlooking the main highway to Saigon. The teaovijles security for the passing convoys.
They have been going to the same place for thethasiveeks and nothing has happened thus
far, so you might actually enjoy the experienceouiyteam leader will brief you before leaving
right after lunch.”

“When will I be going out to the field?” Jolasked.

“The day after tomorrow, when the company neegitheir next re-supply.”

After a brief moment of silence, Lt. Dobry adkéDo you have any more questions for
me?”

“No, sir, | don’t. But if | think of any, I'ncertain Junior will be nearby to answer them.”

“That’s good enough for me. Junior, would ytake John over to Supply and help him
draw out the rest of the equipment he’ll need fer bush?”

“No sweat, L-T.”

“And be sure to give him a hand packing hikruthe L-T added.

“Shit, sir, it was already on my list of thintgsdo.”

The Lieutenant looked at his watch and notdtls ‘almost dinner time, and you two
should head out and grab a quick bite first. Reb®myou’ve only got a little more than an
hour before you have to report to your bunker.”

“Yeah, can’t work on an empty stomach,” Jurggreed, patting his stomach.

“I'll see you two later then. Have a good righ



“Catch you later, L-T,” Junior responded. Jokaved and nodded his head slightly in
response.

“Junior, the L-T appears to be a real deceintef”

“That he is, and he doesn'’t act like the ofifers here. You'll find all the officers in the

bush to be like him. You'll see what | mean when get out there.”

After dinner, they headed to Supply and drewtba items that John would need for the
field. It took the two of them to carry everythitgck to the hooch. Only fifteen minutes
remained before they had to report for the niglarduuty.

“We need to get your stuff together for tonigimd head on out. It's almost that time,”
Junior said, noting the time on his watch.

“What do | need?”

“Just take your air mattress, poncho liner, wel, your 16, and throw the rest of your
stuff on the cot.”

With those items in hand, they left the hoogh minutes later.

The perimeter is actually a four-foot high bart berm, created by a bulldozer when
constructing the firebase. It circled the many dims, tents, and smaller bunkers of the
compound. Twelve standard -sized bunkers, eigitt-teibed, were evenly spaced on the
perimeter. Supplementary firing positions, nothimpre than semi-circular metal culverts
covered with sand bags, stood in between each bunke

To their front, rows of spiral barbed wire exded outward for fifty feet. Single strands of
wire, pulled taut at ankle length were interspensétlin the other coils.

Trip flares, hanging metal cans with stonesl elaymore mines completed the defensive
perimeter. Hundreds of detonation wires snakedgatbe ground through the sharp barbed wire,
connecting the claymore mines to triggering devigikin each bunker.

A green rectangular box with a telephone remreieradled on top was also standard
equipment within each bunker. A wire attachedn landline phone connected each bunker to
the Command Post (CP). During the night, they waudntact each bunker periodically to ask
for a situation report (sit rep). In turn, anyaoe the perimeter could use the same phones to

contact the CP for special needs or requests whifiation after seeing or hearing movement



within the wire. Mortar crews were on alert algii, as it was usually the busiest time of their
watch.

Junior showed John another standard piece wpegnt - the Starlight Scope. It looked
like a telescope, three inches in diameter andvevelches long. An infrared light source within
enabled the viewer to see in the dark, althoughy#ivieg appeared in a green hue.

Their bunker was number five.

Junior walked to the small opening in the frohthe bunker and pointed out to the wire.
“The claymores within our area of responsibilitye apread out across our front and all points
forward,” he said, redirecting John’s attention deveral devices lying in a row across a
sandbagged shelf under the firing ports. “Thesetlae detonators for each mine. You'll notice
that only the center ones are pointing straightidrend those on either end are pointing in slight
angles to either the right or left.” Junior indead to them to ensure John understood the
difference. “These detonators point toward theeminthat direction. So if you see something
in the wire, pick-up the right one, remove the safand squeeze it.”

John lifted one of them for a closer examinatio

“Now, as you can see,” Junior continued, “ttheckers are similar in design to the V-
shaped exercise grips a person might use to shemdtis hands and wrist, except these offer
very little resistance and only a small amount @&sgure will collapse the handle. We usually
squeeze those two or three times in quick sucaessibl the mine blows.

“This is your first night out here so don't paand start blowing up the whole place just
because you hear something. Wake me if you getkgagb And above all, don’t fall asleep
during your watch.”

John consented with a nod and then lookedraatthe wire, trying to familiarize himself
with the scenery to his front, making a mentalynietof everything he saw. Of course, it would
all look totally different to him when it was pitdiack outside.

Meanwhile, Junior cranked the handle on thelllag, waited a few seconds, then spoke
into the mouthpiece, “This is number five, mannad aecured for the night.”

After Junior returned the handset, he lookeer d@ John. “Another thing | forgot to tell
you was not to smoke or light a match in the oplryou must have a smoke, then you have to

cover up and light it like this.”



Junior placed a cigarette in his mouth theneced himself with the poncho liner. When
he emerged, the lit cigarette was invisible indupped hands.

“That’s how you do it,” he continued, “To smokecup your hands over it with the filter
sticking out between your thumbs like this.”

The flaming portion of the cigarette was inbisiin Junior's cupped hands; only the butt
stuck out.

“You have to bend over low to the ground toetakdrag. You’'d be surprised how far a lit
cigarette or flame can be seen at night; a sniplriwas only to sight in on the glow for a perfect
head shot.”

John tried it.

“My man,” Junior said, complimenting him aftdre demonstration. “You'll get better
with practice.” Junior looked at his watch andds&we’ll take turns at watch tonight and split it
up every two hours. This way, we can both get ssleep during the night. You can have the
first shift; wake me in a couple of hours. You bany questions?”

“Not that | can think of.”

“Okay. Don’t fuck it up now.”

Junior lay on the air mattress and covered élimgth his poncho liner. It was beginning
to get chilly in the bunker, so John covered hiskend shoulders with his own poncho liner and
then moved upstairs to the top of the bunker.ingitivith his feet dangling from the roof of the
bunker, he quietly looked out into the wire.

It was dark enough for the shadows to begiyiptatricks on his eyes; he was nervous
and jumpy. As the shadows continued to move, Bwbwly lifted the Starlight Scope to his
eyes, hoping not to make any sudden movementsitat result in a volley of bullets fired in
his direction. Through the scope site, he was nmbaniy relieved to see that the shadows were
only the leaves of a distant tree shaking - and@sneaking up on him.

At nine o’clock, John retreated to the insidete bunker. As he entered, the landline
buzzed. This startled him, as he had already fwgoabout the phone. Taking a few deep
breaths, he walked over to the buzzing phone &ted lihe handset to his ear.

“Hello?” he said meekly.

“Number five, this is the CP. Give me yourrsip,” ordered the voice on the other end of

the line.



“This is number five, all clear,” John reported

“Roger out.”

He replaced the handset onto the cradle themed to continue his vigil in the darkness.
At ten o’clock, he woke Junior and took his placetloe air mattress.

“Everything go okay?” Junior asked.

“Except for that damn phone scaring the shitafume, it wasn't too bad.”

Junior smiled and moved to the front of thek®m

“Get some rest and I'll wake you at midnight your next shift.”

A half-hour passed and John had just dozedwbin the sound of a large explosion
caused him to jump from the air mattress and mawngeasly through the bunker. “What's
happening?” He hollered in a panic, “Are we geftmit?”

Junior reached out and grabbed John by theldgdrou“Damn, John, settle down. We're
not being attacked.”

John stopped, undecided about what to do next.

“Sit your white ass down and catch your bréailanior ordered. “You just scared the
fuck out of me by jumping up like that.”

“I — I didn’'t mean to,” John stammered.

“I know you didn’t, but you sure got a lot tetgused to before you go out into the bush.”

John tried to catch his breath and heard vdimes the center of the compound: “Adjust
right one-five degrees, charge four, six roundghetho, fire.”

He suddenly realized that the destructive rgumdre firing outward and were not enemy
rounds coming at them. “Man, those big guns aa#yréoud this close up. Why are they firing
anyway?”

“The CP said that Charlie Company spotted fights about five-hundred meters from
their location. They've asked to fire several 10%mounds around the area and will send out a
patrol in the morning to investigate.”

A distant and deep crump, crump, crump noigeriapted Junior’s train of thought when
the artillery rounds landed several miles away. bukzing sound also came from the same
direction, almost like a circular saw cutting acraswood board.

“What's that new sound?” John asked.

“It's probably a Cobra Gunship. We’'ll know fsure in a minute.”



“Now, how in the hell can you tell that fromdhdistance, especially in the dark?”

“You're a question machine. Just keep facmthe direction that you heard the shells hit.
If we're lucky... look, there, see it?” Junior ask@ointing to a long, thin red line in the sky; it
extended from somewhere in the air to the ground.

“Get some Charlie Company!” Junior cheered.

After a second, the end of the red line racethé ground, and the sky went dark again.
These ‘lightening strikes’ continued for a few martseand then stopped for good.

Every fifth round on a belt of ammunition wa%racer round’, chemically treated to leave
a gas vapor trail. When fired from the mini-gurighee Cobra, the rate of fire was so intense
those rounds appeared as a solid line to the target

“Wow, that looks pretty,” John volunteered.

“It is to us, but you can bet your ass the \@esh’t think so. They say that when a Cobra
flies over a football field firing that mini-gun,ow’ll find a bullet in every square foot of that
field.”

“Damn!” Was all John could say.

After the show, things quieted down and Joliorned to the air mattress, wide-awake.
The rest of the night continued without incidentddme became accustomed to some of the
nighttime sounds of war, making it easier for honwelax.

The next morning at six o’clock, they were eeéd from guard duty. Both decided
against breakfast, and instead, headed straighetbooch to get some sleep.

When John awoke at eleven, Junior was alreadg,gso he headed toward the mess tent
to get a bite of lunch. He did not have much timepare, as the road security team was leaving
at noon.

In the mess tent, John was surprised to séstBiiding behind a serving table, dishing out
mashed potatoes from a green insulated container.

“Hey, Bill, got stuck with KP, eh?” He ribbed.

“Yeah, but it ain’t bad. It is just like slojmg the hogs back home. All | gotta do is pass
out this food. The cooks do all the pot and pashwag.”

“That doesn’t sound all that bad. Were youeatl sleep last night with all that racket

going on?”



“l slept for shit, John, and lost count of havany times | bounced into the air from my
cot.

“You should have seen me! | was on bunker @last night with that black guy, Junior.
Talk about jumpy. It was a real bitch for me.”

“What are you doing this afternoon?” Bill adke

“l have to go out on road security detail imtyefive minutes. | understand we’ll be back
by seven, so maybe we can get together then, okay?”

“Sounds good; don’'t do anything stupid whilauye out there, Polack. I'll look for ya
later.”

The road security team positioned itself ontthye of a small knoll, three miles from the
nearest village. Using binoculars, the six menktdorns at watching the road and the
surrounding rice paddies. The view was so unobtgd) they could see for five miles in any
direction.

Throughout the entire afternoon, at least yhkitls surrounded the soldiers at any given
time. Most of them were hustlers who tried to $slem anything from soda and whiskey, to
women, chickens, and dope. It was like a flea miankth everybody making sales pitches. The
time passed quickly.

One of the soldiers, a pimple-faced, blondedthteenager reading a comic book, looked
up and commented to the group, “Be very glad thatkids are out here with us today.”

“Why is that?” John asked.

He dropped his book and looked John in the. fadlfehey weren’t around, then something
would definitely happen out here. The villagerownwhen Charlie is around, and are smart
enough to not let their kids be caught in the meddfl a firefight,” he remarked before returning

to his ‘Archie’ comic book.

The security team returned to the firebase9801 It was later than expected, but the
cooks held back some food for the late arrivingadet The small tent was crowded so John
took his tray of food back to his hooch. When faked in, Junior was waiting for him.

“Come on, man, I've got twenty-five minutes d¢wef guard duty, and we’ve got a lot of

packing to do before then,” Junior said.



“l didn’t have a chance to eat yet,” John pstad.

“That’s too bad. | promised the L-T that | vidnelp you get ready for the bush. You're
going out tomorrow and | won't have another chadmef®re you leave.”

“Oh, alright . . . let's get this over withJohn whined.

“First thing we have to do is fit this aluminuname to your back. All your possessions
will be carried on your back so you better makes stis comfortable.”

Junior removed the frame after adjusting ifpenty and then attached an empty ammo can
to the bottom of the frame. “Put all your impottahit it here, like your wallet, camera, radio,
writing paper, and anything else that you wantdegkdry and uncrushed.”

Once filled and with the waterproof lid clampetdo place, Junior attached John’s
rucksack to the top of the frame, allowing the dwttto rest on top of the ammo can.

“John, the main thing to remember is to keep tiing balanced. Everything will have its
own place. You'll have to get rid of this air nras,” Junior said, tossing it to the side. “It
squeaks and makes too much noise in the bush.”

“What will I have to sleep on?”

“Your poncho and the ground, just like everypetse.”

“Aw, that blows!”

“Hey, man, this isn’'t a Boy Scout outing,” Jonscolded, “Now, go through this case of
C-Rations and pick out the meals you want to eathfe next three days, but take just enough to
get by. Don’t take any breakfast meals; it wilt down on the weight. All you'll really need in
the morning is coffee or cocoa, and they don't Wesbit.”

John separated the meals and placed them doottwen of the ruck. Next, they rolled up
the poncho liner and stuffed it inside, covering dans of food. There was barely enough room
left to fit two claymore mines, wires, and clackem® the pack. John pulled the flap over the
bulging ruck and then secured it tightly, utilizinige pouches on the rear and sides of the
rucksack, stuffing them full of packets of cocoavger, sugar, coffee, plastic utensils, heat tabs,
and cigarettes.

They added four one-quart canteens next, @amuwo on each side of the ruck for proper
balance and then tied four smoke grenades andldrgs to the straps on the back of the ruck.

The handles of six grenades fit nicely into theaheings on the front of the web harness for



easy access. The last thing they did was rolhepvinyl poncho and tie it to the underside of the
ammo can with two shoelaces.

“Well, it's packed. Try it out,” Junior sugges.

John put on his web harness, looped the bardofiammunition around his neck, and
then tried to pick up his rucksack. Surprisedwas unable to lift it beyond his knees.

“Goddamn!” He exclaimed, struggling with thacg while trying to swing it onto his
back.

Junior laughed. “My man, there’s a trick tg lte said and reached to stop John so he
wouldn’t hurt himself. “Put it back on the grourahd sit down with your back against the
frame.”

John dropped the pack and sat on the hard-gagiceind. He slid backwards across the
dirt, stopping when his back touched the frame.

“Place your arms through the straps and pulirself up by grabbing hold of something.
If you can’t locate anything, then turn over ontuyknees and try to get up that way.”

John secured the frame to his back and manemgeuaill himself up, taking hold of a
support beam next to him. Once on his feet, hevagdrom side to side and almost toppled
over before Junior reached out and grabbed him.

“It'll take some time to get the feel of it. ryT walking around some more,” Junior
encouraged.

The longer he stayed on his feet, the easigppeared. After a couple of minutes, John
was certain he could manage without falling flathesmface. He flashed a wide grin to Junior.

“How does it feel?”

“Not bad now. These sixty pounds don’t seelnthalt heavy once you get used to it.”

“Get used to it?” Junior laughed loudly. “Bicsten up, I've been humping a ruck for
four months, and 1 still ain’t used to it. Waittiliryou start humping that thing out in the bush.
You will swear to God it weighs three-hundred pasindt won't be long before you cut down to
one meal a day and look for other ways to makédhe lighter.”

Junior looked at John with admiration for thayhe tried to conceal his strain under the
heavy load.

“Okay, now put the ruck down. Later, you caagbice more. | only have a couple of

minutes left to finish up.”



John dropped the ruck to the ground and lo@kehinior in disbelief. “I thought we were
all done.”

“We’'re done with the ruck, but now we have &t gou ready. Take off your shorts,
socks, and belt, and get rid of them,” Junior ceder

“Get rid of them?” John asked. “Are you joi@i

“No joke, my man. Believe me when | tell ydwat you do not need them in the bush.
With all that humping and sweating out there, yali mub your balls raw if you wear drawers.
And not wearing a belt will prevent the ticks aegdhes from getting under your belt line and
burrowing into your skin. Socks will only give yguoblems in the bush. Without them, your
feet will stay drier and you will not have as madiigters. You can either take my word and do
it now, or learn it the hard way.”

John was not interested in arguing with Jursorhe started removing the items as Junior
had suggested. When finished, he reached fordysof now-cold food.

“Not yet, brother,” Junior cautioned. “We ktilave one last item remaining on the
checklist.”

“Now what else could be left?”

“Take your shoelaces halfway out of your bdots.

Without questioning him any further, John udthas first boot and looked up to Junior
with a look of uncertainty. “Why am | doing thisfm not interested in braiding my shoelaces.
This silver chain around my neck is all the jewdlneed,” he stated sarcastically.

“Would you just knock off the shit and do wHatell you? I'm already late for guard
duty,” Junior shot back.

“Okay Junior, now what?” He asked when botbtbavere half laced.

“Take the dog tags from the chains around yweok and attach one to each shoelace.
Then, retie your boots.”

“Won't they get all muddy on my boots?”

“They’ll get muddy, all right. At least theyon't rattle as they do now hanging from your
neck. You'll find out how important noise discipd is in the bush.”

John sat back and stared at Junior after thoth boots. “I'm afraid to ask, but are we

finally through?”



“Yeah man, go ahead and eat your chow. Try getdsome practice with that ruck
tonight; it'll make it a little easier on you tontow.”

“Sorry | was so impatient, Junior. All bulislaside, | really do appreciate all your help. |
couldn’t have done it by myself.”

“That’'s okay, what are brothers for, anywaym®&day, you'll be able to help out a
Cherry and he’ll be grateful and thank you for ytxedp and understanding. Like | told you
yesterday, we have to take care of each other.”

Junior gathered his gear for guard duty and amsit to rush out of the door when John
intercepted him. *“Junior!” He called, placing Hiand onto the black man’s shoulder. “I'm
starting to get a little uptight. Will it be reglbad out there?”

Junior stopped cold. “No sweat, you'll do jlisie. Respect and listen to the old timers
who have been here for a while, and do exactly vy tell you. Who knows, it might be
weeks before you have your first firefight, andritagain, it may be tomorrow. Just don’t go out
there thinking you are John Wayne, because it gatl you killed. Get some rest tonight and
don’t worry about it. | gotta go. I'll see you the morning before you leave.” Junior turned
with his gear in hand, and quickly dashed out tghothe doorway.

In the morning, everyone struggled with theragand stumbled out of the main gate
toward the helipad. When the Cherries arrived,neane of them immediately fell to the
ground, exhausted. Alpha Company was not in atipasyet to accept the re-supply, so the
group had to sit in the hot sun and wait for ovehaur.

The engines started, thus signaling an endhéo uncomfortable wait. The Cherries
awkwardly got to their feet and quickly boarded tmeppers to wait once again. John and Bill
found themselves sitting in positions identicathose of their first helicopter flight. A look of
dread and despair came over them.

“Maybe our rucksacks weigh enough to hold us in

“Let’s loop arms anyway. It seemed to work fingt time.”

“Okay, at least we know what to expect thisetim

When looking toward the gate, John could sed@odurunning through the whirlwind

toward his chopper.



“Thought you'd leave without me saying goodbyeRle yelled over the noise of the
engines.

John could only shake his head and try to farsaile.

“Good luck, Polack! I'll see you soon.”

It was the first time that Junior ever calleshd by his nickname. John knew at that
moment that, not only was Junior his mentor, hediad become his buddy.

The door gunner motioned for Junior to backyawdhe RPM increased wildly and the

chopper began to rise. In an instant, Junior voag g

—~—————

CHAPTER SIX

The choppers flew at a high altitude over tkeeplgreen jungle and hills. Occasionally,
they passed over clearings on the peaks of hilior landing zones created by soldiers with C-4
explosives or possibly the result of dropped bomuns fired rockets from past encounters with
the enemy.

It was ironic how beautiful everything appeahenn this height; it seemed to be a tropical
paradise - like photographs seen in a National @gigc magazine. There’s a war going on
here? How can that be? Unfortunately, for thdseaed, it was the one and only time they
would think of this place as paradise.

During this sightseeing excursion, each Chesay nervously on the chopper with his
weapon held tightly in his hands. Eyes displaysat,fand they cast frenzied glances throughout
the aircraft. Most chewed gum, moving their jaapidly in nervous anticipation of landing in
the hostile bush for the first time. The speedhefchoppers seemed slow from this height, but
in reality, they were traveling over one-hundreatsrper hour.

After twenty minutes in the air, a chimney etlpw smoke rose from the corner of a small
clearing ahead. The door gunners, alerted torttpeemding landing, moved into action. They
raised the machine guns toward the surroundingl¢uaigd peered over the top for any signs of
the enemy.

The chopper banked slightly and began to doeg@atd the smoke-filled clearing.

“Nice knowing you, Bill,” John said, lookingtm Bill's sympathetic eyes.

“Likewise, buddy” Bill responded.



Two soldiers, stood sixty feet apart in the strgieep elephant grass, holding their rifles
high overhead — the pilots bore down on the menlanded just to their front. Once down,
groups of soldiers dashed into the clearing andoaard the choppers.

“Get the fuck off the bird and hurry into theee line,” one of them hollered over the noise
to the helicopter full of Cherries. He pointed &d a large bamboo thicket on the edge of the
clearing.

The Cherries pulled themselves across the #adrleapt from the chopper, running as fast
as they could toward the protective cover of thegje tree line. Once there, the eight soldiers
bent over at the waist, gasped for air, and awaitstluctions. The new arrivals, fascinated by
the group of soldiers in the clearing, watchedntijeas they unloaded the choppers. They
pushed and threw everything out of the doors artd growing piles on the ground, emptying
the supplies in thirty seconds. The guide-on soJgatiently waiting in front of each chopper,
gave the pilot a thumbs-up sign when everyone Wea of the aircraft. Acknowledging, the
pilots prepared for departure. The whining pitdhtlee turbines increased and the chopping
sound made by the rotors intensified; on cue, tliésgerked their birds back into the sky.

When they were gone, the unloading party piake@&nd began carrying boxes and sacks
to different locations around the small clearing.

“Hey, guys follow me,” one of them said as lessed, carrying a case of C-Rations on
each shoulder.

He led them through the brush to a spot whegroap of ten men sat around, some
conversing in a small circle.

“This is the Company Command Platoon (CP),”stranger informed the Cherries. “Stay
right here and somebody will help you in a minutéde continued to move across the area to
deliver the supplies he was carrying.

The captain was in a conference with his foemtenants. They sat on the ground in a
small circle, individual maps laid out in front tifem. Two of the lieutenants were drawing
symbols and sketching reference lines on their mathsgrease pencils as the captain discussed
his plan for the next three days - reviewing roubédravel, prospective ambush sites, and
potential hot spots. The other soldiers outsidthefcircle, sat and lay casually on the ground in

small groups. Their rucks and attached PRC-250sadat beside them; two of the radios had



long, twenty-foot tall antennas attached. The gaolperators continuously chatted on their
handsets, coordinating with the firebase and BattdfiQ in Cu Chi.

When the staff meeting ended, the captain Wwaditst to acknowledge the new group of
Cherries.

“Gentlemen,” he said to his officers, “it appeaur new replacements have arrived.”

The lieutenants turned and candidly glancedhatgroup. The captain, a short man
appearing to be no older than the Cherries therasglstepped out of the circle and moved
toward them.

Waving to them with his shorter, modified M-fifie, he quipped, “Welcome to the war.
I’'m Captain Fowler.” He stopped, turning toware ttour second lieutenants, who were rising
slowly from the ground, folding their maps. He ioaed to the four officers and turned his head
to address the Cherries.

“These men are the officers of Alpha Comparhe”’began, “Lieutenant Ramsey is from
the First Platoon.” A tall, blond-haired man withresrimmed glasses acknowledged the group
with a smile. “Lieutenant Monroe is from the Seddn A light skinned, black man with the
right brim of his boony hat folded up Aussie-stydésed his arm in greeting.

“What's happening, blood?” one of the blacke@les asked, raising a clenched fist in the
air.

“At ease, troop!” Lt. Monroe replied, his stdrard and glaring.

The captain, glancing between the two men, woed how far this would go. Satisfied,
he continued, “This is Lieutenant Carlisle from @rd.” He motioned to a slightly overweight
and shortest of the four men, who smiled broadly.

“Most of you are assigned to my platoon,” héumteered cheerfully.

Captain Fowler smiled in acknowledgement. “Adally, we have Lieutenant Quincy
from the Fourth Platoon.” The partially bald mardaldest of the four, removed a corncob pipe
from his mouth and smiled, exposing a mouthfulrob&ed, yellow, nicotine-stained teeth.

“We work as a team in the bush,” the captammtionied. “Every one of us wants to get out
of this alive and return to our families in oneqae So listen to your squad leaders and follow
their instructions.

“The company will be leaving in two hours. Yanen already know your platoon

assignments, so join up with your respective offiaed they will show you where the rest of



your platoon is camped. So let's get this resupplgr with and get out of here.” Captain
Fowler was all business and did not give any ofrtlzechance to ask questions.

Seeing Lt. Ramsey gathering up his gear, Jahokly left the group of Cherries and
moved toward him.

“Excuse me, sir, my name is John Kowalskiapgpears I'm the only one going to the First
Platoon.”

The L-T picked up his rucksack with the lefhdaand swung it over his shoulder. He then
offered John his right hand. “Glad to meet youhn]b he said, shaking the soldier's hand
warmly. “Did you join this man’s Army or were yalrafted like many of us?”

“l was drafted, sir.”

“You can dispense with the formalities out heréhe bush. There’s no need to call me
“sir”; L-T will be fine.”

“Yes sir, | mean L-T,” John replied.

Lt. Ramsey chuckled.

“Come on and follow me. I'll show you whererquosition is.”

John followed Lt. Ramsey as he led him aroureddutskirts of the clearing to the other
side of the LZ. En route, they passed various ggoaf soldiers lying about in the underbrush.
They were writing letters, eating, sleeping, playicards, or packing their rucks with new
supplies. A few of them looked up as the two pase#fering a nod of encouragement. Others
made comments from the shadows.

“Welcome to Hell, Cherry.”

“Just look at this! Uncle Sam is robbing thhadie and sending them over right out of
grade school.”

“Somebody throw this boy a towel, so he canenbphind his ears.”

“Fuck him, he probably won't last the night.”

There was laughter as the men congratulatdd @her for their ingenuity and quick wit.

“‘Don’t pay any attention to them,” the L-T oféel, “it's kind of an initiation, and we all
go through it.”

The two-man parade continued.

When they reached their destination, only adhdnof grunts were sitting in the shade

around twice as many rucksacks.



“Just park it right here,” Lt. Ramsey instruktteé'You'll be in Sixpack’s Squad.”

“Where are they now, L-T?”

“They’re on Listening Post (LP) about two-huedrmeters out, watching for Charlie in
case he tries to surprise us during the resuppllyintroduce you to them when they get back
in.” The L-T walked away.

John sat on the ground away from the othersaaaitd, leaning against a thick trunk. He

scanned the dense vegetation and thought abmwidbds on Belle Isle back home.

Belle Isle was a small island in the middlele# one-half-mile wide Detroit River, located
between the shores of downtown Detroit and Wind€amtario, Canada. The island was
notorious for many reasons, and was used as anpaudiint for bootleggers, ferrying alcohol
from Canada during Prohibition. One obtained axt¢eshe island by crossing over a quarter-
mile long bridge from the east shore of Detroitless, of course, he had a boat - there were
several marinas with docks in which to moor ang siatercraft. In 1926, it was from this very
same bridge that the famed magician, Harry Houditt¢mpted a dangerous water-escape trick.
It ultimately resulted in his death — he drownedh@ murky waters below.

The residents of Detroit came to the island rilaxation and to escape the heat and
stresses of big city living. During a summer waekethe beaches, picnic areas, athletic fields,
z0o, aquarium, and flower gardens overflowed.

As an alternative to visiting the crowded paldireas, many people simply cruised the
loop around the island, driving slowly to enjoy tbeol island air. The panorama of freshly
manicured lawns, ornamental flower beds lining tb&d, and lovers paddling canoes through
the many internal canals was enough to tranquilizesenses.

It was common to see families either sittingbtemkets at the shoreline or parked in cars
on the side of the road. Everyone watched in asvih@ large lake freighters and pleasure boats
passed in both directions.

For families of modest means - such as JohrBeHle Isle offered the closest thing to a
vacation they'd experience, and for many, it waairtlonly frame of reference for the great
outdoors.

At night, however, the island took on an emyidifferent aura. The woods on the island

were always dark and mysterious. Sometimes, wiikeng through the shadowy forest, deer



and other forms of wild life suddenly made theieggnce known to the people venturing into
their domain. Vines and bushes surrounded thertdk, growing wild, reaching up from the
ground to choke them. The brush was so thick & waar impossible to enter beyond twenty
feet of the road. Insects thrived both in thendlair and on the ground.

Sometimes at night, teenagers would dare ethar to make their way through the woods
on foot. Tales of murderers, thieves, bums, aedgtiost of The Great Houdini lurking around

in the eerie shadows, compelled the jittery yotathisolt through the dark abyss.

The foreign sounds of jungle wildlife interredt John’s reverie. The sight of a weasel-
like monkey swinging through the branches abovthé&ircatapulting the young soldier back to
reality. It was difficult to see the bright surrdbhgh the thick foliage; the jungle was filled with
creeping shadows, making it appear late in theradtsn. John glanced at his watch and was
stunned to find it was not yet noon.

The damp ground and musty smell made him faebmnfortable. When he looked into
the clearing of the LZ, the bright sunlight affetteis eyes as it did when exiting a dark movie
theater in the middle of the day.

The radio operator nearby could be heard ingcabut, “L-T, both LP squads are coming
“Thanks Bob. Notify the rest of the periméetehe L-T ordered, “No reason at all for an
accident.”

As his eyes gradually adjusted to the changdigimt, John made out the forms of
approaching men.

Even from a distance of fifty feet, he couldkamaut the noticeable and jagged scar on
Sgt. Holmes’ face; it started just above his t@p-la thick black mustache concealed most of it -
and then continued across the left side of his,fanding abruptly below the ear. John would
find out later that it was the result of a car deait twelve years earlier, that claimed the life of
his older brother. Holmes’ shaggy and curly bl&gkr appeared longer than most, a green
bandanna tied securely around his head kept tmeobtbf his eyes. At six feet, six inches tall,
he towered above the rest of the soldiers.

Larry carried an M-60 Machine Gun across hsusdier. An unbroken belt of ammunition

wrapped around his body from his waist up to hissth His build was similar to Sgt. Holmes,



but stood almost a foot shorter. Somehow, he haiagred to find a black beret, which covered
the blond hair on his head. Larry wore a pairwérsized plastic-rimmed glasses, which, at first
glance, appeared to be goggles. He was thedisgtdt John.

He pushed Sgt. Holmes to get his attention.ey,HSixpack, look, it's the Polack,” he
hollered out in surprise.

“I'll be damned!” Sgt. Holmes said, surprigedsee John sitting there.

Both raced over to where John now stood, wrapfiieir sweaty arms around him.

“Polack, what a surprise,” Larry exclaimed.

“Am | ever glad to see you guys!”

“So am |,” Sgt. Holmes added, “it's always gdodsee a friendly face.”

“What squad are you in?” Larry asked afteeasing John from a bear hug.

“The L-T said | was going to Sixpack’s Squdtin waiting for him to show up.”

“Look no more,” Sgt. Holmes said, “you’re loakj at him.”

“No shit?”

“No shit, Polack.”

“Why do they call you that?’

“I'll tell you later when there’s more time.”

“Hey, Sixpack,” Larry interrupted, “we bettegtgour supplies before they’re all gone.”

“You're right. Polack, stay right here, wadé back in a short.” Grabbing their rucksacks,
both headed over to the stash of First Platoon Imgp A red nylon bag with ‘U.S. MAIL’
stenciled in bright white letters lay off to thelsi Larry dropped two letters into the bag and
picked out a pair of washed fatigues from a pileeivered clothes. Both he and Sixpack were
in dire need of new fatigues, as theirs were towh lzeavily soiled with sweat. While changing,
John noted neither of them were wearing underweartelt.

“Junior wasn’t bullshitting me,” John said tobody in particular.

After the change, they quickly picked out th&upplies and began packing them into the
deflated rucksacks. In ten minutes, both retutndtie area with bulging rucksacks.

“Polack, come with me,” Larry said upon reachilohn, pulling him up by the arm. “I'll
introduce you to the rest of the squad.”

They walked over to the only remaining peopleowwere busy packing their own

rucksacks.



“Hey, guys, we have a new member in the squadant you all to meet Polack. We go
all the way back to Basic Training,” Larry informddem, placing his arm across John’s
shoulders.

John smiled to each of them as Larry said thames and pointed them out. “This is
Zeke, Wild Bill, Doc, Frenchie, Scout, and the Vi@inese is Nung.”

They all acknowledged John, either nodding iming him a faint wave when Larry
introduced him.

“l can see you're all busy, so we'll talk towyguys later.” Larry turned to leave with John
in tow.

“Why is there a Vietnamese with the squad?inJasked.

“Nung is our Kit Carson scout. He used to heeaemy soldier, but changed sides after
some renegade Communists killed his family. Heediotight against us in this very same area,
so after retraining in Saigon, he is now our scaNting usually knows when something is not
right. The other guys have said that his intuiti@n saved this platoon many times already; they
have a lot of respect for him.”

“Can he really be trusted?” John asked.

“Hell yes, man, he’s like one of the family.”

After returning, they found Sixpack sitting e ground, leaning against his rucksack and
smoking a large cigar. Both sat down on the gratiage to him.

“Hey Sergeant, how about telling me why thely yau Sixpack now,” John asked.

“l guess now is as good of a time as any,”d@ied after exhaling a puff of cigar smoke
in John’s direction. “I brought a six-pack of baerNam with me from Oakland. It's stored
back in the rear with my belongings, and | planofen the cans and suck them dry in a
celebration during the flight home after my todie guys in Cu Chi were pretty amused by this
and began calling me Sixpack, so the name stuck.”

“Did anybody else we know make it to the 25tithwou?” Larry pushed his glasses up
higher on the bridge of his nose.

“Only one | know for certain is Bill Sayers.ehvent to the Third Platoon.”

“No shit. Do you remember him, Sixpack?” Leasked.

“Not really.”



“Bill Sayers is that red-headed hillbilly whooked like Howdy Doody. We met up with
him in Oakland?”

“Oh yeah, | remember him now. Everything fasted him.”

“That’s the guy!”

The three of them collected their gear and jbared up with the rest of their squad.

Before they had a chance to start any conversatthe L-T walked over. “l can see you
found the right squad,” he said, looking directtydahn. “The three of you act like old buddies.
Do you know each other from back in the world?”

Sixpack responded, “Polack and Larry were lotiny AIT Platoon back in Fort Polk.”

“Polack - is that his new nickname?” L-T Ramasked.

“No, he got it in Basic. We've been callingrhthat since,” Larry volunteered.

“That’'s great — Polack it is! | do hate to d&keup this reunion,” he said, turning to address
the squad as a whole. “The bird is on its wayit& pp the mail and extra supplies. We will be
moving out as soon as it is airborne. Third Platadll be on point, and we will follow with the
Company CP. Get your people ready, Sixpack.” MHieturned and walked back to join his
RTO, Bob.

“Oh, just fucking great!” Zeke protested. ‘Gd® motherfuckers make one loud noise
while they're with us, I'll shove those radios rtgip their asses.”

“What's wrong with the CP?” Sixpack asked.

“Those guys don't know what it's like to be gqui They're forever yakking on their
radios, cussing and complaining during the humpsaking branches, and always slowing
things down.”

“That’s not fair, Zeke,” Sixpack interruptedyé need those guys and their radios in the
bush.”

“I know we need the radios, but | just don’tedor the fuckers that carry them. They
make me too nervous.”

“Relax, Zeke, let's see how it plays out. Maybere’s been a change since you moved
with them last.”

“Okay, but if they . . .” Zeke stopped abrupdlythe sound of a smoke grenade popping
out on the LZ. The familiar whipping and choppisgund of an impending Huey helicopter



echoed through the jungle, getting louder as ir@gghed. It soon landed, picked up the unused
supplies, and was airborne again within fifteeroses.

After the sound of the chopper faded, the RTaDed out, “Third Platoon is coming
through, and we’re starting to move out.”

Within a minute, two soldiers approached anadieel toward the hole in the jungle, where
the two squads had come through earlier. The pesdon (point man) held a machete in his
right hand and carried his M-16 by the handle ml&ft. The person directly behind him carried
a shotgun and followed the point man closely. €hgas a twenty-foot gap, and then a line of
soldiers began to pass.

As they went by, those knowing each other emgbhd words of encouragement.

Every one of them was bending forward at atytfdegree angle, trying desperately to
manage the heavy loads they carried. They woultybter the next day, when some of the food
and water were gone.

“Okay, saddle up! We’re moving out right bedhthese guys,” the L-T ordered.

As the First Platoon members struggled to startihelp one another to their feet, the last
person in the passing column, Bill Sayers, appredchHis eyes were wide and a smile lit his
face when he saw John, Larry, and Sixpack startdigether.

“Hey there!” He called, “can | get a transteryour platoon?”

“Not right now, but hang in there, and I'll sé& can pull some strings.”

“I'll be counting on it, Sergeant Holmes.”

“It's ‘Sixpack’ to my friends.”

Bill hesitated, “Okay, Sixpack.”

As he passed, members of the First Platoonirfgljoining the caravan. The heat was
unbearable, feeling like an inferno. Shirts welreaaly soaking wet from sweat and they had
only been moving for ten minutes. John continupwgbed the sweat from his burning eyes
with the sleeve of his shirt. Beads of sweat rawrd his back, collecting in an uncomfortable
puddle where the rucksack frame rested on the swhails back. He tried to relieve the itching
sensation but could not do so without removingrtioisack.

Zeke’s helmet bobbed up and down in front dinJas they inched along. He had only
thirty days left before his yearlong tour endede kbad been with the same squad the entire

eleven months, and at nineteen years old, was btieedold timers” in the platoon. The L-T



occasionally called on him for advice before segdout patrols, and considered him the
platoon’s most valuable asset. In his time theehad witnessed many situations requiring a
cool head, and saw enough VC tactics to quicklypgaze potential ambush sites. He was
aggressive and did not cut any slack, which helpedget through it all without a scratch. John
was to find out later that Zeke had already reakihe Bronze Star with a “V” device for Valor
for saving two grunts who were hit during a firdfigand later trapped by the enemy. He had
crawled through the gunfire and pulled them bothatfety.

John’s steel helmet began to give him a seffknand the straps of the rucksack made his
shoulders numb. Although he had always been faijetic and played football in high school,
nothing he had ever experienced physically in hastp even came close to this bone-deep
exhaustion.

‘I hope we’ll be stopping soon for a breathdrcan't go on any further,” he uttered to
himself.

He continued to follow Zeke absentmindedlydapther thousand steps. His only concern
at that point was in finding a way to manage thizegme weight on his back coupled with the
hellish temperature. Finally, word made its wagkt the men to take a five-minute break.
John let the weight of his ruck pull him to the gnd. Once he slipped out of the ruck straps, the
circulation returned to his numb shoulders, butttirebbing pain continued. He unhooked one
of his quart canteens, drank three-quarters ofwhen water, and then poured some of the
contents over his head.

“Hey! Dumbass! Easy with the water,” Zekelded in a hushed voice. “It has to last
you two more days. You keep drinking like thatd aou’ll be out of water in an hour, get all
cramped up, and fall flat on your ass.”

John was embarrassed, looking around; he mbotw®ers taking very small sips of water;
nobody pouring any over themselves.

“Sorry, Zeke,” John whispered back humbly. &hks for the advice.”

Two minutes passed and John looked to Zekespehing, “Why does everyone have
green towels hanging from their necks? Isn’td hot for that?”

“The towel doesn’t make a difference in thistidut it is a great help when humping. It
serves as a cushion under your shoulder strapsz@nds in handy for wiping sweat from your

eyes instead of using your shirt sleeve.”



“Thanks, teach.”

“Don’t mention it.”

John quickly pulled his towel from his rucksaold draped it over his shoulders.

Up ahead, people began to move about and help @her to their feet. The caravan was
on the move once again.

This time, the towel helped to make it a liglgsier on John. When the next break came,
he was not hurting quite as bad.

In the two hours of humping, the company haty enanaged to travel one click (one
thousand meters or one kilometer) through the peawbpenetrable jungle. The column stopped
and bunched up when the point man came upon a, largearked trail. It measured ten feet
across and showed signs of recent activity. ThiedTRlatoon sent out small recon patrols to
investigate in both directions, the rest of the pany dropped in place for a break. After a
twenty-minute delay, the column began moving orgara

When Sixpack’'s Squad reached the trail, th@ssed it one man at a time. As John
moved across, he noticed a few members of the Hiatbon crouched fifty feet away on both
sides of the column. They were watching for theney and providing security while the
company traversed the open ground.

After the last man in the company had cros$edttail, the column halted once again.
This time, however, it was to set up a Night Defem&osition (NDP).

Before assigning individual positions, Sixpagoke to the other three squad leaders,
coordinating the night ambush. Each squad hadvi® p two men. The eight soldiers would
ambush the trail from two different locations. 2ek&nd Frenchie from the First Squad quickly
volunteered.

“l want to be as far away from this CP as dassi With only thirty days left in this
country, I don’t want to get hit because of somsywassed radio operators,” Zeke declared.

“I don’t blame you!” Frenchie added.

As the L-T briefed the ambush teams, Sixpackigasd the remaining First Squad
members to sleeping positions around their sedttireoperimeter.

They shared a few machetes among themseldig taut sleeping areas - hacking away at
branches, roots, and stones until they were sutteingpprotruded from the ground to poke at

their sleeping bodies during the night.



When ponchos and liners were in place on tbergt and gear was stored properly, only
then could they prepare dinner. Everyone hadis r@cipe and special additives from home to
make the C-Rations taste better. Heinz-57 sauck Tabasco were two favorites; squad
members shared them freely.

After dinner, Sixpack instructed his squad ba placement of claymore mines and trip
flares. The guard position had to be set up ierdral location to be accessible to every sleep
position; a clear and unobstructed path was negessavery little noise was made during the
night when changing the guards.

It was evening and there was still a bit ohtign the jungle when everyone finished their
tasks to secure the NDP for the night. Each soldiek a few minutes to familiarize himself
with the immediate surroundings. During the pibédick of night, when it was impossible to see,
it was essential to know the routes of travel, all as the sleeping position of your guard duty
replacement.

Sixpack assigned each squad member an indiviitioa for the night watch. John had the
shift from five to six in the morning. Since it sréhe last watch, he also had the responsibility of
waking everyone in the morning. He was ecstand, falt lucky to be able to get a full night’s
sleep on his first night in the bush.

John squeezed out some “bug juice” into thenpail his hand, wiped the repellent across
his exposed skin, and lay on his makeshift bed.widle completely spent from the long hump
that day.

Sixpack walked up to him. “Hey, Polack, areiya squared away for the night?”

“As good as I'll ever be.”

“Good. Later when you are on watch, the CR weall you on the radio for a situation
report. Our call sign is Romeo-six. If everythiisgall right, you do not have to say anything,
just push the call switch of the handset once €alkeit keying the mike. Make sure the volume
is set low on the radio and then hold the handssedauring the watch. The radio is our lifeline,
so if called or something unexpected happens; & toabe available quickly without any
stumbling around in the dark to look for it. If yaet nervous, wake me, | can keep you
company. | know the first night in the bush isitatip and | can sympathize with you.”

“Romeo-six, keying the mike, keep the volumela radio turned down, check, I think |

have it,” John recited.



“Hang in there,” Sixpack replied, then turneddave.

“Sixpack!” John whispered. “How about answgra question before you leave?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“The night before last, when | was on guardydat Firebase Kien, we saw a Cobra
working out. Junior, the guy with me, said thata@ie Company saw something and had
requested the artillery and gunships. Did theg ainything?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t sound too good. The Iteld us earlier that it was more than they
had bargained for.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“They sent out two squads on this routine patraheck the area this morning and found
six VC bodies. They began to celebrate and g&less, making too much noise on the return to
their NDP. The VC heard them and immediately Endambush. When sprung, half of the men
in the patrol went down. The rest took off, shogtwildly toward their ambushers to break
contact. The intensity of the ambush made themevethey were greatly outnumbered. In their
haste to escape, they left the dead and wounddddoelVhen they returned within an hour in
full force, all the bodies were gone.”

“What will happen now?”

“They asked for Alpha Company’s help. We’lKkiup with Charlie Company tomorrow
and make a sweep of the area to see what we ah fin

“You think we’ll find the missing bodies?”

“I don’t know. We may run into the VC firsiSo we should prepare for the worst and be
ready for anything.”

John took a few deep breaths. “I sure hopeetaeen’t going to be any VC around.”

“I'm not too fond of a firefight either, but dd lose any sleep worrying about it - that will
just make you crazy.” Sixpack advised and themntestato walk away. "I'll see you in the
morning.”

John lay back down and tried to make himselt@sfortable as possible. The exotic
sounds of jungle wildlife were especially loud tgimi. In the twilight, he tried to spot stars i th
sky through the thick overhead growth. He knewvalsn't possible to see the sun through the
dense trees in the daytime, but just maybe it viféarent at night.



His astronomy search ended abruptly when h#expeomething he hadn’t noticed earlier.
Just several feet above his head were two hugerspidoth as big as pancakes, and sitting in the
exact center of their circular webs. A chill raswah his spine and goose bumps broke out on his
arms. He was scared to death of spiders, andsiteealate to move to a new area. Furthermore,
by no means was he going to knock them from theibosmto crawl around on the ground with
him.

Now, finding himself in an uncomfortable positj there was no alternative but to keep an
eye on them. He stared at them for ten minutes tgjumake sure they did not move around. As
he did this, he noticed swarms of flying insectewabthe webs. The larger dragonflies and
horseflies dominated the airspace as they dartedigh swarms of buzzing mosquitoes. He
hoped that a few of them would get caught in thbsago the spiders would be occupied for the
rest of the night and wouldn’t drop in on him while slept.

John covered up with the poncho liner and tddken over his head. It was enough to
keep out the swarms of flying insects, but the lmgaround his ears was unbearable.

“Hey, Polack, get up, it's your watch,” someanaspered in his ear.

He sat upright and tried focusing his eyeshmnow pitch-black darkness. It was no use,
and he wondered if it was possible to have gomalbiihile asleep.

“Who’s that?” John whispered.

“It's Scout,” the same voice replied. “Takeldh@f my arm, and I'll guide you to the
watch area.”

He picked up his rifle and ammo then snatchédradful of Scout’s shirt, following him
like a blind man. In spite of his best effortslig@rto memorize landmarks, John was very

unaware of his location, which caused a feelintptdl helplessness.

“Are you going to be alright, Polack?” Scoaked, sensing something was wrong.

“Scout, I think I'm blind. | can’t see shitJohn whispered.

“Give it a couple of minutes. Just sit dowrddhl stick around until your night vision
comes to you.”

John sat quietly with Scout. After a few mesjthe could finally make out the shadows
of a few bushes and trees to his front. When Jomred to face him, he could see the sharply

defined profile of the Cherokee soldier nicknam®&dout’ sitting next to him in the darkness.



“Okay, thanks, | can see you, so I'll be firen”

“I'm glad. It is always a bitch when you finstake up in the bush. It happens to everyone.
Oh well, at least | still have forty-five minutes et some sleep. Here’s the radio handset,” he
said, holding it out and tapping him on the should®ll see you later.”

He vanished into the darkness, leaving Johmeaé watch.

John sat perfectly still, straining to see. hédd the handset to one ear and tried to listen in
on the eerie jungle sounds with the other.

“Thank God it'll be light in half an hour,” heaid to himself.

Just then, he heard a rush of static in thenateiver and a voice whispering, “Romeo-
six, this is Alpha-one, sit-rep, over.”

John squeezed the handset once, as Sgt. Hobeisistructed him earlier, which caused
the noisy static to cease for an instant and teenm after releasing the button.

“Sierra-six, this is Alpha-one, sit-rep, ovettie voice through the handset continued. A
break in the static was their response. That naat for the next couple of minutes until all the
elements of the company had responded - includieg@mbush teams.

The jungle began to lighten up a little atraditoward the end of John’s shift. He watched
as a fog began materializing. The moist dew agokr move as it saturated everything within
four feet of the ground. When he felt his pondher and fatigues, he found they were already
wet.

At six o’clock, he took his rifle and walked evto where Sixpack was sleeping. After
John gave him a couple of shakes, he opened hsés eye

“Morning, Sarge,” John said cheerfully. Itime to get up.”

Sixpack jumped to his feet and began to stretch

“Thanks, Polack,” he said. “Start waking ewarg else in the squad and tell them to hurry
and eat breakfast. We have to be ready to leawepatrol at seven.”

“OK, will do.” John left to wake the other 8vmen, making sure he passed on the
information as Sixpack had instructed. As he wasglthis, the two ambush teams had arrived
at the NDP, and individual members were moving ufgjlo and returning to their designated
squad locations. Sixpack caught both Zeke anddhienwhen they arrived and personally

informed them of the upcoming patrol.



When John returned to his sleep area to padkisugear, he looked up and found the two
spiders still centered in the webs. Had they re@nbthere, he would have scoured the ground
looking for them before sitting down.

He pulled out a heat tab and began to heat seatex for cocoa. It was ironic for a person
in this country to be so very hot during the dast, 3o cold at the night.

John added a packet of cocoa powder to hisseantup of boiling water, stirring the
contents with a plastic spoon. Before taking aldrhe raised the cup as in a toast, and said, ‘I
made it through my first day in the bush, only 33&re days to go.’

—~—————



