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Nevertheless, this is my story, one man’s recollections of his time spent in the Army during the late 1960’s.
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	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SECTION ONE – NAM


1 - THE Doppel


[image: ]




During the going away party at his home, Jack’s dad took him aside and reminded him to treat every man as a man, and to have nothing to do with anyone who didn’t deserve it. He asked the same thing that he had asked before Jack entered the service. “Got any questions?” It was his way of giving the ‘sex talk’. Jack wanted to tell his dad about the Deuce, but decided against it, since he didn’t want to lie and say that he had sex when he had in fact not done it with any of the girls he had met. He decided to let his father think whatever he wanted to think, but not to lead him astray or to cause him any worries.

His duffel bag was lighter for the trip out west. He had been told to leave his Class A uniform coat, shirts, trousers, tie and cap at home. He had to bring his baseball cap, but did not have to bring any sets of fatigues or his black leather boots. He could bring more than one set of civilian clothing if he wanted to do so. His orders were for him to travel in khakis, with his overseas cap, the one they referred to as a “cunt” cap. There were no personal weapons allowed, so he had left his gun inside the cushion of the front seat of his car, but he had his long-blade folding knife in his pocket, just in case he needed it.

The flight was aboard a commercial airliner, a 707, same as he had flown on his first trip to Germany nearly two years ago. He struck up a conversation with the lady next to him, received several drinks from someone on the plane, had a cigarette and then dozed off. He woke to the sounds of the plane being readied for landing. It had been a bit over three hours. He had missed whatever they had served to eat. The lady next to him was very apologetic, but told him that he had not missed much in the way of a meal. They had a final cigarette together. The lady wished him well and said that she would keep him in her prayers. Jack thanked her and waited his turn to get off the plane. Some of the people wished him “Good luck” while others quickly looked away if he caught their eye.

He boarded a bus with several other soldiers after retrieving his duffel bag from the baggage claim area. The ride to Oakland Army Base was not very long, just long enough for a smoke. Most of the guys were silent, and the bus driver announced when they had arrived. No one harassed them as they got off the bus. They were met by a Spec4 who took their 201 Files and told them to follow him. He led them into a huge brick building. Jack could smell food cooking, and suddenly realized how hungry he was. The Spec4 led them to an empty area with spring bunks and rolled up mattresses. He told them to “Pick any bunk in this here bunch, then wait right the fuck here and I’ll be back with your manifest number and your 201’s.”

Jack selected a bunk on the aisle, sat down and took out a cigarette. No one bummed one from him. Everyone was eerily quiet. He looked around and saw that some of the guys in adjacent sections were wearing fatigues, but they were a different kind than he had worn, and the shirt was not tucked into their trousers. Some of them had their sleeves rolled up. Then he noticed that their boots were different as well. He saw others that were still dressed in khakis and some others were changing from khakis to fatigues. There were no familiar faces. It was a sea of strangers. He couldn’t tell one from another. It reminded him of haircut day in Basic, when everyone exited the barber trailer without an identity. In about a half hour, the Spec4 returned and called out each person’s name. He handed them their 201 File, now in a manila envelope with a large number lettered on it in black marker.

“This is your manifest number. Listen for it over the loudspeaker. It tells you when your flight will leave. Yours will not be until tomorrow at the earliest. Now bring your duffel bags and follow me.”

He led them out of the building and down past two more similar buildings to a third building. Inside they were asked their sizes and were issued four sets of fatigues, two pairs of boots, four pairs of socks, a black belt buckle and a new ball cap. They stuffed everything into their duffel bags and followed the Spec4 back to their section, where he told them to “Change into your jungle issue. Visit the mess hall any time. Lock your duffel bags to the bunk when you leave the area. Listen for your manifest number.” With that he left.

Now the group around Jack began to speak as they started to change out of their khaki uniforms, or removing their fatigues in order to put on their new issue. Questions emerged about what to do with their spit-shined dress shoes, their name tags, dress socks, whether to tuck in their trousers or leave them out, whether to roll their sleeves or keep them down. The common answer to the khaki questions seemed to be to “Just stuff it.” There was no name calling as would be common back at one’s previous unit. The other common answer was to “Look around. Look at what the others are doing.” The loudspeaker announced a manifest number. A couple of guys seemed to panic until someone reminded them that they had a day and told them what their manifest number was. Then the questions started to get a bit comical, as they pointed out the number of pockets on the shirts and trousers. There were two breast pockets, two bottom pockets, two side pockets, two back pockets and two lower leg pockets. “What was a person to do with all of these pockets?” Jack asked himself. He only had six pockets on his regular fatigues, and he never used the shirt pockets, not wanting to break starch on them. He used one side pocket on the trousers for his cigs and lighter, the other for his handkerchief and money, keeping the back flaps closed. Ten pockets with a total of six flaps. Then he remembered that the returnees told him that he did not have to worry about breaking starch in Vietnam. Now all he had to do was to figure out what to put in which of his many pockets.

After changing into the fatigue shirt and stuffing his trousers into the jungle boots, he put on the black belt buckle and stuffed the brass buckle into the pocket of his folded khaki trousers. He mentally pictured it through and re-packed his duffel bag with his dress shoes and the civilian shirt and pants down in the bottom with his underwear, towels, then fatigues and extra socks, and finally the extra pair of boots, shaving kit, camera and his 201 File. He snapped the strap through the loops, closing the bag, then wrapped the strap around the bunk frame and secured it with a padlock. He got to his feet, tested the boots and headed towards the mess hall. He stopped short as he saw a tall version of himself walking towards him. The guy had his face. It was like looking into a mirror. The guy did a double take but kept on walking. Jack didn’t know what to say. Here was a guy who looked just like him, only the guy was well over six feet tall. Jack suddenly wished that he was as tall as that guy. He wished that he could share the experience with Curt or Andy or Flynn or Clance. All of a sudden, he felt like he could really use a beer. He wanted to talk to someone that he knew. He felt totally alone. He looked at his boots and realized that the toe and the heel were black leather. Shit he thought. I hope they don’t expect us to shine these damn things in Vietnam.

In the mess hall, Jack passed through a seating area where there was very little talking. He glanced at the food on a few of the trays and realized how hungry he was. He approached the serving line, then saw that there were two serving lines, separated by a railing. His line went from right to left, almost the opposite of any mess hall he had ever entered. The other serving line was set up to go from left to right, but was inaccessible from Jack’s side of the railing. Suddenly a file of men came in from a doorway leading to the other serving line. They were dressed in a variety of clothing. Some were in khakis, some in fatigues. Some of the fatigues were the same type as Jack wore, but were considerably more faded, almost a muddy color. He saw that some of the fatigues were camouflaged. He was trying to check to see if anyone had shiny boots. Then he began to notice that some of the men were bandaged. A couple were on crutches. Most of them seemed very happy, even the ones who were apparently injured. He heard someone behind the serving counter announce “All the steak! All the ice cream! All the food you want!” At least nobody seems like they come back badly wounded Jack thought to himself as he watched more and more men file in.

Jack looked at the food on the serving line that he had approached. It was breakfast food. Pancakes, scrambled eggs, bacon, melon slices. He loaded up on hash browns and scrambled eggs, then hit the coffee pot and looked for chocolate milk but did not see any. He sat, ate, smoked a cigarette, got rid of the tray and then left, wondering if he would see the guy with his face.

He made his way back to the section where he had left his duffel bag. Something was not right. His duffel bag was on the bunk, not standing on the floor as he had left it. He figured that perhaps someone had moved it to get it out of the aisle, and decided that he had not heard the Spec4 tell him to put the duffel on the bunk. Still, something was not right with the strap. It was not clipped through all of the brass eyelets of the duffel bag. He must have somehow not closed the bag completely. He couldn’t be sure. He opened the bag to re-do it and discovered that his camera was missing. Someone had taken his Petri camera. He had begun owning a camera when he arrived in Germany by buying an Instamatic from Curt for three dollars and had gone on through trading and selling and moved up through four other cameras to arrive at the Petri, and now it was gone. He was so pissed that he felt as if his blood was boiling. He looked around, trying to see if anyone was watching him, trying to judge if someone around his bunk had stolen his camera, but he did not see anyone looking at him. All of the faces looked the same, yet different. They could just as well be potato faces he thought to himself as it dawned on him that he was surrounded by strangers. There was nothing he could do. He sat on the bunk, had a cigarette, then laid down and eventually fell asleep.

As one day turned into another, Jack discovered that he had a limit to the amount of times a person could eat hash browns. The items on the serving line never changed. It was always breakfast. There was a limit to the amount of coffee or grapefruit juice one could drink. A limit to the number of cigarettes one could smoke. A limit to the amount to time one could spend reading or walking aimlessly around searching for a familiar face. There were only so many times a person could react to the voice over the loudspeaker announcing a manifest. The paperback books laying around on empty bunks waiting for someone to pick up and read were limited. The snack bar in the PX had a very small selection of items such as candy bars, cans of nuts, cigarettes, pipe tobacco and cigars, but did not have any beer. He bought a Spec5 collar insignia, but did not know which side to pin it on, so he stuck it in his pocket and tried to spot another Spec5 to see which side he had pinned his insignia. The line at the payphones never dwindled, but Jack didn’t feel like calling anyone. He didn’t need to hear another person telling him to be safe, that they were praying for him and that they wished he was not going over there.

After another long day, the bunk he had selected on the aisle turned out to be easy pickings for the Staff Sergeant who came through assigning details. He walked down the aisle asking for all E5’s to stand up. Jack was proud of his new rank, so he raised his hand and stood smiling as the Sergeant came up to him. “Sergeants, you come with me” he told them. When Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out his Spec5 insignia and hurried behind the Sergeant to tell him that he was a Spec5, the Sergeant turned around, looked at him and said “You’re an E5, ain’t you?” The man glanced down and slapped the insignia out of Jack’s hand. “That’s all I give a shit about. Place is full of six month wonders. A couple fucking days in a classroom is all that separates you from them. They are gonna be three strikes and you’re out when their asses get over there.” He looked behind Jack and pointed to another soldier, who had three yellow stripes sewn on both of his fatigue shirt sleeves and was apparently wearing pin-on insignia on each of his shirt collars as well. “You! Gimme one of your pin-ons, and you’d best snip off them bright yellow stripes or Charlie is gonna tag you and bag you quicker than snot.” The man pulled at the collar insignia’s holding clasps and handed the pieces to the Sergeant, who took the black three-stripe insignia and handed it to Jack, then turned and kept walking. The Sergeant had merely asked for E5’s to which Jack had responded, being an E5. That was all it took to get nabbed to be in charge of a detail. He got picked to perform a head count in a departing group, then he got stuck doing a head count at the Mess Hall, and finally he got to be in charge of a latrine clean-up. It ticked him off to see guys ghosting away until he recalled how often he had ghosted. It also made him nervous because he had no idea when his manifest would be called. He continued his search for the man with his face, but never saw him again. He considered moving to another bunk deeper within the section, but decided it would be better to ghost at the perimeter than to take a chance that someone would steal something else from his duffel bag, although he had nothing of value left inside. He didn’t think that anyone would steal uniform items or his spare pair of boots, but he stuck the bill of his new issue ball cap into the waist of his trousers and placed his old cap inside the duffel bag. The only other items of personal value were some packs of cigarettes, which he decided to stick inside his pockets, along with a can of lighter fluid, his shaving kit and letter-writing materials. Most of his stamps had been used, so he popped off a couple of letters to get rid of the remaining stamps. He had been told that he did not need any stamps to mail letters from Vietnam. All mail coming from him was free to anywhere in the world. This was another item on the pro side of his mental column of doing his time in Nam. He knew his destination over there was a place named Bien Hoa, near Saigon, but did not know how long the plane ride would take.

He was deeply asleep when commotion around his bunk woke him. There was a voice over the loudspeaker, but he could not understand the manifest number that was being announced. He had been dreaming, but could not recall what it was about. He sat up and began looking around him. He had the strangest feeling as if he was missing someone. He felt as if he had a brother with him, but could not picture the face. He was quite disoriented. Slowly getting to his feet, he bent down and tried to open the combination lock on his duffel bag. He couldn’t recall the combination. He looked around for his brother. He could have sworn he had a brother with him. The feeling would not leave him. He finally remembered the combination for his lock. It was the same one he had used for almost the past two years. He wanted a cigarette but the line of soldiers was moving and he dragged his duffel bag but continued to look around him trying to spot a familiar face. He was sure that if he saw one it would all become clear. His brother was somewhere in the crowd.

Suddenly a Spec4 was in the aisle yelling Jack’s manifest number and telling everyone to “Fall in line! Let’s go! Your flight is ready! Move out!” Jack clipped his duffel bag strap and shuffled into line in the aisle. There was no pushing. No one seemed to be in a hurry. Jack hoped there would be a latrine stop on the way to the plane. The feeling that he was missing someone stayed with him as he boarded the bus outside the door. He remained confused for the entire ride to the airport. Thankfully, there was a latrine in the hangar where they were assembled as their duffel bags were being loaded onto baggage trailers. He wondered what kind of airplane would take them from California to Vietnam. His mind wandered and he started to wonder if they would be given a rifle before they got on or off the plane. He imagined getting off the plane and going immediately into combat. He wondered what they would do with the duffel bags. Then the group was told to follow the Spec4, who led them out of the hangar to a jet airliner. It was a civilian aircraft – a United 707, the same sort of airplane he had flown in from Chicago. The Spec4 went up the steps and everyone followed. Jack walked up the steps and was surprised to see a stewardess standing inside the door. She was smiling and said “Welcome aboard.” The Spec4 seated the personnel of the manifest, three abreast on either side of the center aisle until everyone was on board. Then Jack heard him tell someone “The manifest is complete. All 240 are aboard.”

Jack was glad to get a window seat, although he would rather have been able to watch the stewardesses as they walked up and down the aisle. They were told that the first leg of the flight would take them to Honolulu. They had a meal, were shown two movies and were given all the coffee, tea or soft drinks that they wanted, but no beer. He smoked and had a short conversation with the guy next to him, who happened to be a Marine. The guy said that he had been drafted into the Marines, and had done two years already, with 18 months of that time in Vietnam as an interpreter after having attended an 8-week crash course at something called the DLI. He said he used only about a dozen phrases as long as he had a cocked 45 pointing at the “gook.” The rest of the time he just made up some half-English words to use. He said the gooks called everything “Number 10,” and the guy used the phrase “Dinky Dow” a lot in their conversation. It reminded Jack of the way he had used “Mox Nix.” The guy said he got redrafted for another four years as an interpreter. Jack didn’t know what to say. The guy shut up after coming back from the washroom. Jack could smell the weed on the guy’s breath as he crossed over him to use the washroom. He waited in line behind two others, and envied the guy up ahead who was having a conversation with a stewardess. The washroom door opened, letting out a cloud of weed smoke. The next guy took his sweet time in the facility. Jack figured he was getting a good buzz going while he was in the washroom. The stewardess was too busy to talk when it was Jack’s turn at the door, so he just went in, took some deep breathes and took a leak.

The stop in Honolulu lasted two hours while the plane was being refueled. In the terminal, Jack saw that hamburgers were sold at a bit over four dollars apiece, so he did not have any, but instead he had an order of French fries for a dollar fifty. As he walked around stretching his legs, he told himself that he would never be able to visit Hawaii at those prices. The meal on the plane wasn’t as good as mess hall food, but at least it was free and was not C-Rations. The coffee was about half as good as mess hall coffee, and he had a couple of glasses of root beer with his after meal cigarette. The smell of weed had again filled the cabin, but Jack couldn’t tell who had any.

When they boarded the plane, an announcement was made about the next leg of the flight. There would be a meal, a movie and enough time to catch a nap. They were told that there were MP’s on board, so anyone caught smoking anything other than regular cigarettes would be arrested. The stewardesses were different from the ones on the previous flight. Jack couldn’t see anything out the window and could only catch a glimpse of the stewardesses as they made their way down the aisle. He didn’t talk to the Marine sitting next to him, so he just dozed for a while and then smoked.

At the Wake Island stop, Jack walked a bit on the beach along the fence surrounding the airfield. He had read about the battles that had occurred on the island about twenty-five or so years ago during the war. He couldn’t see any evidence of any fighting, but saw some photos on the wall in the hangar that showed what it looked like then compared to what it was nearly twenty years later. The land was barren and rocky back then, and had a few tree stumps in the photos from the war period. There were plenty of trees growing in the later photos as well as at the present time.

They re-boarded the same plane, and this time he took a different seat. The guy next to him slept the whole way to Okinawa. The stewardesses were the same ones who had been with them on the second leg of the trip, but they all seemed to be more tired than friendly. There was another meal, another movie and all the root beer he wanted. No one smoked any weed as far as he could smell. He tried to sleep, but couldn’t.

The flight landed at a huge base on Okinawa. They were told over the intercom that they would have a short layover and that they were to remain in the terminal area until their next flight was announced. The stewardesses all stood together at the exit and told each of them “Good Luck” as Jack and the others filed past them out the door and down the steps. Jack followed his group to the terminal. It seemed to be filled with soldiers and Air Force guys. It was too noisy to catch any sleep in a folding chair or on the floor, so Jack walked along a corridor and looked out the windows, noticing that there were more planes in the air. Jack thought that he saw B-52 bombers and several different types of fighter planes. He did not feel like buying any food. A pack of cigarettes cost him fifty cents. He started to wonder what he was supposed to do with his 201 File. The manila envelope was getting a bit crumbled from being held under his arm, sat upon and carried everywhere he went.

After several hours, Jack’s flight number was announced. He followed the line of guys out the door and across the asphalt to another plane. It was a civilian jetliner, but he could not tell if it was the same one as he had flown in from Wake Island. The stewardesses were not American, but were some sort of Asian women. They were pretty, smiling, shorter than most of the guys, and they spoke English. They told them their next stop was Formosa. The flight would take about an hour and a half. They were apologetic that there would be no food served and no beer, but assured the soldiers there would be coffee, water or soft drinks. There were a lot of good-natured moans and groans from the guys, but no real complaining. Jack was glad to grab a window seat on this flight. When he looked out the window, he could see a lot of grey-painted Navy ships down below, and was certain that one of the ships was an aircraft carrier. He was quite excited to think that he had seen one. The air in the cabin quickly filled with cigarette smoke, and Jack could once again detect a sniff of weed once in a while. He had no idea where Formosa was, but figured it must be on the way to Vietnam, so he just settled into his seat, smoked his cigarettes, and drank a couple more root beers. The guy next to him bummed a couple of smokes from him during the flight, but didn’t talk very much. “Mox Nix” Jack decided.

Upon arrival at Formosa, the group was herded into a hangar and told that they were to remain in the hangar until their next flight. Rumors started to circulate. Some of the guys said that they would be issued their weapons so that they could get right into the fight when they landed. Discussions ranged around the type of rifle they would be issued. Some wanted M-14’s. Others were of the opinion that it would be M-16’s because that is what they had used to qualify with before they left. Jack wondered again about the 201 File. He didn’t want to be called a “lifer” by asking any questions about Army shit, so he thought someone would take the File as he got off the plane. He noticed that the hangar doors were guarded by armed MP’s, but they were not GI’s. They were apparently some sort of Asian soldiers, maybe Korean or Japanese. They were wearing American Army fatigues, but did not look very friendly, and did not acknowledge a nod in their direction. Jack found a place to sit with his back against the wall and tried to fall asleep.

A voice shouting to everyone “On Your Feet! Let’s Go! Move It! Move! Move!” woke Jack. He had no idea what time it was and had not set his watch to the local time at any of the stops. The time did not concern him anymore. He was tired, grubby and very hungry. The group filed out and walked to another commercial jetliner. This time there were very smiley American stewardesses greeting them as they boarded. Jack perked up a bit. An announcement was made stating that their next stop was some place that sounded like “Bin Wah,” which Jack recognized as the main base called Bien Hoa, somewhere near Saigon. There would be a meal served along with coffee and soda. The flight would take almost three hours. No movies would be shown, but no one seemed to mind, as long as the smiling stewardesses kept walking up and down the aisle, giving some a shoulder pat or a squeeze on the arm.

The meal was some sort of chicken sandwich, a bag of potato chips, a pickle, a cookie and a carton of milk. Jack ate everything. He wondered if the stewardesses were going to hand out helmets and M-16’s as they got off the plane. He wished that he had paid more attention to the discussions that were held at the previous stops, thinking perhaps there were some guys who had already been to Vietnam. He should have asked more questions of those guys upstairs back at Fort Riley. Now it was too late. He began to feel like a sheep in a herd. He fought the stabbing pain in his gut as he started to think about the guys in the landing craft on D-Day. He had always imagined that he was going to follow some guys off the plane, run into the jungle, start fighting and maybe come out in a year. He wasn’t afraid of fighting. He was just afraid of doing the wrong thing and he wanted to know exactly what to do. He also wanted to know what he was supposed to do with his 201 File. He recalled that one of the Marines at the Survey School had said that he arrived in Vietnam by ship, and that everyone walked off a ramp and onto a beach, but they did not get into any fighting for a couple of days. The Marine had told him that he had expected to walk into the jungle and come back out thirteen months later. The Marines tour in Vietnam lasted thirteen months, whereas the Army only required a twelve-month tour.

2 - STINK

The plane landed. Jack’s heart was pounding. He craned his neck to see if the guys ahead of him were being handed weapons. As he neared the door, he saw that each guy was getting a hug from a stewardess. He moved ahead, got an arm around his neck, and as he heard the well-wishes and “Good Lucks’, he was hit in the face by a wave of heavy, hot humid air. His nose filled with such a horrible smell that he stopped breathing as he walked down the stairs in a blinding sunlight. He heard the roar of jet engines, but did not hear any gunfire or explosions. Maybe there is a lull in the fighting, he thought as he followed the guy ahead of him into a hangar. They milled around, trying to see out the hangar door, but their view was blocked by their airliner being unloaded. Then they were told to line up against the wall on their right-hand side. They proceeded out the hangar door to find that their duffel bags were being tossed from an opening on the lower side of the airliner. A couple of guys were on the ground grabbing and tossing the bags further away from the plane. Jack heard someone yelling “Find your bag! Let’s Go! Move it! Move! Find your Bag! Get it and head back into the hangar!”

Guys were coughing and gagging on the smell in the air. It was a mixture of fuel and something worse than vomit. The air seemed to be clear of smoke, so Jack could not figure out what could be making the awful smell. He looked at the jetliner as he approached the piles of duffel bags. He thought that perhaps the lavatory was being drained, but did not see any trucks at the plane or hoses hanging from the fuselage. This totally stumped him. Several shouts and a few laughs erupted as first one, then another guy threw up, adding a new smell to the stink of the air.

Jack avoided the mess on the pavement, gagged a bit but was able to keep control of his stomach as he made his way past two piles of duffel bags. He had no idea how he would find his, but then remembered that names were stenciled on the bags, so he looked carefully, trying to find his name or his serial number. He spotted his bag after returning to the second pile, grabbed it, hoisted it onto his shoulder and made his way back into the hangar, joining a line of soldiers waiting to exit the door. It was then that he noticed that he and most of the others were sweating a lot. Their fatigues were dark under their arms, down their backs and across the rear of their trousers. Jack’s fingers felt as if each one was dripping individually. He had not perspired this much since Basic Training, but this was worse than Basic. The heat was present in every breath. The smell was unavoidable. Breathing through one’s mouth was disgusting to think about, not knowing the source of the stink.

They passed through the hangar and out the door to find green buses waiting for them. The windows of the buses were covered with chain link fencing which seemed to be wrapped around the entire bus, with a lap of fencing that covered the door but was attached such that the door could still open and shut. “That’s so nobody can chuck a grenade into a window” said a Spec4 at the door as he counted each guy that entered and waved off the driver when the bus was filled. Jack entered the bus and was told to take a seat and put his duffel bag against the window or on the floor. He took a seat about halfway into the bus, plopped his duffel bag on the seat against the window and waited for the bus to be filled. Another guy sat on the bench seat next to him and deposited his bag on the floor. The driver yelled back “Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em” as he got the wave to depart, closed the door and drove off. Cigarette smoke seemed a lot more pleasant than breathing the air that blew into the partially-open windows of the bus. Jack offered a cig to the guy next to him, but it was declined, so Jack lit up and tried to see what they were passing as the bus left the front of the hangar building, drove along the airfield and then passed through a gate. They were no longer on the military base, but were driving through an area surrounding the base that had what appeared to be civilian residences. He began to wonder if they would have any grenades tossed at them. He saw brick and stone walls with shards of broken glass embedded into the tops of some and barbed wire on top of others. He saw a few houses that looked as if they had burned down. Then he noticed that the roofs were some sort of corrugated metal. Some had sandbags on top of them, others had what looked like chopped palm branches. Then he began to notice the people. Here and there a GI was walking along the road. Some were wearing fatigues, some were wearing their khaki uniform, and others were wearing civilian clothes. The GI might be wearing a sidearm, but some were not, and none of the ones walking around were wearing helmets or carrying a rifle. Some were walking with a female, who was wearing a long white gown and a straw hat. He saw and heard motorbikes and motor scooters. There were Vietnamese soldiers wearing the same type of fatigues that he had worn back in the States and in Germany. They wore helmet liners, but not full steel helmets. Some wore floppy caps but none wore baseball caps as far as he could see. A few wore a green camouflage fatigue and a beret. When he looked across the bus to the other side of the road he could tell that the military base was there, but the road that they were on was not part of the base. In a short while the bus was stopped at a gate that had a sandbag wall on both sides. He saw armed GI’s and a jeep with a .50 caliber machine gun parked at one side of the gate. A deuce-and-a-half with a four-barreled machine gun that looked like .50 caliber guns was parked to one side of the entrance. A GI was sitting behind the guns, wearing a bulky greyish-green vest and a green towel around his neck, smoking a cigarette and looking very bored. The bus entered after the pole gate was raised and Jack could tell that they were on some sort of military base again. The white-painted rocks lining the walkways to some of the buildings was a dead give-away. There were trucks and jeeps parked or driving here and there, but there were no tanks or armored personnel carriers. It did not look like a combat zone at all. GI’s and Vietnamese civilians wandered around along the road on which the bus took him. He saw a sign indicating a PX and another sign indicating a Service Club.
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The bus stopped. The driver told them “Get out! Y’all are here.” Jack lugged his duffel bag to the front and exited the bus. The heat struck him harder than it had when he got off the plane. The smell was still in the air, but it was not as sickening as it was at his first breath.

“Welcome to the 604th Replacement Company,” a Spec4 in fatigues and a baseball cap yelled out. He was a black guy with a clipboard. It seemed to Jack that he had seen this same guy way back when he first arrived at the Induction Center in Chicago, but he knew he had to be imagining that. It couldn’t possibly be the same guy. “Line up your duffel bags over there, go on in and turn in your 201’s, get your money exchanged and get your barracks assignment. Chow hall is up the Company Street that away.” He indicated with a wave of his hand, then glanced at his watch. “Next chow is at 1630. Stay in the area and listen for your name to be called when transportation to your unit is ready for y’all.”

Jack stood his duffel alongside the others, name facing out so that he could identify it when he needed to retrieve it. He filed into the building and gave his worn manila envelope to the clerk at the desk. The clerk in turn jotted his name and E-rank on a clipboard and told him a barracks number. Jack wanted to ask where that particular number was located, but since he heard the same number being given to the guys ahead and behind, he decided to keep track of a couple of them and follow them rather than ask any dumb questions. He followed the guy ahead of him to a caged area with an armed MP standing outside of it. A sign indicated that all U.S. currency was to be exchanged for Military Payment Certificates. All paper money and coins, excluding pennies, were to be turned in and exchanged. Possession of U.S. currency in Vietnam was a felony, the sign indicated. One by one each person turned in their money and received paper money in denominations of nickels, dimes, quarters, half-dollars, dollars, fives, tens and twenties. Pennies were tossed into a can. Jack had about forty two dollars and some change. He walked away with a thin stack of small currency certificates. The MPC was intricately engraved and had pictures, scrolls and wording just like real money. He stuffed it into a side pocket and walked out.

His idea for locating his duffel bag worked, since he saw the guys that he wanted to follow grabbing their duffel bags. He grabbed his and followed them up the Company Street. He finally saw a few GI’s in steel helmets and the same sort of vest that the guy manning the machine guns at the gate was wearing. It was daytime, so they might be going onto guard duty, or maybe they were coming off guard duty, he decided. In any case, he didn’t hear any gunfire or explosions, so he decided that the fighting must be taking place in some other location. It was about two buildings down the street when he came to a signpost. The signs indicated directions to barracks numbers, mess hall, EM Club, Sick Call and PX. He saw the direction to his number barracks and followed the guys headed that way. He looked at his watch but had no idea what time it was since he had not re-set it to local time since arriving on Okinawa.

In the barracks building, which was a simple one-story building on a concrete slab, with long wooden slats for sides, a line of screens along the upper portion, a screen door and a peaked roof made from corrugated metal, Jack saw that there was a row of bunks on either side of the center aisle. There were no foot or wall lockers. There was no latrine in the building. A concrete walk lead from the screened door to the asphalt Company Street. The heat inside the barracks was intense. There were rolled-up mattresses on the metal bed frames. No pillows or blankets. Jack dumped his duffel bag onto one of the empty bed frames and went back outside to seek relief from the oven-like heat of the interior of the building. He had a smoke and asked one of the guys who had bummed a cigarette from the time so that he could set his watch. “It’s just about 2:45 in the afternoon” the guy replied. Jack thanked him, noted the barracks building number above the door and walked out onto the street to have a look around. He saw some guys going into and exiting a building that looked the same as the barracks, but turned out to be the shower building. He walked over to have a look for the toilets and see where he could take a leak but didn’t see any toilets inside. The heat was a bit less, but that was most likely due to the fact that the water coming from the shower heads was not really steaming hot, but it was warm, probably from the warmth that must be hitting the pipes. He went back out and saw a shed that looked like an outhouse. He observed some guys urinating on the ground alongside it, and figured that was what they did over here. Then he walked up the street a bit to locate the mess hall and then to find the PX, and eventually found the EM Club. He went in and was surprised to hear a speaker playing some Doors song that he had heard back at Riley. He had a bottle of beer for a twenty-five cent MPC, sat down and just tried to take it all in. Here I am, having a beer, sweating my ass off, no weapon on me other than my pocket knife, maybe I needed to dig out my gun from my car, but nobody else seems to be concerned that we are in Vietnam. This is not what I had pictured in my head at all. He had a second beer, then stopped at the latrine before heading towards the mess hall. Loneliness overtook him. He still had the nagging feeling of missing someone. It was the same feeling he had back at Oakland when he woke up thinking that he had a brother with him, but could not picture the guy’s face.

Chow was simple. Sliced beef, gravy and mashed potatoes that might have been out of a can because they were dry and had a uniform consistency. There was white bread, butter in a can, very thin milk that came out of a huge silver container, not the milk dispenser that was used in the mess halls in the States or the ones in Germany, weak coffee, and fruit cocktail or jello for desert. Jack sat and had some of the coffee and a cigarette. He saw that the people doing the dishwashing might be civilian Vietnamese. The guys on the serving line were GI’s, but all physical labor was being done by very small people who must have been Vietnamese. There were both men and women. They didn’t smile and hardly spoke. Some passed through and collected stray mugs, plastic cups or silverware from the tables, but they didn’t say a word. He saw an exchange between a GI and one of the workers, who had made some sort of motion indicating that he wanted a cigarette. The guy gave him one. Jack thought Jeez, the bumming keeps coming. On the way out, he saw guys taking a small brown pill from a bowl on a table next to the door. He had not noticed the bowl when he came in. “Malaria pills” he heard one say. “One a day keeps yer ass from getting malaria no matter how many skeeters jab ya.” Jack took one, wondered if it was to be chewed or swallowed, and decided he’d take it down with a swallow of something later on. He felt the bottom of one of his pockets and found it to be damp, so he just popped the pill into his mouth and tried to get enough saliva circulating to get it down.

He hit the Service Club on the way back, but it was too crowded, with a line of guys waiting to shoot pool, a line of guys at the pinball machines, a bunch standing around the tables where card games were going on, and no television to watch. He went back to the EM Club and had another beer, but didn’t feel like talking to anyone, and didn’t see anyone that he recognized from the plane or the stops on the way. He decided to go back to the barracks and write a quick letter to let his family know that he had arrived, but did not have an address to which they could send a letter since he was not assigned to a unit yet.

On the way back to the barracks building, he saw guys lounging around the outside of some of the buildings, sitting with their backs against the wall, dozing, smoking or just resting their heads on top of their knees. Once inside, he saw that most of the guys who were sleeping, or trying to sleep, had undressed to just their undershorts and were laying on top of the mattresses, using a rolled-up towel or item of clothing as a pillow. He saw two guys who were laying on or under some sort of camouflaged sheet of soft fabric. A couple of guys were smoking or writing letters. Jack got out his letter-writing gear, jotted a quick note home, almost put a stamp on the envelope when he recalled that mail was supposedly free from Vietnam. He wrote “FREE” in the upper right-hand corner of the envelope, then added “AIR MAIL” almost as a joke, since he didn’t really know if the mail was going by boat because it was free. He lit a smoke and went back outside to find out where to mail letters. He had to ask a couple of guys, and was directed to the Mail Room, where a slot was located in the side of one wall. He deposited his letter, walked back to the barracks and almost went to have another beer but decided against it. In the barracks building, he did the same as the others, got undressed, unrolled the warm mattress and laid down. His body was wet with perspiration. He felt as if he was not going to be able to sleep in these conditions, but knew that he had no one to complain to. He wondered why they did not have a fan blowing at one end of the building. He momentarily considered going outside to hunch against the wall and see if he could sleep, but quickly abandoned that idea as hopeless. Mosquitoes continued buzzing in his ears, biting his arms and body, keeping him swatting at himself while hoping that the malaria pill would work.

“Fall Out! Fall Out! Formation at Zero Six Hundred! Fall Out! Shit, Shower, Shave. Hit the Mess Hall. Formation at Oh Six Hundred. Let’s Go!

He had fallen asleep, because the overhead lights and the yelling from the screened door woke him. Jack rolled out of bed, grabbed a cigarette and began to get dressed. He hadn’t showered last night, and didn’t feel like taking one now. He discovered that the air was a lot cooler than it had been last night as he walked out the screen door with his shaving kit and headed to the shower building, which had a few pull chains dangling from pipes which ran along the ceiling, some sinks and mirrors against one wall, no screens and no door. Some guys were showering, and complaining about the water being cold. Jack decided that he would do his showering at night if it meant that the water would be a bit warmer from the sun on the pipes or the ground or wherever the water came from, but then he realized that he was not going to be in the “Repo Depo” for a long time. The water was cool as he splashed his face at a sink, shaved, brushed his teeth and ran a hand over his head. He had kept his hair long, and had only had a neck trim and an “ear lowering” before reporting to Oakland. No one bugged him about his hair, so he had not gotten it cut since before leaving Riley. It wasn’t long enough to comb, but it wasn’t a “teddy bear” cut. He remembered Kneecap and how he would have reamed him out for his hair. He began to wonder what the guys back at Riley were doing as he made his way to the mess hall. Then he remembered that there were no toilets in the latrine, but there was a separate building that was obviously an outhouse of large proportions. The odor emanating from within it could be detected at the screen door of the shower building.

He saw the bowl of malaria pills at the door when he entered the mess hall, then began to wonder if it was too soon to take one after yesterday’s dose. He palmed it and went to the serving line. It was manned by GI’s, and again the manual labor parts of KP were being performed by people whom he assumed to be Vietnamese civilians. There were scrambled eggs, bacon, pancakes, something that could have been fried hash brown potatoes, thin milk and weak coffee. He loaded up on the scrambled eggs, but regretted it after the first forkful. The eggs sort of dissolved in his mouth after the first chew. He tried another forkful, then added some of the potatoes, then a strip of bacon, then tried a pancake sandwich, but the eggs did not have any body to them. He heard someone mention “powdered eggs” and then he knew what the problem was. He noticed a different taste to the pancakes too, and then he saw how the plastic cup of milk had a coating on the sides. “Powdered milk. Powdered eggs. What the fuck?” he said out loud. Even the bread had a different taste. Using the coffee, he washed everything down including the malaria pill. He was not going to get singled out for throwing away food, but then he saw that a lot of guys were dumping their food rather than eating it. He made a mental note to go easy on any servings of any food from this point on. He almost wished that he had access to some familiar C-Rations.

In the formation, they were told to get their toothbrushes and then were marched in a roughly military formation to a row of troughs, with pipes running over them, that was located behind the shower building. Faucets were visible every couple of feet apart. They were handed small tubes of toothpaste and were told that this was toothpaste with a special ingredient that had been developed just for them. They were to give their teeth a thorough brushing, then a second brushing, using all of the toothpaste in the tube. The sergeant who had marched them to the troughs told them that they would not have to bother to brush their teeth while they were in ‘Nam. This special toothpaste would help keep Charlie from getting a whiff of Colgate out in the bush. “This might even save a life or two” he said. Next he formed them up and told them to be sure to take a malaria pill every day, once a day. He told them “Lay off using any pit spray, whore bath, fuckin’ mouth wash, hair shit, fuzzy bubble shampoo, pussy smelling soap, after fuckin’ shave, hair tonic or any other stink fuckin’ shit yer old lady or yer sweet thing shoved on you back home.” He went on to point out a barber shop and told them to get a haircut to “Keep the cooties off yer heads.” Jack certainly didn’t want any head lice, so he decided to get himself a haircut later. The sergeant didn’t say what was to be done with their toothbrushes. He saw a few guys toss them into a trash bin, but merely shoved his into his pocket, just in case the sergeant was pulling their legs about not needing to brush their teeth.

Next, the sergeant told them about drinking water. He said something about it being “Poe-Table” and held up a small silver colored packet. He shook them and said “These here is yer chlo-reen tabs. Gonna let ya drink damn near anything y’all want, ceptin rice paddy water. Makes yer canteen taste like it got yer baby brother’s swimming pool in it, but ya best drink water here in the ‘Nam or you’s gonna shrink yer dick off.” Everyone took several of the packets and shoved them into pockets.

The sergeant finished by asking how many had qualified with the M16. Jack raised his hand and found himself in a small group. Names were taken. He was told that he was able to skip a five day training session since he had already learned to shoot, and because of that, the group earned the “privilege” of pulling guard duty that night, so they were marched off to meet the OD. The heat was already building, and the smell that had assaulted his nose when he first arrived now had a source. His eyes bulged out as he saw some civilians pulling sawed-off bottoms of fifty-gallon drums out from the back of the outhouse. They were dumping the collected material into one can bottom and somehow setting it on fire. Oily black smoke rose from the flames together with an intolerable smell that was becoming familiar. “It’s burning shit. No fuckin’ way! Burning shit. That’s the smell. Burning shit. Vietnam smells like burning shit.” Now he understood what the guys upstairs had been talking about. He hoped that he would not have to do that.

The Officer of the Day turned Jack’s group over to the Sergeant of the Guard, who in turn had a clerk take down their names and barracks numbers. They were then taken to a building where they were issued a helmet, web belt, canteen, and a ‘flak vest’. The vest was the thing that Jack had seen being worn by those on guard duty at the gate. The clerk pointed at a building next door which was surrounded by chain link fence and sandbags, and told that was where they were to report at 1730 hours to be issued weapons and ammunition. One of the guys asked if they had to wear the gear for the rest of the day. The clerk responded that he “Didn’t care if you wore it or shoved it up your ass,” but it was issued to them and if they didn’t return it after guard duty, Uncle Sam would take it out of their next paycheck. The clerk kept calling them “cherries” and told them to be sure to fill their canteens with water, not anything else. He called them a bunch of “Butt-fucked dick heads” who were “Going to have about a snowball’s chance in hell of making it outta ‘Nam.” Jack had no choice but to carry or wear the equipment for the remainder of the day.

Jack got a haircut at the barber’s. He declined the shave, not trusting the straight razor in the hands of the little Vietnamese man. The haircut was done with a hand clipper and cost twenty-five cents. He could have had a shave, haircut and a massage all the way to the waist for a dollar thirty. Jack just went with the haircut though. He didn’t know if tipping was required, but he had never paid more than fifty cents for a haircut on base before, so he just paid double the price. The little man’s face lit up and he called Jack a “Number One.” Jack didn’t know what that meant. He wondered if the guy was telling him he was a piss. Jack was sure that if the guy called him a “Number Two” he would be calling Jack a piece of shit. He just thanked the guy and went to the EM Club for a beer, carrying his helmet, web gear and flak vest. During supper, which was canned stew, rice and canned pudding, he heard some guys talking about an attack that could be coming. They said that rockets would probably be aimed at the Bien Hoa, and that Charlie might try to get inside the wire since Ho Chi Minh’s birthday was coming up. Jack assumed that if they knew they were going to be attacked there would probably be extra troops outside the wire waiting for the attack, or extra firepower lined up to repel any attacks. He decided that the Army must know what it was doing.

Promptly at 1730, Jack stood in front of the sandbagged building, swatting mosquitoes. A Sergeant of the Guard, different from the one he had been with earlier that day, checked off names on a clipboard. He then noticed the insignia on Jack’s lapel. “Oh, good,” said the sergeant, “Gotta have a few NCO’s to be in charge of bunkers.” Jack’s stomach flopped. He had completely forgotten about the insignia. He should have gone to the PX and purchased another Spec5 insignia, but had never given it a thought. He raised his hand to tell the Sergeant, who in turn said “Yeah, you. You are gonna be in charge of some bunkers, dipshit, so shut the fuck up and let’s get a move on up to the line. Everybody grab a ’16 and two bandoliers from the clerk there and fall in on me. Let’s Go! Move it!” Each person was handed an M16 by a Spec4, who took their name as he read off the last four digits of the serial number of the rifle to someone inside the building who was passing the weapons out the door. The bandoliers were a sling made from some sort of greyish green cloth holding seven magazines of ammunition. Someone asked if they should take two. The Spec4 just sneered and said “Fuck No, Cherry-ass dickhead. If you need more than one you are probably getting over-run and yer gonna be dead anyways.”

The Sergeant of the Guard was yelling over his shoulder for them to catch up to him. He had walked up the Company Street. Jack and the rest hurried to catch up, bandoliers swinging and banging into their legs as they jogged after the Sergeant.

They proceeded past the last of the buildings to a dirt road, across which a series of sandbagged bunkers were connected by a low sandbag wall. A cleared area was located in front of the bunkers and there were a couple of fifty-gallon cans dug into the ground with sandbags piled behind them. Probably ‘Foo gas’ like they showed us in Basic Jack thought. A few yards beyond the dug-in cans, he could see upright stakes supporting close-coiled rolls of barbed wire stacked about three rows high. The barbed wire was different from the barbed wire that he had seen before. It appeared to be flat and composed of thin flat blades rather than pointed barbs. There were cans dangling from the wire in spots all along the perimeter. The land past the barbed wire looked to be an open area, but could have been a farm field, since he saw some people wearing straw hats carrying wide baskets and bending over to pick at something. A huge brownish black animal with horns was standing near a couple of children as it grazed upon the stalks or leaves of a green plant. The children were motionless, squatting and staring at the bunkers.

The Sergeant of the Guard pointed to Jack. “You! Bunkers 15, 16 and 17. Three to a bunker. Peel off nine. The rest follow me. Relief at 0600 hours.”

Jack had hardly used his rank to tell anyone to do anything. He had once tried to get Curt to do a Police Call back at Riley, but Curt had just laughed, told Jack to “Go get fucked” and ran away. Jack had all of about three seconds to assume command of nine individuals. He turned and counted off nine guys, separating them from the end of the group and then assigned three to each of the bunkers, which he saw were designated with large painted numbers, so he could tell which was which. In a few minutes the Sergeant of the Guard returned with several of the relieved guard detail following behind him. He told Jack to follow him, went to Bunker 15 and said “Get in.” Jack bent over and crawled into the bunker’s opening. It was dim, hot and stinky inside. It smelled a bit like a locker room for gym class back at high school. A few mosquitoes found his ears. The Sergeant poked his head into the opening.

“Each bunker has charging handles for the ‘Foo Gas’ and the claymores out front. Don’t nobody squeeze none of that shit unless you see that wire full of gooks. Get your guys inside and tell them to see the handles while it’s still light out. If they gotta have a smoke, ain’t no lighting up inside the bunkers. Makes the firing slit shine like a motherfucker and Charlie can take a bead on it from a mile away. Ain’t supposed to be no smoking out here anyhow, but it’s a pain in the ass to stop, so that’s your call. Them handles is marked FG on the outs and the inner ones is yer clay’s with a CM. Got it?” Jack saw the firing slit with a stack of sandbags beneath it, then took in the handles dangling from the sandbag wall. He could see the letters “FG” and “CM” stenciled on the sandbags in a neat line that ran from left to right under the firing slit. He couldn’t understand how anyone would be able to see the letters in the dark, but did not want to ask any questions.

“Got it, Sergeant” but the guy had already pulled his head away from the opening. Jack crawled out and faced him. Next, the Sergeant told him that the password for tonight was “Flea Powder,” he would check on them every two hours, that he should stay low going between bunkers and asked if Jack had any questions. Jack said “So I am on duty all night?” to which the Sergeant replied “It’s guard duty, you fuckin’ cherry douche bag! Guard duty! Ain’t no fuckin’ picnic. That’s Charlie out there come night time. He comes through the wire you better light his ass up and hold this line until me and my relief platoon gets here. You got that, dumb ass? You fuck up and I’m gonna rip you a new asshole someplace where everybody will see it.” Jack could hear snickering from the soldiers behind the Sergeant, who turned on them and silenced them with a glare.

There was no other response that Jack could think of, other than to be sure not to call the guy “Sir,” so he said “Yes, Sergeant” and gave him a nod.

The Sergeant walked away muttering something that Jack could not hear.

Jack saw a few of his assigned guards standing outside the bunkers, so he went to each and gave them the password, telling them that he would whisper “Flea” and they should respond “Powder” when he checked on them. He told them that one person must be awake at all times, that they could sort it out however they wanted, but that he and the Sergeant of the Guard would be checking on them all night. He told the three assigned to the first bunker to get in. He explained the handles to them just the way that they had been explained to him. He was asked about how to see in the dark by one of the guys in the middle bunker, so he told him to memorize the locations of the handles and quickly pulled his head back out of the opening. The third bunker crew settled in without any questions.

Sitting with his back against the low sandbag wall, waving mosquitoes from his neck and ears, Jack tried his hand at lighting a cigarette with his body blocking the flame, but felt that he was too illuminated, even though it was not fully dark. His could feel his heart pounding, and realized that he had been sort of holding his breath the whole time that the Sergeant was explaining things to him. He decided to do a check on the bunker crews after his smoke. He field stripped the butt, stuffed the filter into his pocket and did a duck walk behind the low wall. At Bunker 15 he could hear the guys inside talking. He whispered “Flea” but got no response from inside. They were supposed to challenge him, he thought, but if they were not watching out the entrance they would not know if anyone was coming. He sharply tapped the butt of his M16 on the ground. One of the guys stuck his head out and asked “What the fuck?” Jack held back the urge to chew the guy out, and told him that he had better use the password, and that they should keep one set of eyeballs looking out the slit and another watching the opening in case the Sergeant of the Guard snuck up on them. That seemed to make sense to the bunker crew, so he repeated the instructions to each of the other two bunkers, and then he settled down with his back against Bunker 17 to have another smoke. One of the guards in the bunker lay stretched out on his stomach, with only his head sticking out of the entrance, and smoked from a cigarette cupped in his hand.

“This here’s my second tour, ya know?” the soldier said to Jack. “I re-upped to get my Spec4 back and the bonus. Got busted a couple times, then got dumped by the old lady and now here I am headed back to my old unit somewhere down in the Delta. They most likely will chopper my ass with a bunch of cherries soon as they get their shit together.” Jack wanted to ask a bunch of questions, but only limited them to the guy’s name – it was Pete – then a few about Pete’s MOS – Pete said he was a “41 jerkoff,” which Jack didn’t understand. He wanted to ask about Pete’s unit but instead asked if he could keep a handle on the other two guys in the bunker. Assured by Pete’s “No sweat, man” Jack learned that the guy had spent most of his time as a REMF – a “Rear Area Mother Fucker,” Pete called it, and that the guy had a few tricks up his sleeve for staying up on guard duty. Pete produced a packet of C-Ration coffee, handed it to Jack and told him to pour the whole thing in his mouth and just let it melt and swallow it in little bits. Jack did as Pete suggested. He liked coffee, so he had no trouble with the pile of bitter crystals on his tongue. Then Pete told him to “Jamb some into the ‘chew’ spot in your cheek,” so he did that too. Jack offered Pete a smoke, hoping that the offer would be declined, since he only had a few left in the pack. Pete must have seen that, because he gave Jack two of his own. Pete then asked if Jack had heard that they might get an attack that night. Jack told Pete that he had heard some talk in the mess hall. Pete said not to believe everything you hear, but if it was from guys that were stationed here, it could be true. They had another smoke together, smacking a mosquito now and then before Jack moved on to the next bunker and found one guy sitting outside, awake. The guy properly challenged Jack, even though he had clearly seen Jack approaching in the dim light. Jack responded and moved on to the next bunker.

Rather than crawling back and forth between bunkers for the entire night, Jack decided to stay hunched down in a sort of squat position outside Bunker 15. He gave this selection a lot of thought. If that Sergeant has six bunkers to check, he is going to start at one end or the other, not in the middle. If he starts at this end, I’m on it. If he starts at the other end, I will see him coming and be able to challenge him, so I stay right here and see how this all pans out.

His logic proved to be sound, as the Sergeant approached the Bunker sometime after 9 PM and again after midnight. Both times Jack was awake, partly because of the mosquitoes, but also because there had been some shots fired somewhere outside the perimeter off to the far right, followed by flares popping every now and then. In the light of the flares, Jack tried to peer out to see if he could detect anyone in or near the barbed wire. The flares hissed as they slowly floated to the ground. The way that they swayed as they descended cause reddish shadows to move over the landscape. It was hard to tell if something was moving or standing still.

A short while after the Sergeant’s next check, during which he had told Jack to “Keep sharp. Stay alert. Something’s up,” Jack was on his way between bunkers when shots rang out at several places along the perimeter. He heard something impact against the ground near a building behind the bunker line. He saw what appeared to be a fiery line cross the air, most likely a tracer. He heard a voice shouting “Gooks in the wire!” and heard shots being fired from bunkers to the right of his position. He suddenly wanted to be at Bunker 17 with Pete, but he was just to the right of Bunker 15 when the shooting started. He heard shooting coming from inside Bunker 15, so he turned and crawled back. When he got to the entrance, no one challenged him. He guessed that it would not be a good idea to stick his head inside the opening, so he stopped next to the entrance and yelled “Hey, it’s me! Coming in!” and looked inside. He could see that two of the guys were taking turns shooting up through the firing slit, but they were not peering out or taking aim. They were just sticking the barrel of their M16 out of the slit and shooting at an angle, up into the sky. Jack yelled at them to stop shooting and continued yelling until they stopped. The inside of the bunker was filled with the smell of gun smoke. Jack’s ears were ringing. He asked them what they were shooting at, but could not understand their reply. He told them to look out the slit and shoot if they saw someone in the wire, not just to shoot and waste ammunition. He crawled back out of the bunker and headed in a crouching sort of scramble for Bunker 16.

As he made his way toward his destination in a hunched-over duck walk, he could see flashes of gunfire from the bunkers up the line. There was no firing from his bunkers. He told himself that he was going to have to thank Pete for keeping his bunker under control. Suddenly he saw a civilian in dark clothing getting up from the sandbag wall a ways ahead of him, between Bunkers 16 and 17. The man was dressed in a shirt and very short pants. Jack had no idea who it was, so he yelled out the first part of the password. “Flea!” The man looked at Jack and then turned around as he pulled at something that he was holding in one hand. Jack could see a truck a short distance down the bunker line that appeared to have a Quad Fifty mounted on the back, slowly heading in his direction, with the guns shooting short bursts out over the perimeter. The civilian man looked at the truck and raised his arm. Then he must have decided that he could not throw as far as the truck, so he threw whatever he had up in the air. Jack’s mind raced with the idea that the man might have thrown a rock or it could be a hand grenade. He had no idea if the man was aiming at Bunker 16 or at him, so he half turned and began to move away. He managed a few steps when he heard a loud “bang” and felt something hit his flak vest, knocking him forward, stinging his lower back and sprawling him onto the ground.

The sling of the bandolier pulled at his neck as he fell on top of the magazines. He realized that he had not loaded a magazine into his weapon. He thought for sure that the man who threw the grenade was going to be on top of him in a second. He rolled onto his back, feeling a sting again, and fumbled with the bandolier trying to get a magazine out of its pouch. He did not see the man, but saw a couple of green tracers flying in the sky towards the truck with the Quad Fifty, which returned fire with a long burst.

Suddenly the Sergeant of the Guard was behind Jack, yelling at him, asking him “What the fuck?” and calling him a “Cherry ass motherfucker” plus a few other assorted words that Jack could not comprehend but knew that they were cuss words of one kind or another. ”I got hit with something, Sarge. Some civilian-looking guy came out of nowhere and threw a grenade at me.”

“Bull fuckin’ shit you pansy-ass motherfucker” said the Sergeant. “Why the fuck you ain’t in a bunker? What the fuck you doin’ layin’ on yer ass with incoming rounds?”

Jack got up, turned his back towards the Sergeant and said “Look. Something hit me in the back and some guy is out here throwing grenades at us.”

The Sergeant grabbed Jack’s flak vest and then pushed it up and looked at his back.

“Ouch!” said Jack. There was a sharp, fiery sensation above his belt.

“Man the wall. Watch for sappers!” the Sergeant yelled to the guys in the response platoon who had accompanied him. He turned back to Jack and told him to “Get yer ass to the medic over there.” Jack saw the Red Cross on the helmet of the medic kneeling where the Sergeant indicated. The firing along the wall and from the Quad Fifty had stopped. Jack stood up and felt a sting in his back as the web gear and lower edge of the flak vest pushed against him. His rear felt warm and sticky.
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The medic placed a pad against Jack’s lower back and tied it around his waist. He told him to drink some water and see if he could stand. Jack got the canteen out, unscrewed it and took a sip. It was then that he realized how thirsty he was, so he took a few more gulps. The medic called someone over and told him to go with Jack to the Dispensary. Jack had to stop walking after a short while. His body had begun to shake. The guy helped him light a cigarette and he asked Jack what barracks number he was in. Jack told him. The guy said that it was almost time for reveille, so he could get in to the Dispensary for Sick Call right away. The guy left Jack at the door to the Dispensary and walked away. Jack sat on the step and had another cigarette. His back was stinging and he could feel that his underwear was sticking to his rear end. He drew up his knees, placed his M16 across his lap, rested his arms on his knees, and then placed his chin onto his arms. He was very tired. He thought about taking off his helmet.

The Dispensary door opened. Jack had dozed off, but was poked awake by the first guy in the line that had formed in front of the Dispensary. He struggled but got up using his M16 as a support and walked in. He spent the next few minutes frustrating the Dispensary clerk, since all that Jack could do was provide the facts: He did not have a unit, he had no orders, he was on guard duty last night, there was shooting, he was put in charge of Bunkers 15, 16 and 17 by the Sergeant of the Guard. He did not know the name of the Sergeant and something hit him in the back. The clerk filled out a few things on a sheet of paper, attached it to a clipboard and handed the clipboard to Jack, telling him to sit over along the wall and wait for a doctor. Jack realized that he was still wearing the flak jacket and helmet when he sat on the bench and the helmet hit the wall behind him. He was about to light up a cigarette when he saw the “No Smoking” sign. He was putting away the cigarette when a doctor in a white gown came up to him and asked if his weapon was cleared. Jack replied that it was never loaded in the first place. The doctor asked him if he could get up and when Jack did, the doctor told Jack to follow him. They walked a short distance along a hall to a partitioned area where the doctor told Jack to place his rifle on the floor and remove the bandolier. Jack did as the doctor requested. Then the doctor told him to get on the examining table and to remove the flak vest and his shirt. Jack did as he was told. He noticed that the back of the flak vest was torn. He noticed that there was blood on the bottom edge of the flak vest and there was blood on his shirt. The doctor looked at his back, squirted something warm onto it, and then told him to stand up, take off the web belt and lower his trousers. Jack did all that, then the doctor looked at Jack’s exposed rear end and upper legs, then told him to pull up his trousers and to sit back down on the examining table. The doctor said that it looked like there might be some foreign matter in the epidermis but he could not send Jack to the 24th Evac Hospital for further treatment. That had to be done by his unit. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic vial. He handed two capsules to Jack and told him to take them with some water. They would take some of the pain away. Jack asked the doctor to hand him his canteen. The doctor said to wait, called for a Med Spec to come in and help get Jack some water and get cleaned up, told Jack to report to Sick Call as soon as he got assigned to a unit and left. The Med Spec came in, picked up the web belt with the canteen, handed it to Jack, wiped Jack’s back with a warm solution, wrapped another pad around his back and told him to wait for transportation in the room outside. Jack wanted to ask if the 24th was from his previous Division, but the Med Spec had already gone on to his next assignment.

Jack picked up his M16, bandolier and other gear, made his way out of the examining area and found a seat in the room where he had entered. He wanted to get some sleep. He wanted a cigarette. He didn’t feel hungry, but his stomach hurt. His back didn’t hurt too much. He was about to go out and have a cigarette when someone came in and yelled “Listen Up! Yo! Listen up!”

The room fell silent. Jack had no idea what was going on, but apparently things like this happened, since the clerk did not stop doing whatever it was that he was doing with his paperwork. There was a Med Spec helping a guy into the examining area who ignored the yelling and kept going.

The soldier at the door was dressed in fatigues, but they were sweat-stained and filthy, not clean at all. He had a towel around his neck, tucked into the front of his fatigue shirt. He wore a floppy green hat – a “booney cap” was the term that Jack had heard someone call it. He wore a web belt with a canteen, ammunition pouches and a sidearm holster with the butt of a .45 sticking out. The belt seemed to be attached to some sort of suspender straps that went up and over each shoulder.

“The 101st is having themselves a good time up north. Any of y’all that wants to join in the fun kicking Charlie’s ass from hill to hill can come with me right now. Who wants to join? Come on! Don’t miss out.”

The 101st Jack realized. That’s the one with the eagle patch. I’ve seen pictures of them from D-Day. They are way cool. Dad would get a big fuckin’ kick outta that if I was in the 101st. Bet he’d open up and tell me about his stuff from WW2 if I was to join them.

The man came closer, and Jack could see that he was a Staff Sergeant by the little black pin-on insignias on his collar. The Staff Sergeant approached Jack. “Looks like y’all are ready to go” he looked at Jack’s collar. “Sergeant, we positively need us a few more noncoms to come on up and have some fun with the gooks. What ’ya say? Wanta come with me and be a ‘Screaming Eagle’?” Jack’s stomach grabbed at him again. He was still not wearing the correct insignia. He thought for a second, then decided oh just fuck it. It went along this far. It can get straightened out when I get to my unit. I can explain everything. What are they gonna do to me? Send me to fuckin’ Vietnam?

“I’m supposed to go on Sick Call to get my back looked at when I get to my unit, Sarge” Jack said.

“What unit are you in? I can get you transferred easy as hell” replied the Sergeant. “Hey, you ain’t one of them shake and bakes, are you? How long you been in?”

“Going on two years” Jack responded.

“That’s fuckin’ A. Some of them shits don’t know their left nut from their right elbow and can’t read a map worth shit. Lost us a few, we have. Damn shame. What outfit were you headed for?”

“I’m not assigned yet.”

“Well that’s better yet” said the Sergeant. “What’s wrong with yer back?”

“Got something in it last night. Doc here gave me a couple of capsules and it doesn’t hurt too much and I don’t think it’s bleeding anymore.” Jack turned and raised his shirt so that the Sergeant could see the pad that was tied around his waist.

“We got docs and all that with us up North” said the Sergeant. “Just get your gear and hop on in the truck that’s waiting right out the door. We can swing by and get your duffel bag and I can stop by the head shed and tell them where you are going. Anybody else? Come on. Y’all can go on Sick Call later.” He looked around the room, and a couple of others raised their hands and got up. “That’s it. That’s the way. Let’s go! Out into the truck. Anybody else?”

Jack picked up his gear and went out the door. He climbed into the rear of the three-quarter ton that was outside. There were a couple more guys in the back. The front seat was already taken. He got a boost from someone behind him when he was bouncing on one foot to get a leg up over the tailgate. The guy nearly catapulted him over the edge. Jack got onto his knees, then pulled himself up and sat on the bench. He put the flak vest on so that he would not have to carry it. The Sergeant got into the driver’s side, then stuck his head through the canvas flap and asked for barracks numbers. Jack told him his and the other guys yelled out their numbers. The Sergeant must have been scribbling them down. He shouted out “OK, got them. Listen up for yours and get your gear and come on back most Rickey tick. We got us a plane to catch over yonder at Bien Hoa.”

Jack wanted to ask about the gear that he was assigned, the M16 and returning it like he was told, but he figured that he could ask the Sergeant when he was done dropping everyone off. The Sergeant passed back a pack of cigarettes. Jack took one, then another for later. He got out when the Sergeant called out his barracks number, went into the building, unlocked his duffel bag from the bedframe and dragged it out. He was able to hoist it up and someone inside the truck grabbed it. He managed to climb in on his own.

The truck stopped and the Sergeant passed a clipboard back through the flap. “Write down your name, rank and serial number and I will have your 201’s transferred up to your new unit.”

Jack did as he was told. He knew that his rank was E5, same as a three-striper. The Sergeant had said “Name. Rank. Serial Number.” So that is what Jack wrote down and then passed the clipboard to the next guy. He thought about mentioning that he was a Spec5 to the Sergeant, but did not want to get kicked out of the 101st, so he just kept his mouth shut and had a cigarette.

After a few minutes, the Sergeant came back to the truck and got in. “Alright! Let’s go Rakkasans!”

“What the fuck does that mean?” One of the guys said. Jack thought the same thing, but was a bit too tired to ask any more questions. He hoped that he could sleep on the plane.

The truck ride to the airbase lulled Jack to sleep but he woke up feeling hungry when the three-quarter-ton stopped and the Sergeant yelled for them to “Fall Out! Let’s Go! Unass the truck. Grab your shit and get on out of the way!” He had lost his friendly attitude, Jack noticed. Then he realized that he had not eaten since yesterday. All he had consumed were a couple of swallows of water from his canteen. He was still wearing the same clothes that he had on when he first changed from his khakis to jungle fatigues and he had begun to smell dirty. His back stung but was not hurting very badly. He could feel that the bandage pad was wet from perspiration running down his back. As he got out he could see that the truck had pulled up to a large airplane parked outside of a hangar building, sitting with its ramp down as it was being loaded with supplies. A group of six soldiers lounged around in the shade on the side of the hangar, smoking, joking, napping, and playing cards. Some were wearing rucksacks on their backs or were sitting on the ground leaning against their load. He dragged his duffel bag over, made sure he was in the shade and sat down on it. The movement made his back sting as the pad rubbed against the cuts. The Sergeant came over in a few minutes and yelled “Line ‘em up, sergeant!” Jack realized that he was being addressed again, but saw that one of soldiers in the group with the rucksacks sprang up, shouted “Rakkasans!” and assembled the others into a line, then waited for further directions from the Sergeant, who pumped his fist up and down, which must have been some sort of signal, because the line of soldiers moved ahead and walked up the ramp of the airplane.

“Alright, dickheads and dumbfucks next. Let’s Go! That means you, lumpnuts.” He pointed to Jack. “Off yer ass and on that plane. Let’s Go! Move it! You are Rakkasans now. Get on up and go! You waiting for a written invitation? This is it! Airborne!”

There was that word again. It meant something. Some kind of a person or a group Jack thought. He remembered some of the chants in Basic when they were running. Some of the Platoon Sergeants yelling it after they would shout “All the way! Up the hill!” He was starting to regret volunteering to join the Sergeant to go have some “fun.” He was beginning to think that he should have waited to be assigned to a unit to go on Sick Call to have someone look at his back. Then he remembered that the Sergeant had said they had doctors where he was headed, so that was a good thing. Maybe it would be faster this way. There was no telling how long it would have taken to get assigned to a unit if he had waited. He was also thinking that his back could get infected, and hoped that whatever the doctor and the Med Tech had put on his back had cleaned it enough.
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