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“Once you know, you can never not know.”

“We have no concrete idea who created the
waters, but we are quite certain that the fish did not.”

— Doctor Ouellette —

————

“Glance into the world just as though time was
gone, and everything crooked will become straight to you.”

— Friedrich Nietzsche —

————

I wrote these letters between October 18, 1968,
and October 1, 1969. I was an eighteen year old Marine serving in
Vietnam as a rifleman.

I did not see these letters after I had sent
them to my family for more than sixteen years. When I did see them
again, it was my father who handed me a Hush Puppy shoebox which he
had used to store my letters. This was in 1985.

When I began to read the letters, although I
thought I wanted to look into my past, the letters upset me enough
that I could not finish reading them. I put them back in the
shoebox and left them untouched for another eleven years.

In 1996, I took them out of hiding with the
intentions of writing a book based on the fact that what I had
stated in the letters, and what had actually happened, were two
different things. So I began to write a book that I thought would
reveal things people needed to know, sort of like the Between
the Line stuff, so that they might have a clearer picture of my
make-up.

The book was going well until I got to the part
where I had been hospitalized for combat stress—also what the
doctors had said could be referred to as battle fatigue. At that
part of the story, I stopped writing. I had lost my drive to look
back at Vietnam, although Vietnam had not lost its drive to come at
me.

Another sixteen years passed before I found the
way to finish the story. What I present to you has been a long time
in coming, about something in my life, a long time ago.
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Letter # 1

​October
18, 1968

Hi everybody,

Well I've been in the Nam for over 24 hours,
and it's been raining the whole time. I'm still in Da Nang so I
don't have an address which you can write me at.

I've been assigned to the 5th Marines, 1st
Mar Div. But because of the rain, the helicopters cannot get us
into the area. It could be one day or one week before I get to my
unit. There's no hurry anyway cause right now 1/5 is being hit very
hard by NVA. We seen a chopper come in from 1/5 with medevacs.
Right now I'm sleeping on a cot with a roof over my head and a
wooden floor, so I'm doing all right. The air field is right beside
my hut and those phantoms and skyhawks fly out of here 24 hours a
day. About 80 go out an hour.

On my flight out to Okinawa, we stopped in
Hawaii for 45 minutes. What I saw of Hawaii was little, but it was
awful hot. I can say I've been at least. Okinawa was real nice and
the weather was a cool 90. The towns were worse than Mexico, so you
know I had a real good time. I like places like that. You really
learn a lot.

About 5:00 am today the lights went out on
the Air base and Marine base. Then about three rocket rounds fell
about 3 miles away. That's about the only thing I've seen so far.
I'll write tomorrow. I don't want ya to worry cause I'm all right
and can handle myself.

Call Sharon and tell her I'm okay.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

Sharon was my girlfriend.






Letter # 2

​19 Oct
68

Dear Mom & Dad & kids,

Well, the rain finally ceased enough for the
choppers to get in and get us out to our regiment.

My address is as follows:

PFC O'Connell P.E. 2422671

3rd BN 5th Marine Regiment 1st Mar Div

Mike Company

FPO San Francisco, Calif. 96602

The mail should get to me all right with that
address.

I am at a place called An Hoa. It's a base
situated about 30 miles from Da Nang (I don't know in what
direction) and built in the middle of a mud puddle.

My company just came back from a 27 day
operation and got hit pretty bad.

Tomorrow I start 4 days of orientation and
then I'm just like the rest of them.

Well, the light situation seems to hinder my
writing for now. I'll try and write tomorrow.

Take care & don't worry.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

I've always been struck by the line, “Tomorrow I
start four days of orientation, and then I'm just like the rest of
them.”

I had watched Mike company come back into An Hoa
from an operation. The Marines looked nothing like any I had ever
seen before. The spit-shine and polish was long gone. Every marine
was weighted down with enormous packs on their backs. They plodded
along. They could hardly lift their feet when they walked, and most
of them needed a shave. Their trousers were rolled up to just below
their knees. The bare skin between the top of the socks and the
roll of the trousers was caked with a red-tinted mud.






Letter # 3

​20 Oct
68

Dear everybody,

Well it's another rainy day in Vietnam. When
they say it’s been known to rain 40 days and nights you can believe
it.

Today I had to fill sandbags and build a
bunker where a mortar round came in last night. No big worry. It
was at least 300 yards away. That's for really!!!

Tomorrow I draw my rifle and packs and the
rest of my gear.

You wouldn't believe this but I've slept
better in Vietnam than I have in a long time. The food ain't been
too bad but the only thing is that supplies are hard to come by so
there is only two meals a day. Everybody says An Hoa is gonna be
another Khe Sanh. I hope not.

A lot of guys are getting souvenirs off the
NVA like crazy, so if I do I'll send it home to Tommy. I've seen
NVA watches, belts, hats, and canteens that are engraved.

Well got to go for now. Take care & God
bless ya all.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

Hard to believe one could be in Vietnam for days
without a weapon, but it was true.

————

Tommy was my kid brother. He was fifteen at the
time. He wanted to become a Marine when he turned seventeen, but
drugs changed his mind for him in the two years that preceded his
seventeenth birthday. A heroin addict, he would succumb to AIDS
before he turned forty.






Letter # 4

​23 Oct
68

Hi everybody,

Well, I'm sorry I haven't written in the last
two days but I had to get resupplied with writing material, that
is, run down to the PX and buy it.

Well, it finally stopped raining but the NVA
have taken advantage and started their move towards Da Nang. The
artillery as of this morning has killed 100 and all the companies
have moved out again to stop them from going any further north.
That's about it on the war scene.

Would you believe I bought a case of “RC
Cola” today? It only cost me $2.40 or $.10 a can. Over here it
don't matter whether it's hot or cold, but unfortunately it's hot.
When ya open the can it blows over so much you almost lose your
head. Plus I bought a carton of cigarettes for $1.20. That's pretty
cheap.

I wish you could see me because ever since I
left Mass I've been growing a mustache. Don't tell me where it's
coming from but ya can definitely see it.

Oh, no big thing, but I finally got to take a
shower after a week. Boy, did I stink. The dirt must have been a
1/4” thick.

Other than that, I'm in the best of health
and feel real great. There is no need to worry as I'm in the rear
until I finish school which is Sunday. But even after that I don't
want ya to worry.

Well, got to go.

Love, Paul

PS. Have ya received the allotment?






—Between the Lines—

The first time I ever shaved in my life was at
Parris Island, and even that night, standing before the sink and
mirror, not one whisker, or even peach-fuzz, could be seen on my
face. I shaved because the Drill Instructor had ordered me to. The
only thing shaving did for me the first time was to turn my face
into a bloody mess.

———

What I was calling a mustache was nothing more
than sparse, individual whiskers. I was trying to impress my
father, wanting him to think I was a man, able to grow facial
hair.






Letter # 5

​24 Oct
68

Hi everybody,

This letter is gonna be short because the
light is getting dim fast.

Well, everything is really going good with me
and I hope it's likewise.

Has Bobby reported back yet? I bet he was
really glad to get home again. I bet Cheryl was happy too.

Have Tommy and Marsha been doing good in
school? Have them write also if they will, as it's a real
boost.

I'm enclosing a clipping from a South Vietnam
paper, as this is the unit I'm in.

Well got to go. Take care and don't
worry.

Love ya all, Paul






—Between the Lines—

The clipping was a picture of President Johnson
presenting a Presidential Unit Citation to the Fifth Marines,
acknowledging their exemplary combat performance which had resulted
in the defeat of a strong enemy force during a drawn out battle
somewhere in the mountains surrounding Da Nang.

———

Cheryl is my older sister. Bobby is her husband.
Back in 1968, just after returning from their honeymoon, Bobby
received his draft notice. On the day he reported for induction,
two busloads of men were transported to the South Boston Army Base
for physicals and possible induction into the armed forces. Out of
the two busloads, only two men were drafted—Bobby and one other
guy. The others dodged the draft one way or another

Bobby was offered a chance to avoid Vietnam if
he enlisted for three years instead of being drafted for two. The
Army told him he would serve his time in Germany if he agreed to
their deal, but Bobby said he would take his chances with the two
years which meant he would end up in Vietnam.

Somehow he ended up going to Germany anyway,
instead of Vietnam. The other guy took the Army up on the
three-year deal which was supposed to keep him from going to war,
but the Army did not keep their word. With the broken promise, he
ended up in Vietnam where he was wounded and awarded a Purple
Heart.






Letter # 6

​27 Oct
68

Hi everybody,

Well how's everything been back in the home
front? By the time you receive this letter it will probably be
Halloween or after Halloween, so I wish you all a happy
Halloween.

I was just wondering how Joe has been making
out with his flower shop lately. Has he gone out of business yet?
What's daddy planning on doing if he does?

I'm all done with school and will be going
out with the company probably Friday. They went out yesterday and
will be back Monday or Tuesday. As of now they haven't made any
contact.

Last night I had bunker watch and sat behind
a huge 50 cal. machine gun but didn't get a chance to fire it as
everything was peaceful on the war front.

Have you been receiving the allotments? I
hope so. A few days after the 1st of December, I'll be sending a
money order home for about $275. Out of that I want ya to give
Tommy and Marsha and Cheryl all $5 for Christmas, and I want mamma
and daddy to pay one of their bills. Plus I want ya to pick out a
friendship ring for Sharon, and when Christmas nears, bring it down
for me. I'll write more information later. Got to go for now.

Love, Paul

PS. The dot on the map marks An Hoa.






—Between the Lines—

My father worked part time, delivering flowers
for a guy by the name of Joe Kaplosky who owned the flower shop.
Actually, before I joined the Marines, I also worked at the shop. I
delivered dish gardens, and at Christmas time I sold wreaths and
Christmas trees. In one of my father's daily letters to me, he
stated how Joe was thinking of selling out.

———

The stationary I wrote on had a map of Vietnam
in the upper left hand corner of the envelope, so I marked where An
Hoa was located on the map. During the indoctrination school, one
of the instructors stood before a map of Vietnam which was set on
an easel. Using a pointer, he touched it to the map and said,
“Marines, you are located here—this is An Hoa.”

Thus, I knew where to pen the dot on the small
map for my family’s knowledge.






Letter # 7

​28 Oct
68

Hi everybody,

Well, finally received a letter from you
dated the 23rd. That really ain't too bad time for mail.

There's no worry about deep foxholes as
they've got some at least 8 ft deep with thick walls of
sandbags.

I also received a letter from Cheryl but was
awfully disappointed as I didn't receive one from Sharon. But I'll
give her another chance. I've got to.

Today I went out as security with a private
contracting company putting in another runway which will run
through a village. The village people are opposing this, so today
when the surveying team went out, me and 4 other guys had to
protect them from any trouble, but trouble didn't come. I had a
real good time fooling around with the little kids who have been
left without a family by the war.

If your map goes into any great detail, it
might show Liberty Road which runs from Da Nang to An Hoa. There is
also Liberty Bridge which ain't there no more because the Cong blew
it away, plus last night, a guy lost his legs up near the old
bridge site. I'll be going out in that area Friday. We are going to
sweep from An Hoa to the river.

Well, got to go for now but will write
tomorrow.

Love, Paul

—Between the Lines—

I was acknowledging my Father's first letter. In
his letter, and in many that followed, he would tell me to find a
deep foxhole, get down in it, and not to come out.

———

My Father had written that he had a map of
Vietnam that was a supplement to a National Geographic magazine. He
had located An Hoa on it, but years later when I looked at his map,
I found that it did not show Liberty Road, composed of red laterite
mud during the monsoons, and choking red dust during the hot, dry,
summer—the road we controlled during the day. The one the enemy
claimed to be theirs in the night time.






Letter # 8

​30 Oct
68

Hi everybody,

I just got back from a company size patrol
which was really a joke. We moved out last night at 12:30 and
surrounded a village. Then this morning we went in looking for Viet
Cong. I think we found maybe one. Then we moved out of the village
at 9:00 this morning.

Right now we are restricted to the tents
because we are supposed to go out on an operation. I don't know how
often ya get to write on an operation, but I'll write as much as
possible.

No mail has come in since the 28th, but I'm
hoping there will be some today.

It's funny that in your letter you said to
find a big foxhole because that night (the 28th) the NVA mortared
holy hell out of An Hoa. I did get a face full of mud from a round
that landed in a stream. Actually, I wasn't scared; but it kind of
gets on your nerves when ya don't know where the next round will
hit.

It has started to rain off and on in the last
few days but nothing like it did during my first week in
country.

On my address, add “1st Plt.” to it as that's
the platoon I've been assigned to.

Well can't think of much more to say except
don't worry.

Love ya all,

Paul

PS. Say “Hi” to Tiger Lilly, too.






—Between the Lines—

I went on my first combat patrol in which we
surrounded a village located not too far outside the defensive
perimeter of An Hoa. I was too new in country to appreciate an
uneventful night in the bush. All I remember is being on watch in
the middle of the night that never grew dark because of the
illumination overhead. The way the greenish yellow flares swayed
back and forth beneath the parachutes made everything before my
eyes seem to move, and made for strange and eerie shadows. The
world was awash in shades of chartreuse green colors.

———

An Hoa did get mortared but none of the rounds
landed close to my position. Maybe I lied trying to make my father
think I was John Wayne or something. I don't know.

What I have found out from these letters is that
as an eighteen year-old kid, when nothing was happening around me
in Vietnam, I was making up all sorts of stories, but when the
horror struck, I wouldn’t even write.

———

Tiger Lilly was the family cat. I missed her as
much as I missed everything else back in the world.






Letter # 9

​2 Nov
68

Hi everyone,

Well, received two letters from ya written on
the 24th & 25th of October. I would have written earlier but
we've been out on an operation rounding up about 70 VC.

So how's everything back at the home front?
The cold weather should be blowing into Quincy pretty soon. It
won't be long before the first snow, either.

Well, I got shot at for my first time
yesterday; and let me tell ya, I was really scared. The bullets
were kicking up the dirt for about 30 seconds but I was hugging the
ground.

We are back in the An Hoa area but we should
be going out within the next couple of days.

I got a letter from Sharon and one from
Dwight. Nothing is new with Dwight, and Sharon said that her father
bought a 1964 Bonneville. Not bad.

Well, I got to go for now and shower but I'll
write later.

Love ya all,

Paul






—Between the Lines—

I had no idea I was being shot at. I heard
something like someone snapping their fingers close to my ears,
then being knocked to the ground, followed by the weight of someone
on top of me. I realized I had been tackled as if I were in the
middle of football game.

Then I heard my fire-team leader screaming, and
felt his spit on my face—spit that had come forth from his mouth
with every other word. “What the fuck’s wrong with you? You crazy
or something? That's AK-fire!”

My fire-team leader had knocked me down to the
ground, taking me out of the enemy’s line of fire. He most likely
had saved my life.

————

When taken under fire, I had been standing in
the middle of a village while some of 1st Platoon searched hooches
for the VC, or signs of their existence, such as hidden weapons. In
the village, I was lost as I did not know what the VC were going to
look like. I did see women and children clad in black pajamas, but
no males who seemed old enough to be the enemy. I had been told
that males looking older than say, twelve, were automatically
considered VC. Males older than twelve were to have their hands and
arms tied behind their backs, then tied to other suspected VC, then
sent to “who knows where” for interrogation. I had been told this
just before being shot at.

————

After being shot at, a feeling of mistrust
seeped into my soul. Although I had not been wounded, I had been
changed, or fitted with a new filter in which I would observe the
world. I had lost the ability to trust. Hadn’t the women, and even
some of the innocent looking children, hadn’t they come out with,
“No VC,” just before we were shot at?

If there were no VC, then who was it that had
tried to kill us?

Even after seeing us almost killed, even after
being shoved about and knocked to the ground by us angry marines, a
few of the Vietnamese women still adamantly repeated, “No VC.”

Today, I can still see one of the women smiling
defiantly with deceit—her rotted teeth, her entire lips and mouth
stained with the red juice excreted from her chewing on beetle-nut.
I can still sense her anger—her mistrust—as she probably wondered
if we had really come to help.

————

For the longest time, whenever the marine who
had knocked me to the ground got close to me, he would say,
“Fucking O'Connell—you crazy bastard—you'll never make it out of
Vietnam alive.”

————

Dwight was a high school friend of mine who
wrote me often while I was in Vietnam. He was home in Quincy,
holding down the fort at the pool room.

————

Sharon's Dad was a World War Two veteran. Before
I left for Vietnam, the last thing he said to me was, “Keep your
head and ass low—and don’t try and become a hero.”

———

I had hoped I could borrow Sharon’s Dad’s
Bonneville when I got home from Vietnam.

Sharon's Dad used to lend us his car on Friday
nights, and even gave us a few dollars so we could go to the
drive-in. He often gave us enough money for food, too.






Letter #10

​3 Nov
68

Hi everybody,

Well today is a pretty peaceful Sunday as we
are resting up for another operation. I've got a feeling that we
should be going out pretty soon.

I've enclosed a picture that my squad leader
took for me. In the background is the bunker I run for every time
the mortar rounds come screaming in. Plus ya can probably notice
the watch I bought while I was in Mexico. It keeps perfect time and
tells the number of the day.

The mail hasn't been coming in lately, but I
hope it does soon.

Do you think you could send me a package of
goodies as I really starve over here. I like some Oreos,
vanilla-wafers, some fritos, malted milk balls, reading materials,
and an old pair of drumsticks, plus anything else ya think I might
like, OK? And one more thing. Funny books. I'm serious.

In about two more months I'll be eligible for
R&R. I'm probably gonna wait until March or April, though. I'll
probably go to Bangkok or Australia.

Well, can't think of much more to say for
now. Take care, and please send a package, OK?

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

As I kid, I liked playing the drums—mostly to
records—but sometimes in a band consisting of a few kids I went to
school with. I liked playing songs by the Beatles, the Animals, and
the Doors. Although I had never had a drum lesson, I was a pretty
good drummer—or at least I thought so—and drumming always relaxed
me. I could get lost in my mind.

———

Another way of getting lost in my mind was
thinking about going to Bangkok or Australia for R&R.






Letter # 11

​12 Nov
68

Hi everybody,

Ain't been able to write because we've been
out in the field. I should be in the rear in about 2 more days. I
am safe and sound so don't worry. I've gotten all the mail ya sent
and package.

Thanks.

Got to go.

Love, Paul

PS Call Sharon






—Between the Lines—

My father begged to hear from me, even if it was
only to know that I was still alive. Nine days had passed since I
had written last. This had been one of those letters I scribbled to
claim my existence.






Letter # 12

​13 Nov
68

Hi everyone,

I hope you ain't been worrying why you
haven't heard from me, but when you are out in the field they don't
pick up the mail too often.

I've received your mail up to the 3rd or 4th
of Nov. I received the package! It was great!! Thanks a lot!!! It
lasted me a good three days. That ain't too bad.

For the last 9 days we've been sitting on the
top of Hill 85. We have not been in any combat at all. That's very
surprising. We've got 6 mortar tubes and for the last 9 days they
have shot close to 1,800 rounds. That's really a lot.

I've been in the best of health except for a
few mosquito bites and a burnt finger. I had a book of matches go
off in my hand.

Well got to go for now. Remember, I can't
always write when I'm out in the bush.

Take it easy & God bless ya.

Love, Paul

PS. Call Sharon as I don't have time to write
her today. I'm sorry.






—Between the Lines—

Hill 85 was a sandbag-fortified compound out
along Liberty Road. This compound overlooked a village known as
Duc-Duc. Beyond Duc-Duc was the An Hoa combat base. There was a
blue bus with chrome bumpers and fenders that traveled along
Liberty Road. Painted on the side, in Vietnamese, was, Da
Nang—Duc-Duc. The bus reminded me of the blue bus the Doors
sang about. “The blue bus, is calling us...”

———

The mortars were fired from 4.2-inch mortar
tubes commonly known as four-deuces. The mortar tubes actually
resembled an artillery piece. The mortar-men fired all night, and
when the rounds were propelled out of the tube, the opposite force
drove the steel stabilizers into the earth which shook the entire
hilltop, making it very hard to sleep when one was afforded the
chance.

Also near Hill 85 was a German hospital
affiliated with a religious order, where treatment was given to
sick and wounded Vietnamese—not only South Vietnamese civilians,
but wounded enemy soldiers too, or so it was rumored. Some of the
Germans who worked in this hospital were taken POW while I was in
Vietnam. They were taken into captivity by the North Vietnamese and
held captive until they were released with the American POWs in the
seventies up in Hanoi. Not all were released. At least one had died
while in captivity.



Letter # 13

​17 Nov
68

Hi everyone & Tiger Lil!!!

Well as you can see I can't write as often as
I was because things in Vietnam are starting to grow bitter. We
have moved down from the mountain into a fortified position about a
mile from An Hoa. There are 12 Marines and 10 ARVN (Army of the
Republic of Vietnam). They ain't worth their weight in shit.
Yesterday when we came under fire, they were all ready to run. One
did but he's no longer with us.

Right now there are massive air strikes going
on about 1,000 meters from our compound. They are pretty cool to
watch.

Today we have to rebuild a bunker which got
hit the night before we came here. Lima company lost 3 men on the
direct hit.

Well got to go but I had to write to tell ya
I'm in good health and really moving good.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

As for this fortified position, it was a CAP
(Combined Action Platoon) located near the village of Duc-Duc.
Often the platoon I was in would spend the night with this CAP
unit, usually when the word had been passed that the VC were going
to strike in the dark.

————

As for rebuilding the bunker and the loss of
Marines the night before, I most likely was frightened out of my
mind, yet knew of no other way of saying it except to mention it in
a letter to those back home. Without giving it any thought back
then, what I was writing in my letter had to be worrisome to my
parents and loved ones, because I feel the worry as I write this
book.

————

As for the ARVN, or PFs (Popular Forces), they
were noisy at night. Along with the noise, they gave away their
positions when they lit cigarettes in the dark; I used to wonder if
it was on purpose.

————

And for the airstrike, I can still remember this
particular one. I can hear my squad leader complaining that he
could not hear the AFVN radio over the scream of the jets which
were drowning out his country music hour.






Letter #14

​20 Nov
68

Dear everybody!!!

I'm out on road security today and was also
on it the last two days. We go back to our compound tomorrow.

Things have started to get pretty hot around
here. The VC have rocketed and mortared An Hoa 3 nights in a row
and are expected to hit again tonight. I'm sure glad I'm not in
there now. I don't know when we are going back there.

As for on the road, we have been fired at on
and off for the last two days, but they are pretty bad shots.

I received the package you sent me. It was
great. The food is all gone but I'm still reading the books. Oh,
about the drum sticks—I'm gonna practice on ground, floor, walls,
and etc. so when I come home I'll know some new beats and will be
pretty good.

The weather has been pretty hot (85), but it
rains off and on. At night it does cool off to about 60. That is
pretty cold over here.

I've received letters from you, Bobby, Dwight
and Sharon. I also received one from a Charles Bently on Beach
Street. I guess his class in school got my address and decided to
write me. Do you know him or how he got my address? I wrote him
back anyway.

The whole Fifth Marines have gone on an
operation except for us. That's pretty decent.

We played cards last night, and I won $30.
That sure helps out.

Well got to go because it has taken the last
half hour to write this page because of off and on rain.

Love ya all,

Paul

PS. Thanks for the package and Thanksgiving
Cards. You too, Cheryl.

Happy Thanksgiving.











—Between the Lines—

Road security consisted of manning positions
along Liberty Road. There were two marines to a position, and the
positions that were several hundred yards apart, stretched the
length of the road from An Hoa to Liberty Bridge. Many Vietnamese
civilians traveled the road by foot, and some by motor-scooter.
There never were males of military age, for if there were, we would
have apprehended them, automatically declared them to be VC, and
have sent them to An Hoa for interrogation.

We made certain every civilian had an ID card.
The card was in Vietnamese, and I didn't read the language, so I
really didn't have any idea what the ID card was all about. But if
they had one, if it looked half official to me, then they were
allowed to continue on to wherever they were headed. The Vietnamese
must have hated this, because sometimes they were asked to show
their ID at every position the marines manned along the road.

Sometimes when we stopped a motor-scooter, we
would make the driver dismount, and we would jump on and drive the
scooter a few hundred yards in either direction, driving like
madmen, like one would drive a dirt-bike. Sometimes there were
saddlebags filled with cookies attached to the scooters. The
cookies tasted like Animal Crackers from back home. Sometimes the
marine driving the scooter would lose control and take a spill. The
driver and the Animal Crackers would be spread all over the road.
One way or another, the Animal Crackers the Vietnamese had started
out with would never make it to their destination because they were
either left spilled on the road, or scooped out of the baskets by
the handful, and stuffed into the mouths of us marauding
marines.

Between stopping the Vietnamese every few
hundred yards to check their IDs, and harassing the drivers of the
motor-scooters, is it any wonder why we were sniped at by the
invisible VC who so far had not proven to be good shots.

———

I was still a new guy, and thus, when the
entire 5th Marine Regiment—all except Mike Company—was sent to Go
Noi Island in pursuit of the enemy, I felt I was missing out on
something. Being held back in reserve and performing road security
while the rest of the Regiment was in constant contact with the
enemy, well, I felt left out of the mix.

———

Sometimes being a lowly grunt in the field was
not the worst thing in the world. A lowly grunt was a very small
target. The enemy would rather fire mortars and rockets into An
Hoa, targeting its air strip, artillery batteries, command bunkers,
beer and mess halls, and supply huts, than waste their precious
ammo on grunts in the field. Yes, many nights when I heard the
incoming exploding inside An Hoa, I would be glad that I was not
there during the attack.

———

I always answered any letter that was sent to
me, even if I did not know who the letter came from. If the letter
or letters were from school kids, I would urge them to stay in
school. I knew school sure beat hell out of being in Vietnam.






Letter # 15

​22 Nov
68

Hi everyone!!!

How's good ole Quincy? It's probably still
the same.

Right now we are in the middle of a typhoon.
It's probably gonna be like a good, ole fashion hurricane. A
typhoon has a lot more rain than a hurricane, and it floods all the
rice paddies making it look like one big huge lake. We should be
safe from the winds because we are back up in the heavy bunkers of
the compound.

It seems that the VC are not gonna wait for
Tet to make a big offensive as they tried to take over the compound
about 700 yards away. After they failed, they turned around and hit
us. We were up all night. Then this morning we moved into the
village where the fire was coming from. We found a good amount of
innocent villagers dead. Let me tell ya, dead bodies stink. There
were families crying all over the place because their relatives
were dead. It was gross, but as you say, “If you sleep with dogs,
ya gonna wake up with fleas.”

I don't know whether any VC were killed.

I received a letter from Mrs. DeLuca today.
She was wishing me good luck. I also received a package from
Sharon.

I went swimming today down the river. It was
the first time I've got washed in about two weeks.

I can't believe Marsha got her learner's
permit. When she gets her license and I get home, there will
probably be a big fight over who is gonna use the car.

I'll be sending home $170 a little after the
1st. I'm pretty sure you know what I want done with it for
Christmas.

Well got to go for now but I'll write when I
can.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

The compound seemed surrealistic to me, like a
castle—a stronghold—but not made of granite. Instead, the compound
was constructed of green-gray, meshed-plastic sandbags filled with
the red-laterite taken from the countryside. From the outside
world, the sandbagged walls appeared windowless, but there were
openings—slit-like openings—for us to see and shoot out of.

The compound was surrounded by a moat which was
at least eight feet deep, and wide enough that no one would be able
to jump it. The moat was filled with stagnant rainwater—great place
for mosquitoes to breed. There was only one way in, and one way out
of the compound—over a wooden plank which spanned the moat. At
dusk, when the marines on road security were back in the safety of
the compound for the night, the plank was lifted from its position,
and dragged inside.

Rumors were constant—most of them pertained to
intelligence reports stating we could expect to be attacked on any
given night. In my mind I envisioned hundreds of VC charging the
compound—something like a human-wave attack. And my visions also
had the moat teeming with desperate VC thrashing in the water, and
I lobbing grenades down upon them until the water turned to
blood.

Night after night I stayed awake—frightened—not
knowing if I would be alive in the morning. I found myself hoping
that Puff—flying overhead—lighting up the world with its
illumination flares floating down to earth beneath white
parachutes, never went home, for Vietnam was becoming a scary place
in the nighttime.

———

My father used to say, “If you sleep with dogs,
you are going to wake up with fleas.” I might not have understood
what my father meant, or how to comprehend the dogs and fleas
before Vietnam, but after seeing the carnage bestowed upon the
village of Duc-Duc, I thought I had a pretty good idea of what he
had been saying.

———

The village of Duc-Duc started about fifty yards
from the compound and stretched for a few hundred yards into the
rice paddies east of An Hoa.

At first, movement was seen in the village,
spotted through a Starlight Scope by a marine sniper who had the
scope mounted on his rifle. With my naked eye, I could see nothing
in the dark, but when illumination flares began to float slowly
down from the sky, flooding Duc-Duc with artificial light, then
too, I was able to make out human figures with conical shaped hats
and weapons in hand, moving about, but the movement was only
visible for a second or two, as the figures ducked from the light.
But as the flares burnt out, and before the next ones could
illuminate the village, the movement of what we now considered to
be the VC commenced again, until the next flares had the enemy
hiding once more.

Without warning, flashes of light and explosions
came from within Duc-Duc, followed by green, purple, and red tracer
rounds crisscrossing the sky, and the distinct clack-clack-clack
sound of AK-47s sending those rounds skyward. Then there were more
flashes, maybe from satchel-charges, followed by free burning
fires. Bamboo huts were aflame.

What seemed to be a few stray rounds, or a
ricochet or two, came our way—ricochets distinguished by their
weird, whizzing sounds.

These stray rounds not meant for us, but which
would still kill you if one was unfortunately hit by this type of
round, flew harmlessly over our positions, as we were lying low on
top, instead of inside the bunkers. Lying flat on top gave us a
better view of Duc-Duc down below.

Suddenly the sound of direct-fire was right over
our heads. The ricocheting whizzes were replaced by the distinct
crack, finger-snap of AK-fire closing in quickly. When it dawned on
us we had become the target, we all scrambled for cover inside the
bunkers.

Inside the bunker, I was told by my fire-team
leader to keep a good eye out for the enemy, which meant I had to
look out the small, slit-sized opening. Although the AK-fire
stopped when we had disappeared from the enemies’ sight, the
thought of a round coming through the slit, and straight into my
eye frightened me, but I still managed to keep a good look out.

The fighting abruptly ended when three red
flares were seen in the air, fired by the enemy. The flares looked
like roman candles to me. When one of the guys in the bunker saw
the flares in the sky, he said, “Charlie's all done—headed
out.”

The enemy’s flares had been a signal from their
commanders to their troops to retreat, which meant for them to melt
back into the countryside, but never too far from the civilian
populace, or us marines.

The battle was over without us ever firing a
round. We were never afforded a definitive target, and to have
fired indiscriminately into the village would have resulted in
civilian casualties.

————

Dawn came—a beautiful sight to my weary eyes—an
indication that I was still alive. Dawn was followed by the sun
rising above the horizon, its long rays made visible as they passed
through the smoky haze filtering up from Duc-Duc.

With the sun to our backs, we cautiously made
our way into the village. Woman and children were crying. The main
trail was blocked by a dead water-buffalo with a large gaping wound
to its neck. Hot ashes still smoldered, but nothing that remained
resembled huts.

The stench of burnt flesh and detonated
explosive powder permeated the air. I had never smelt burnt flesh
before, and only knew it was the odor of flesh after another marine
told me so.

We found no VC, but we definitely had seen what
the VC would do to those who slept with dogs.

———

The villagers wrapped their dead in the white
parachutes our illumination flares had dangled from as they floated
down to earth. I cannot remember how many bodies there were, but I
do remember later in the day, while out on road security, seeing
the dead being buried in a village cemetery, and colorful flowers
being laid on top of the graves. This was a strange sight to me,
because in Duc-Duc, there were no flowers; maybe someone riding the
blue bus from Da Nang had brought them.

————

I recall about six months later digging up those
graves as we looked for hidden weapons supposedly buried in the
cemetery, but all we found were dead bodies still wrapped up in the
once white, silk parachutes, now almost a rouge color, having been
permeated with the red laterite.

————

Mrs. DeLuca lived next door to my parents. Her
letter must have been another reminder for me that there was
another world on the opposite side of the earth.

————

One day, a group of us were down at the lake to
get washed, and for a swim. I got talking to Brother Bell, a black
marine from Harlem. I said, “Now I see why they call this Alligator
Lake.”

“What you talking about?”

While pointing to the distant shoreline, I said,
“There—over there. I just saw a gator slip into the water.”

Bell could not get out of the water quick
enough, and when he figured I was only fooling, he picked me up and
threw me to the ground—but only in fun—and called me every name in
the book.

There were no alligators in Alligator Lake, and
I do not know why we called the lake what we did.






Letter #16

​27 Nov
68

Hi everybody!!!

Received a letter from ya written on the
20th. I'm sorry I haven't written lately but I just ain't had a
chance. If you keep an eye on the papers you will see what is going
on around An Hoa. I'm starting to get scared as we are really
starting to get hit heavy. I've seen a lot of guys get shot in the
last few days. The night I received Barbara's package was the worst
night. I'm in good health except for sore feet.

Well got to go as now, you don't dare stay in
one place too long.

Love, Paul

PS Call Sharon because I ain't got time to
write.

PPS Don't worry






—Between the Lines—

“I'm starting to get scared as we are really
starting to get hit heavy. I've seen a lot of guys get shot in the
last few days. The night I received Barbara's package was the worst
night...”

I do not know where I was really coming from. I
had not seen any guys get shot—not yet. I think it was more like
I had heard stories about guys getting shot, and that
these stories developed into pictures inside my head. Before long,
I not only visualized these stories, but placed myself in the
middle of them.

The truth was, all sorts of stories were coming
back to us guys of Mike Company about the fighting taking place on
Operation Meade River—the combat operation Mike Company, much to my
dismay, was not a part of.

I was hearing about all sorts of guys getting
hit. One of the guys I heard about was someone I had gone
through ITR with—PFC Burke. Somehow I heard he had stuck his head
up over a rice paddy during a firefight to see what was going on.
The storyteller said that Burke took a bullet in the head, and was
dead.

I could see Burke in my mind—see him in ITR and
Camp Pendleton—see him laughing in the mess hall, or the barracks,
but now he was no more. I wanted to tell my parents this, tell them
what was going on, but I could not keep the story straight. I could
not distinguish fact from fiction.

————

I got many packages from my family while in
Vietnam, including several from my Aunt Barbara.

————

It seems like I was always having my mother call
my girlfriend.

Why was I not finding time to write Sharon?

I am lost.






In Remembrance of

Private First Class

Walter L. Burke

Killed in Action

November 22, 1968






Letter # 17

​28 Nov
68

Hi everybody,

Happy Thanksgiving. I ain't got too much
time. I wrote you and Barbara yesterday, but the chopper got shot
down, so you might not receive the letter.

I'm safe and sound, well, sound, and I miss
ya all. I'm sending $175 on the1st. Call Barbara and tell her I'll
try and write again.

Love, Paul

PS Sorry it's short, but!!!






—Between the Lines—

Thanksgiving Day was spent along Liberty Road,
on road security, manning a position with Brother Bell. It rained
hard that day, so the two of us built a poncho-hooch to try and
stay dry. We did not bother the Vietnamese moving along the road,
for we did not want to go out in the rain. In the afternoon,
Brother Bell and myself were huddled together—not touching—but
trying to keep every inch of our bodies inside the poncho-hooch
which was a few square inches too small for the two of us, and our
gear.

We were not doing a good job of keeping an eye
out for anything, and thus, my platoon sergeant—Sergeant
Thompson—and another marine traveling with him, were able to sneak
up in a jeep upon Brother Bell and I without us knowing.

The two of us were somewhere in our own worlds,
when right outside our shelter, gunfire broke out—shots fired into
the air. We scrambled for our weapons, and when I burst out of the
hooch, tearing it partly down, there was Sergeant Thompson, who had
done the firing, standing before me with his M-16 aimed at my
chest.

For a moment I was relieved that I was not
facing the enemy, but as I looked at the anger in Sergeant
Thompson’s face, and how his finger wrapped around the trigger of
his M-16, I began to have doubts about surviving.

In fear, I felt myself growing angry, and
mustered the courage to ask Sergeant Thompson what he was doing. He
bellowed, “Doing? I’ll tell you what I’m not doing. I’m
not giving either one of you fucking idiots the hot turkey
dinner I have for you. That’s what I’m not doing—but what I am
going to do is blow your fucking asses away, just like the VC
should have.”

With that said, and my life in limbo, and the
rain pouring down, Sergeant Thompson moved towards me, shoved me
into the mud and kicked me in the shins. He then turned to the
poncho-hooch and ripped it apart. “Drown like fucking rats, you
maggots!”

Next, as if he had changed his mind—as if he was
going to dish out the turkey dinner to us—he scooped mine and
Brother Bell’s fair share of food out of the steaming pans, and
threw our Thanksgiving dinner down at our feet, where he stomped it
into the mud with his angry boots.

“Not only drown, but fucking starve too!”

Brother Bell and I spent the rest of the day
standing out in the rain, taking our anger out on the few
Vietnamese traveling on this rainy day between Duc-Duc and Da Nang,
as we demanded their IDs with excessive, verbal abuse.

————

My Thanksgiving food consisted of Animal
Crackers I had stolen from the Vietnamese who had traveled Liberty
Road on a great American holiday.

————

I wonder if the Vietnamese had known that it was
Thanksgiving Day, and if so, what did they have to be thankful
for.

————

Sergeant Thompson was the most hard-core marine
I ever met. He had already won a Bronze Star before I arrived in
Vietnam—he had assaulted an enemy bunker and killed all sorts of VC
by himself. Yes, in Mike Company, he was seen as a hero.

————

As for the helicopter getting shot down,
somewhere in Vietnam a helicopter must have gotten shot down and I
had heard about it. I did not see the crash with my own two eyes,
but I must have seen it in my mind.

The fact of the matter is that I had not written
my Aunt, and the talk about the helicopter, maybe that was just a
simple way out.






Letter #18

​29 Nov
68

Hi everyone,

Having a wonderful time, wish you were here.
The temperature is real cool (ha). Makes it sound like a vacation.
At the time it is, as we are back in the compound.

I'm gonna ask you to send me something, and I
don't want ya to be surprised as I'm pretty well grown-up now.
You've got to be over here. Could you send me a 5th of Vodka? Don't
worry, they don't care if you get stuff like that through the mail.
Everybody is gonna have a bottle for Christmas, as we are gonna be
in An Hoa. I'd be happy if you did, and don't worry, I wouldn't
drink it all in one night.

Well got to go for now because we are using
candles to write, and they have got to go out because of
snipers.

Love, Paul

PS. Consider my proposition






—Between the Lines—

After being out in the bush, having had nothing
to hide behind except for the darkness of the night, the security
of being back inside the compound was something to feel good about.
The compound may have seemed like a place in hell when I had first
stepped foot in it a month or so before, but now it felt like
heaven with its heavy reinforced bunkers, and a roof over my
head.

————

Grown up? Maybe I should have said aged,
or better yet, worn.

————

My father must have known me better than I knew
myself. He knew I would have downed the entire fifth in one night.
And because he did, he never sent the bottle, and it really did not
matter because my hopes of spending Christmas in An Hoa were dashed
when we were told to prepare for an operation which would take
place somewhere in the mountains.






​Letter # 19

2 Dec 68

Hi everybody,

It's been a few days since I've written. I've
received your mail up to the 25th and also received a package from
ma & grandpa. Will you please thank them for me as I probably
won't have time?

In one of your last letters you wanted to
know more about the country. Well, scenery wise, the country is
beautiful, except for the barbwire and bunkers spread out all over
the countryside. The people themselves are filthy and make me sick.
You learn not to trust them, and if you can find any reason to
shoot them, you do. I've been shot at by too many innocent looking
people to have any mercy. They learn to fire a rifle even before
they walk.

I've enclosed an article about the operation
where they surrounded those 1,000 VC. Fortunately, Mike company was
the only company in the 5th Marines not to go, but these pictures
will give you an idea what I look like, combat wise, and a little
idea what a village looks like and all that stuff.

Common sense says that if all the companies
are out except for us and the VC know this, they will hit us hard;
and let me tell ya, they have. We haven't gone a night without
getting hit. If it ain't mortars, it's rockets. If it ain't either
of them, it's sniper fire or an assault. When I die, I've got to go
to heaven, because I've been through hell.

It doesn't bother you at all killing these
people cause they are pure scum and sneaky, and also if you don't
kill them first, they will get you.

Well, got to go for now, and don't worry
cause I've got my stuff together.

Hope you like the pictures.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

I did not get to see the letters that I had
written to my family for more than sixteen years. When my father
did give me my letters, I found them to be very disturbing,
especially this one. I felt shameful. Did I really have such an
opinion of the Vietnamese back then? I find it hard to accept the
hatred I had inside me. If the reasons for the hatred are still
within, then I am blessed, because I cannot fully recall the
reasons for the venom I expressed in this letter. Maybe I had been
drinking, or maybe I was just pissed off and tired.

————

I had not had a full night's sleep in ages. I
would be awake on watch for a few hours, then a few hours of sleep,
curled in a ball, wrapped in a camouflaged poncho liner on top of
wet ground—then another watch, a little sleep, and then patrol the
next day, all day. This routine was day in, day out.

Or could it have been the frustration once more
of not being a part of Operation Meade River? Could I have still
been yearning to be a part of the action, despite learning that
another marine I had gone through training with had been killed in
the fighting?






In Remembrance of

Private First Class

Douglas L. Warner

Killed in Action

November 29, 1968






Letter # 20

7 Dec 68

Hi everybody!!!

I haven't had much time to write in the last
few days. Things have been busy, but today is a real nice, cool
day, about 70. It hasn't rained in about two or three days which is
great.

In the last two days, I've received packages
from John and Ruth, Prudential, and a fruit cake from the City of
Quincy. Plus, I received my first issue of the Quincy Sun. I don't
think I'll have time to write John and Ruth, so you can thank them
for me.

The package from Prudential had this pen in
it and two good books, plus candy. I read both books on watch in
the last two nights. The books were John Steinbeck's “Of Mice &
Men” and the other, the movie script of “Bonnie & Clyde.”

Tommy must be off probation by now. I hope he
stays out of trouble or he will end up in the Marines and over
here, too... Hey Tom, the guys get a big kick out of your drawings
and letters as we compare letters from our little brothers. So keep
up the good work.

Marsha, so I heard you're really starting to
become the biggest thing since Marilyn Monroe. How's school and
work? Be good and maybe when I get home and buy my new Corvette,
I'll let you drive it. Remember, it's going to be stick so you
better learn to drive on a standard car, too.

Cheryl, sorry I haven't written to you
lately; but I've heard from Bobby a few times, and I owe him a
letter so I'll write that today. It's a shame you've got to give up
your apartment. It was beautiful. How's the Mustang running?

Well, everybody, got to start going. I tried
to write everybody a little bit. Oh, I almost forgot Tiger Lil. Hey
Tiger, when I get home I'm gonna bring ya a big petunia and a few
marigolds, so take it easy, Putty Cat!!!

Well got to go. I've been receiving your mail
regularly.

Love ya all, Paul

PS. Quincy over North

USMC over VC






—Between the Lines—

There were two high schools in Quincy. Annually,
on Thanksgiving Day, they played each other in football. My father
must have told me that Quincy High had beaten North Quincy High.
This was good news for me, because I had attended Quincy High, but
my parents might have been disappointed, because they were
graduates of North Quincy High. And then in the same light, there
was the hope of being victorious over the enemy.

————

My sister Cheryl worked for Prudential Life in
Boston. They had sent me a package of goodies for Christmas.

————

The Quincy Sun was a new, local newspaper, which
is still in business to this day. I looked forward to reading the
Quincy Sun, and the others in my platoon read it too, even though
they had no idea where Quincy was.

————

My brother Tommy had gotten in trouble back
home. I forget what it was because there were so many times of
trouble in his life. As if my parents did not have enough to worry
about with me in Vietnam, add Tommy to the mix. My mother and
father must have been going out of their minds.






Letter # 21

​​10 Dec 68

Hi everybody!!!

I've been receiving your mail pretty
regularly now as they have finished the airstrip at An Hoa. I
received a package yesterday from some VFW in Dorchester. The
package was bought at Jordan Marsh and was called, “Chow Hound.”
The price tag was $8.00. It had two things of sardines packed in
sherry wine, mackerel packed in port wine, a salami, a box of cream
cookies, and expensive candies like butterscotch, plus more.

Got some bad news. I'm going up in the
mountains supposedly for 120 days or until April. We are going near
Laos. We leave in a few days. To make things worse, I'm carrying
the PRC-25 radio. The gooks like to hit the radioman, but they'll
have to be good shots.

Well, Davey Rowe got out of boot camp on the
2nd and is now at Lejeune.

The song, “Drummer Boy” is on now but it
doesn't seem like Christmas with temperature at 80 and no snow. I
dread Christmas something bad.

You said ya sent a package. I'm keeping my
eyes open for it. I got a feeling it's coming today.

Well people, got to go, but I'll write later
on.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

The packages continued to come. I was living
from one package to another. Packages were a relief from the day
in, day out C-rations. The only problem with the packages was the
weight they added to my pack. And then there was the PRC-25 radio I
was going to carry. No way was I going to carry both, so most of
the time I wolfed down the edibles in the packages in a very short
span of time.

————

We had been told we would be in An Hoa for
Christmas. I was counting on it. I was not looking forward to
Christmas, but at least being in the rear would have made it
tolerable. Then overnight, the word had changed—we were leaving An
Hoa, headed up into the mountains. And to make things worse, I was
getting stuck with the radio because I was the new guy in
the squad.

————

Dave Rowe was a high school pal of mine. He
joined the Marines after hearing my stories about Parris Island. I
painted a comical picture. Many of my friends would end up joining
the Marines this way—word of mouth.






Letter # 22

​16 Dec
68

Hi everybody!!!

Don't mind this letter if it appears dirty,
but that is what I'm living in.

Today I received a package from you and
letters from Cheryl, Bobby, Sharon and her parents, the DeLuca's,
Paul Files, Playboy and Congressman Mr. Burke. The mail was dated
all the way back to the 6th of December. The package was great and
the booze was beautiful! I want you to thank Cheryl and Bobby for
their present.

Well, three days ago we were chopper'd onto
Hill 500 where we were met by an NVA battalion. I need not say more
except I escaped without a scratch, but I'm still shaking. I hope I
never have to see a dead Marine again. I lost my best buddy from
Indiana, and my other buddy got medevaced as he lost from his knees
down.

I was really shocked after hearing about
Jimmy Pettiti. This goddamn war is taking all my friends. Please
find out more about him and call his father and tell him I'm sorry
and all that.

This week has been really bad after hearing
about Tommy. I could kick his ass. I almost cried when I heard
about it. I guess he'll learn his lesson just like me and end up
over here fighting for his life. It's too bad people got to come
all the way over here to realize what's going on and to see the
light.

I'm not mad about the booze, as I am thinking
like a man now and not a kid.

I guess Christmas will be spent here. The
other night when everybody was getting killed, I wished I was back
home. Your whole life flies by as every bullet tears into somebody.
I think I grew 10 years older in a minute.

Well got to go, and thanks for the package
again. I'm OK and not even scratched.

Love, Paul

PS. Keep Tommy in the house until I get
home.











—Between the Lines—

This letter leaves me feeling sick today. I'm
asking myself, “Who was I back in Vietnam, and what was going on
inside my head?”

Yes, we had boarded helicopters in An Hoa and
transported westward, up into the mountains, but we never made
contact with the enemy. Why did I claim we had? Why was I scaring
my parents? Did I want to sound like a John Wayne? What was it?

I know that the day before we were flown into
the mountains, we were briefed about the operation. We were told
that reconnaissance units had spotted at least a battalion of NVA
in the area we would be assaulting. Some of the guys who had been
in-country for sometime were talking bad stuff—talking about hard
core NVA—talking about a hot LZ—reinforced bunkers—getting our
fucking asses shot up.

On the morning of the actual assault, we boarded
helicopters, and up into the mountains we went. I remember the
helicopter banking to one side so that the bulkhead window I had
been staring out now practically became the floor as we spiraled
down towards earth. At first, looking out the window, all I could
see was one deep shade of green, then as we came closer to landing,
the trees of the jungle became apparent, and so was the distinct
thumping of the rotor blades controlling our rate of descent.

Just before we landed the helicopter seemed to
level out, and then the nose rose as the helicopter flared, while
at same time the tail gate lowered. The crew-chief, with his
pitch-black sunshield covering up his face, gave us the thumbs
up. The load of marines weighted down with their weapons, ammo,
and all they owned in heavy packs carried on their backs, scrambled
from the helicopter, emptying out in seconds.

The LZ was actually a huge bomb crater created
by the detonation of a bomb dropped from a B-52 bomber—dropped
maybe a day or two earlier. Beyond the crater, the obliterated
earth, the supersonic bomb with its razor sharp shrapnel had left
trees snapped cleanly like broken toothpicks, and a further
distance from ground zero, trees were still standing, but pretty
much splintered and splattered by clumps of moist earth held
together by what had once been the roots of trees and other jungle
vegetation.

I came running as fast as I could out of the
back of the helicopter knowing the helicopter was an enormous,
prized target for the enemy. I wanted to get as far away from it as
quickly as possible.

I expected bullets to be tearing through our
bodies—bullets we would not have heard over the sounds of the rotor
blades starting to spin furiously as the helicopters lifted up and
away from the LZ.

I scrambled with the rest of the marines, trying
to keep up with my squad leader. He needed me close by—I had his
radio on my back.

I was weighted down with all my gear: a rifle,
grenades, a claymore, canteens of water, bandoliers of ammunition,
and a three day supply of C-rations—and added to all of this was
the fucking radio.

We scrambled under blown apart tree trunks
cantilevered at all sorts of angles, or over them when they laid
flat upon the earth. I ran, tripped, stumbled trying to keep up. As
I got further and further away from the LZ, I got slowed down—the
radio antenna getting snagged in tangled vines. Finally into the
cover of the jungle, I felt all alone as every marine was now
scrunched down low in the vegetation, out of sight of the supposed
enemy, out of sight even of their fellow marines. Everyone was
hiding to exist.

As for the enemy—where was the enemy?

I should have felt fortunate, as the enemy had
not been waiting on our arrival. I should have felt blessed, but
instead, anger, and a strange feeling of betrayal came over me as I
resented the feeling of fear which had consumed me for at least a
week—from the moment I heard all about the hardcore enemy which
would be waiting for us up in the mountains.

Adrenaline from expectations of being torn apart
by enemy fire had coursed through my body, yet I had not been hit,
nor even shot at. What had frayed my nerves was not something in
real life, but something imagined in my mind.

My letter had expounded upon my fear.

————

Jim Pettiti was from Quincy. We went through
ITR, Staging, and Okinawa together. We sat next to each other
during the flight from Okinawa to Da Nang. We also were together on
our first night in Vietnam, sleeping in a tent beside the Da Nang
airstrip. The next day we split up—Jim going north with the 3rd
Marine Division, and I, going west to An Hoa.

Somewhere in the area of the DMZ, Jim was shot
several times in the leg by the enemy. My parents had written to
say Jim was lucky to be alive. They said he had been left for dead
at first, before being saved.

Today, Jim is retired from the US Post Office.
We still see each other and love to talk about our training days
and the different guys we trained with. And we talk about Burke and
Warner, and when we do we always recall Burke with his constant
loud, boaster like rant about his love for New York City, and how
he was going to kick some ass in Vietnam. Also, in my mind, I see
Warner lying in the bottom bunk. I see his smile, red hair, and
freckled face.

————

Jim once told me about a house party he was at
after the war. Jim had mentioned Vietnam or something, and some guy
at the party said to him, “What do you know about Vietnam? You were
only there a month.” Jim knocked the guy right on his ass.

Jim might not have known the history of Vietnam,
but he was quite certain of his own.

————

Jim actually had been a great high school
football player, and easily could have played college ball, but
instead joined the marines

————

My brother Tommy had stolen my sister Cheryl's
car from my parent's driveway. He did not know how to drive, and
got no more than a hundred yards down the street before he smacked
the car right into a tree.

He managed to drive the car back to the
driveway, parked it, and said nothing to anyone. My sister came
home from work, and there was her car in the driveway, smashed to
hell.

It seemed to me Tommy was destined for the
Marines Corps.

————

Instead of sending me a fifth of Vodka, my
father sent me two Whiskey Sours which were premixed, and came in
cans. The booze was great. I downed each can, one right after the
other, in one, non-stop swig.






Letter # 23

​23 Dec
68

Hi everybody!!!

Well, here it is two days before Christmas
and I'm already homesick. It's really bad when they play, “I'm
Dreaming Of a White Christmas” and “Silver Bells.” I've missed two
Christmas now but maybe I'll make it home for the next one.

I got Sharon's graduation picture the other
day. It came out real good. I've got it wrapped in seven pieces of
plastic.

I've received cards from Phyllis and Gus,
Joan and Richard, and also one from Ma and Grandpa, but I think I
already told ya. Thank them all for me.

We were supposed to move to a different
location yesterday, but the choppers haven't been able to get in
because of heavy rains.

This month's check was for $141 so I'm
sending home $120 in check. How much money do I have now? If you
people run into any jams, I want ya to feel free to use my
money.

Tell Cheryl to tell Bobby I'll write to him
when he gets to Germany.

Inform me a little more about Cheryl's new
job and why she's leaving Prudential. I'm not nosy, just
curious.

Well got to go for now. I'm in good health
and still unscratched.

Love, Paul






—Between the Lines—

Mike Company was spread out all over the top of
Hill 500. The jungle had been cleared from the top, and done so,
either by the use of detonation cord (det-cord) wrapped
around the trunk of a tree—the tree severed by the supersonic
explosion of the cord—or by a few marines who got to use chainsaws.
Having never used a chainsaw before, I was not chosen to operate
one, but I sort of wished that I could have been. To me, the
chainsaws looked like fun to use, and the sounds of them cutting
through wood filled my world with excitement.

Some marines hacked away at tree trunks with
machetes—I was one of these guys. Using machetes was brainless. It
took hours to fall a tree, but it killed time. Getting to see and
hear a tree which was chopped down little by little using machetes,
watching it crash into the jungle, brought a good feeling to me
knowing that I had contributed to the effort.

We constructed huts built for two. They were
framed with bamboo limbs and branches. We draped our rubber ponchos
over the frames. This gave us a place to stay dry. We built beds by
laying cut bamboo branches side by side, tying them tightly
together with parachute-string, then laid the bamboo bed
perpendicular to the thicker branches spread a few feet apart like
floor-joists, so that the bed afforded us the chance to sleep
above, instead of in the mud. We then covered the bed with
cardboard from the empty cases in which twelve individual C-ration
meals had been packed in. This way, the irregularities in the
bamboo would not be felt when laid upon. We slept on top of all of
this wrapped in our quilted, camouflaged in dark shades of green,
brown and gray, poncho liners, which always had a dank odor, but no
more offensive than our own stench.

In addition to building our huts, we dug
waist-deep, two-man foxholes within a scamper of our huts.

At night, decaying jungle matter on the ground
glowed. Someone said it was phosphorous. It reminded me of the
hands on a watch made to glow in the dark, like some sort of
radioactive material.

I, along with a few others, gathered some of the
glowing matter and arranged it to form the letters USMC. I remember
we also made a peace sign, but Sergeant Thompson came and
destroyed it—he kicked it all over the jungle floor with his salty
looking boots doing something like a war dance. When he was
satisfied his point had been made, he bellowed out, “What are you
guys, some kind of fucking hippies?”

I remained silent with the others, for no one
dared talk back to Sergeant Thompson—never.

————

So often the word was that we were going to move
in a day or two—or in a week or so—or tomorrow. I always felt like
no one knew what we were doing.

————

We stayed awake half the night on watch
listening for the enemy. Some nights we went out on LPs, or
ambushes.

————

Patrols were run every day. Each day a different
platoon had the duty, so every third day it was 1st Platoon’s turn
to patrol. The patrols were coming up empty-handed. So far there
was no sign of the enemy. Mostly—to me—patrols meant getting
tangled in vines, and lost in the thick jungle.

————

The radio on my back was kicking my ass. The
only good thing about the radio was that it kept me from having to
walk point, and I had the say on who got the plastic wrapping that
the batteries to the PRC-25 came in. The plastic was valuable—it
kept dry, the wallets and pictures of high school sweethearts.

————

I loved Sharon. She was my girlfriend and I was
so proud to have her. I showed all the guys in my platoon her
picture. They fell in love with her too. Even the black marines
called her, “One sweet sister.”

I treasured her picture which I kept wrapped in
plastic inside my pack, careful not to bend or fold it. At least
once a day I would unwrap her picture so I could get a clearer view
of her—so I could feel like she was right with me in the
jungle.






Letter # 24

​Christmas Day, 1968

Hi everybody!!!

It's about 4:00 in the afternoon on that most
happy and most merriest day of the year, Christmas. Today was no
different than any other day except, maybe once in a while, someone
would remind ya what day it was.

Don't believe anything ya read in the papers
like everybody gets to see Bob Hope. He wouldn't have the guts to
come to Hill 500. His chopper would get shot down coming in.

The cease-fire lasted about 25 minutes here
as some gook thought he'd play Santa and come through our lines.
But by the looks of his head today, he didn't have a chance.

There hasn't been any mail for a few days,
but I'm hoping they'll fly some in today.

Did ya have everybody up for Christmas? When
did ya bring Sharon's ring to her?

Well, got to go; but I'll write later. I miss
ya all, and next Christmas will be at home.

Love, Paul

PS Happy Birthday, Mom






—Between the Lines—

I always think of a Marine by the name of Gary
Heeman when I think of Bob Hope.

About a week before Christmas, the word was
passed around that one man from each platoon would get to see the
Bob Hope show in Da Nang. So the names of the 1st Platoon members
were written on small pieces of cardboard from C-ration flaps, and
tossed into a steel helmet. As a name was pulled out of the helmet,
I wished and hoped real hard with my eyes closed that I would be
the winner—not that seeing Bob Hope mattered, but simply because I
would have liked a few days out of the bush—but the winner was Gary
Heeman.

A day or so before Christmas, Gary and a few
others—the winners from each platoon—boarded a helicopter which had
landed on the top of Hill 500. I watched as it lifted away, bound
for Da Nang with the lucky marines.

A day or so after Christmas, when Gary returned,
I sat with him and a few other marines while he told stories about
his time in Da Nang, and the Bob Hope show. Gary did not mention
much about the show other than he had been a great distance from
the stage—that the people looked tiny. Most of his stories were
about the food he ate—hamburgers, steaks, and hot dogs—all you
could eat—and the beer he drank; an endless supply. When someone
asked him if he had spent time with any Vietnamese girls—such as
prostitutes—he commenced to tell us that he was married and the
father of a child. He said, “I looked, but I’m the faithful
kind.”

Two weeks later Gary would be shot dead by an
enemy sniper. As I watched his bloodied body being wrapped in a
green rubber poncho, I remember saying to myself, “I guess Gary
wasn’t that lucky after all.”

Every time I hear the name Bob Hope, I
think of Gary Heeman, and somehow in my mind I blame Bob Hope for
Gary’s death, even though I know this is an absurd thought—a case
of displaced anger.

————

Before Christmas, I had my two sisters go out
and buy Sharon a friendship ring. Years later, my sister Cheryl
would tell me the story about the night the two of them brought the
ring to her. When they got to Sharon's house, she was sitting on a
sofa in her living room with some other boy who was never
introduced.

To this day, I have never seen the friendship
ring.

————

My mother's birthday was on December 29th. She
always said she got cheated out of gifts, because some of her
Christmas presents were considered to be for her birthday.






Letter # 25

​28 Dec
68

Hi everybody!!!

How was everybody's Christmas? I bet mom and
dad are sure glad another Christmas is gone.

I just got back from patrol. Patrols in the
mountains are real bad. We didn't have any contact so it was like
walking all around the Blue Hills.

I got the postcard you sent me. It sure makes
me homesick. I also got my first Playboy. The January edition is
real good.

You mentioned about money. I told you, you
can borrow it anytime you want. I think you're doing just great
with the money.

You don't mind if I put in a little order for
a package, do ya? Well, here goes. I'd like some canned fruit,
shak'n pudding, malted milk balls, two more cans of booze, 12 funny
books, some damn good paperbacks, and etc. Thanks.

My hair has grown a lot, and it hasn't been
cut since November 1st, so I'm starting to blend in with the rest
of the gang. I haven't washed in 23 days, so you can probably
imagine what I smell like. Plus my trousers split up the seam 10
days ago, so when ya sit down you get invaded by ants. Other than
that, I'm OK.

Last night we got attacked by two monkeys.
The monkeys over here throw rocks. They are called Rock Apes. They
are big enough that if you fall asleep on watch, you'll be carried
away by them. It happened to a friend of mine.

Well, got to go.

Love, Paul

PS I'm up for Lance Corporal






—Between the Lines—

My family used to send me postcards from back
home. I still remember one of them. It was an aerial view of
Paragon Park. The park featured a great roller-coaster ride. My
parents used to take me and my brother and sisters to Paragon Park
every summer. Sharon and I spent a lot of time at the park also.
There was a Tunnel of Love, and we loved to hug and kiss in the
dark where no one bothered us.

————

As a Christmas gift, my mother and father gave
me a subscription to Playboy magazine. Needless to say, at the age
of eighteen, the pictures of topless, sexually provocative girls
were exciting to me, and of course, to the other guys who got to
look at the pictures after I was done.

————

My trousers always seemed to be split—either in
the seam of the crotch, or worn in the knees—and the red ants
constantly were inside my trousers. It was bad enough having a
constant case of itchy crotch rot—I could have done without the red
ants.

————

There may have been rock apes in Vietnam, but I
never saw one. I think the stories were a way of trying to scare us
into staying awake at night while we were on watch.






Letter # 26

​4 Jan
69

Dear Family,

I'm sorry I couldn't write on New Year's Day,
but we moved from Hill 500 to Hill 734 which is about 20 miles
away. Laos is right down the bottom of the mountain. There is a
river separating Vietnam from Laos. There is a chance 4 regiments
of NVA are gonna try and infiltrate into South Vietnam. So that is
what we are doing here. The rumor is we'll be here for about 15
days and then sweep to the river which will take 10 days and then
get choppers back into An Hoa and get ready for Tet. We've been out
of An Hoa since November 1st, I think. That's more than two months
in the bush. That should give ya an idea of what's been
happening.

So how's things on the home front? Well the
holidays went by pretty fast. I sent home $120 a few days ago.
Inform me if it arrives.

Bobby leaves for Germany pretty soon, doesn't
he.

I was wondering if Steve has heard anything
from “Uncle Sam?” It's about time he took the big step.
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