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“And the truth is that all veterans pay with their lives. Some pay all at once, while others pay over a lifetime...”

− J.M. Storm
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INTRODUCTION



[image: ]




W

hen we think of women in war, the image of Joan of Arc usually comes to mind. Arc led French forces against the English during the Hundred Years’ War. Her leadership inspired troops and challenged contemporary notions of female subservi-ence. But Joan of Arc wasn’t the exception; history has often overlooked women’s service and sacrifice in war.

Women have participated in all capacities during conflicts, challenging traditional gender roles and contributing to military efforts. Women have been instrumental in warfare since antiquity. In ancient cultures, such as those in Egypt and the Celtic tribes, women often took up arms alongside men. Viking women known as shield maidens participated in the front lines of the bloody battles, defying the era’s gender norms.

Our women warriors have paved the way for greater participation in the armed forces, reflecting broader changes in societal attitudes toward gender roles. As we continue to recognize and honor their contributions, it becomes clear that the history of warfare is also a history, or her-story, of women—one that deserves to be celebrated and remembered. This book is a journey through time, terrain, and conflicts. 

This book is dedicated to the courageous women who served and fought in wars across history—your unyielding spirit and sacrifices forever inspire. 
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AUTHORS NOTE
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My name is David Yuzuk, and I’m a retired police officer from Aventura, Florida. My journey into researching war heroes began when a diminutive homeless man, Richard Flaherty uttered, “It’s time I tell you who I really am.” Ten days later, that man would be killed, and I would spend the next four years investigating his incredible life. My odyssey into the mysterious life of this forgotten war hero, mercenary, and spy compelled me to write the book, The Giant Killer. 

After the book, I continued to immerse myself in military history. One topic immediately captured my attention: comments from Vietnam veterans about the Army nurses who served in the jungles of Vietnam. Their words revealed a truth I hadn’t fully realized: these women, often overlooked, were angels in fatigues, their courage and professionalism saving countless lives.

My further education into this world began with Ginny Dornheggen, the Vietnam nurse featured on the cover of this book. Years earlier, I’d written an article about her service, unaware of its impact until she reached out with a message that stopped me in my tracks:

“David, a friend recently looked up my name and found your article about my time as an Army nurse. He called it one of the most compelling accounts he’d ever read. Your words, and the heartfelt comments from readers, brought healing I never expected. 

“I’ve never seen my service described so thoughtfully. I don’t know how you found my story, but thank you for sharing it. It showed me that people truly care about what we Vietnam veterans endured.”

—Ginny Dornheggen 

In our first phone call, Ginny’s strength and humility convinced me to tell these women’s stories from the ground up, through the dust and blood of their combat boots. Ginny guided me to another incredible Vietnam nurse, Laura Hines Kern, whose story follows Ginny’s in this book. 

To anyone dreaming of writing a book, I say this: if your heart is open and you’re ready to listen, you’ll meet the most extraordinary people like these women warriors, whose stories will leave an indelible mark on your soul.

—David A. Yuzuk 
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The Vietnam Women’s Memorial by sculptor Glenna Goodacre on the National Mall in Washington, DC
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NURSES IN NAM
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Virginia “Ginny” Lee Dornheggen
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I thought I was going to die that day!

✶✶✶

M

y name is Ginny Dornheggen, and I was a US Army nurse in Vietnam. One of the most terrifying experiences of my life happened on January 6, 1971, when the Viet Cong detonated an Allied ammunition depot about a mile from the hospital where I worked. The blast was caused by the detonation of approximately five thousand tons of ammunition. 

The thunderous sound came seconds before the shock wave blast hit, blowing out our doors and windows and knocking everything around. It sounded like the loudest sonic boom you can imagine going off right above you. The ongoing secondary explosions lasted into the early hours of the morning.

It was a night shift, as usual—strangely, I seemed to always be on duty whenever we were hit. It was the first time I had experienced enemy activity so close to us. Before that, I sometimes heard and saw firefights going on approximately a mile from the base. You would first hear the AK-47s and machine guns rattling; then you’d see our soldiers’ M16 bullet tracers going up and back. 

I had been in-country for about a month and a half, and at that point, I was becoming somewhat complacent, thinking that maybe the worst was behind us. The routine of war had settled into a slow rhythm, and I was letting my guard down.

As I walked to work that night, I felt a false sense of security. With ten and a half months in the army still ahead, I convinced myself that things were manageable. But then, at around two o’clock in the morning, the ground shook violently. The loudest explosion I had ever heard erupted, and I feared the mortar had struck the building next to our hospital, where the doctors slept. 

Overcome with fear, I ducked under a metal desk in the recovery room, thinking we were being overrun. My body trembled and I prayed fervently. As the power went out to add to the terror, the interior became pitch black. I don’t know exactly when the backup power generators kicked in, but they did at some point during the mayhem. 

The chaotic noise of shouting nurses in the Intensive Care Unit jolted me back to reality. I realized I couldn’t stay hidden, so I grabbed my flak jacket and helmet and hurried the short distance to the ICU. At that point, we had in our care several American soldiers, a handful of civilians, and an enemy prisoner of war [POW]. 

Our priority was to protect the US soldiers first. We lifted them up, placed them on cots, shoved them under beds, and used other mattresses to shield them from flying glass and shrapnel. After tending to the soldiers, we attended to the two civilian women and then the Vietnamese men. 

Last in line was a POW who had tripped a landmine and was in a body cast. Usually, it took five people to care for him—two nurses and three corpsmen. Despite the chaos, another nurse and I picked him up, and I managed to get him onto a cot and under a bed, hoping his body cast would offer some protection since we had run out of mattresses.

Before the explosion, our unit had windows with protective tape and wooden doors. Afterward, the windows were shattered, doors blown in, and we were left with emergency power. One of my fellow nurses rested her head on a desk as we prepared for the day shift. 

We had a patient with a tracheotomy tube who required suctioning, so another nurse and I crawled on our hands and knees, attending to his tubes while managing his oxygen needs.

The experience was an intense lesson in the dangers of complacency in a war zone. We eventually grew accustomed to the distant explosions, but the shock of that night stayed with me to this day. The sheer force of the blast was overwhelming, and it was a sobering reminder of the unpredictable and hazardous nature of war.

My journey into the military started from a quiet life growing up in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, where history whispered through the rustling leaves and rolling hills. As children, we were woven into the town’s solemn traditions, called upon each Memorial Day to join the parade, clutching flowers pulled from our gardens—delicate daisies, Virginia Bluebells, and sturdy marigolds—to lay upon the graves of unknown soldiers in the Gettysburg National Cemetery.

Walking among the low, semi-circular gray stones, my friends and I moved in reverent silence, the air heavy with the scent of earth and blooming flowers. The sight of countless unnamed graves, each marked only by a small, fluttering American flag, pierced my young heart. 

I placed my flowers gently, as if they could carry a message to the souls beneath, and a quiet sadness settled over me. Who were these men? What dreams had they carried, what families had they left behind? The blank stones offered no answers, only an ache that lingered in my chest. Little did I know that this tender sorrow, born in the shadow of those graves, would echo through my life, resurfacing years later, magnified by the scars of Vietnam. That war, unlike any other in American history, carved a unique and profound wound into the soul of our nation.

As the Vietnam War was intensifying on the other side of the world, I started studying to be a nurse. I remember a few times when I’d put my textbook down to listen to the somber news broadcasts about the war crackling through my radio.

During my junior year of college, a conversation with a fellow nursing student sparked a transformative idea: Why not use my medical skills to serve my country in its time of need? This realization of doing my part for my country propelled me into joining the Army student nurse program during my senior year.

My life in the military started with basic training at Fort Sam Houston and then being assigned to Walter Reed Army Medical Center. By 1970, I was deployed to Vietnam and stationed with the 67th Evacuation Hospital. 

I’ll never forget stepping off the plane that first day, the air thick with oppressive heat and humidity, laced with a stench like a fish market—decaying, pungent, wafting across the tarmac. That smell, and those sounds, they carry the weight of a war that still lingers in my bones. 

The other unique smell that I only associate with Vietnam is pseudomonas. Pseudomonas was something we smelled daily in the ICU because we left soldiers’ wounds open; we had what they call delayed primary closures. When a soldier came in and got wounded, he went to the operating room; all of the wounds were cleaned, but they could not be closed because of tetanus. 

And there are several different reasons, and they were all bacteria. So the wounds were open, but they were bandaged. So, every day we went in and we had to undo the bandages, irrigate the wound, and bandage them up. Then, three days later, they went back to surgery and they were subject to another round of debridement. Pseudomonas has a very strange, unique smell. It smells fruity, like grape juice, but has a slight mixture of a tortilla chip odor mixed in.

The 67th Evac deployed initially to Qui Nhon, Vietnam, in October 1966 and moved to Pleiku in 1972. The 67th participated in fifteen campaigns during the Vietnam War and was decorated with three meritorious unit commendations.

Almost all our patients arrived by helicopter, the Hueys, also known as “choppers” and “Dustoffs.” After only a few weeks, I could tell the difference between the distinctive sound the Hueys made with their rotator blades and the blades of the smaller OH-6 Loach scouting helicopters. So I always knew when we were about to get busy. 

The medics in the field performed initial emergency care, such as stabilizing airways, starting IVs, and controlling bleeding as much as possible. When a Dustoff was called, it gave the wounded soldiers a glimmer of hope, signaling that help was on the way. 

Thanks to the dedicated medics and the Dustoff helicopter crews, we were able to save many young men. If they weren’t under fire, the injured could reach the hospitals in less than ten to twenty minutes. In the Vietnam War, there was no clear frontline, so hospitals were considered part of the battlefield. As a combat nurse, my role demanded the highest standards of care in any situation. Critical thinking was essential to navigate the constant challenges and maintain effective care.

The only injured I remember that came in by jeep or bus were civilians injured by mines or vehicle accidents. There was no such thing as an ambulance. If one of the civilians was hurt or something, maybe a military truck, a Duce and a half, brought them in, or maybe on a jeep. Sometimes, the local people would bring them in on wheelbarrows, so to speak.

We worked twelve hours a day, six days a week, and when there were mass casualties, we worked sixteen to eighteen hours daily. When we got off duty, we were so exhausted we just crashed. You slept when you could. Sometimes, you would only sleep four hours, and then you’d go right back to work. 

We wore Army fatigues all the time. It was not like Saigon Hospitals where they wore white uniforms. We were in our fatigues and combat boots—big leather boots that had absolutely no cushioning and needed constant polishing.

By the time I got to the 67th Evac, there was a constructed wooden building that had no windows in it. Our hooch was a room that held two people, and then you’d have a bathroom in between the two rooms. The word hooch was a slang word that started in the Korean War and basically meant a simple living space or a thatched hut, and in Nam, ours were always surrounded by sandbags. 

The base was smaller than they are in Da Nang, but it was undoubtedly well-constructed. It wasn’t like the T.V. show ‘MASH’—we did not have tents strewn around. We had concrete buildings, and we also had Quonset huts, which looked like chicken coops. There were no windows, but we did actually have air conditioning.

The work was not only challenging physically but also psychologically. We were constantly tested. There was this time several soldiers were ambushed on a mountain pass and required surgery. One was a newly married nineteen-year-old with his right arm blown off at the shoulder. His left arm was amputated above his elbow. Both eyes were bandaged, but he had lost his left eye, and his right eye was questionable. 

As he woke up from anesthesia, he became very restless and tried to place his arms down, so he kept lifting his chest up, trying to put it down, and yelling, “Nurse, I can’t put my arms down.” At this point, it was the wee hours of the morning when all of this was occurring, and the doctor had told me that I was not supposed to say anything to him about his condition. 

I sedated him for pain and hoped that it would also help his anxiety, but his anxiety continued, and it increased the agitation. As nurses, we felt that he needed to understand what was going on so we could calm him down.

I explained his injuries in his arms and left eye, and hopefully, that his right eye would be good. His initial response was, “Great, now I’ll be selling pencils for the rest of my life.” I sat down beside him and placed my hand on his chest, and I told him there would be no time for him to do that because someone as strong-minded as he and determined had better things to do with his life, his mind, and his heart, he was with us a little more than fourteen days. 

Every day, one of us nurses would sit down and write a letter to his new wife that he dictated. In turn, when we did get his mail, we read his letters to him. He was finally sent back to the States for further surgeries in rehab. 

He wrote back to us to let us know he would be among the first soldiers to receive the newest mechanical arm, which was top-of-the-line. It was these little victories that kept us going. That we were where we needed to be. That we were doing what needed to be done.

He was able to see out of his right eye and especially thanked us for all that we did. That young man taught us all how to be strong, deal with anger and pain, and remain brave during life’s most unexpected misfortunes. 

We were constantly being pushed to the limits as we ensured we provided the best care we could given the circumstances. 

Children were also victims of war. A child I cared for found a phosphorus flare, thinking it was a toy. These flares were used at night to check for enemy intruders. 

This flare, however, was a dud and came apart as he played with it, burning his little body with the white powder. Phosphorus continues to burn even after being cleaned off with water and disrupts the body’s electrolyte system. This little guy had a cardiac arrest while I was caring for him, and he didn’t make it. 

Many of us would take turns going on MedCAP missions, which stood for the Medic Civic Action Programs. There was a leprosarium was near our hospital, and the French nuns ran it. When the French were in Vietnam, they cared for these poor souls, the banished people with leprosy. 

We would perform amputations of the extremities that were affected by this mutilating disease. In appreciation for our service, the nuns would give us a fabulous French cuisine meal and allow us to use their private beach area on the South China Sea, safe and away from all the fighting. 

The Punji stick injuries our soldiers endured were really gruesome. The North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong would dig these holes in the jungle floors, and then they would put either excrement or poisons on the tips of these bamboo spears. 

They would put these spears inside these holes, then cover them with a brush to conceal them. Our soldiers patrolling in the jungles would fall into those traps. When they fell into these pits, their legs would get scraped, stabbed, or impaled by these medieval Punji sticks.

Time was the critical factor in treating those wounds because of the poisoned tips. If it’s half a day or more, that puts them at much more risk than within a few hours. You also have to understand the physical status of these young soldiers. They didn’t have the protein or the hydration that they needed. 

That’s something I don’t think a lot of people think about. You’re talking about humans who are living on tiny amounts of food, dehydrated from being in the heat and humidity of the jungle, and then getting injured, which changes everything. So their bodies were challenged all the time. Even as young teenagers and men, that was really difficult. That’s not even factoring in the mosquitoes, leeches, and other insect bites and rashes causing open wounds on their skin. 

There were many ugly things besides just the Punji pits. Due to the poor condition of the water, there were intestinal worms. Sometimes, when you pull a colostomy bag off a patient, the worms are there, and you have to clean the skin and the site. Some of these parasites were quite large and nasty. 

The pressure of the job reached a point where I had to ask to be relieved from the ICU and the recovery duties as I was overwhelmed with the stress. My request was approved, and I was given one month in the orthopedic ward that shared a makeshift drug ward. It was where we would place the drug addicts that we could help. At that point, most of them were going through withdrawal, which was highly traumatic for all of us. 

It wasn’t all doom and gloom, and this story is very close to my heart. We once got a surprise visit from this beautiful woman, Phyllis George, Miss America in 1971, and her entourage. I had already worked ten hours that day when she came through our unit. They were dressed so beautifully in civilian clothes, with makeup and hairdos, and I was in my usual fatigues and combat boots. 

One of the soldiers that I was caring for had both arms amputated and could not sit up by himself. As I was helping to hold him up, Phyllis George came over and spoke to him for several minutes.

As I laid him back down, I asked him, “Wouldn’t it be great if all of us nurses could look that good?” He gave me the biggest smile and said, “They don’t hold a candle to what you mean to us and to what you are.” I leaned down, kissed him on his forehead, and told him I would never forget him here. He supported me when I was caring for him. 

My Freedom Bird, which took me home, was on November 21, 1971, a year to the day that I was deployed. When I got back to the world, I never thought I had any anxiety issues as I hadn’t fought in the field. At least, that’s what I felt. However, these feelings had been suppressed and came out by my reaction to a car backfiring. I found myself on the sidewalk. 

On the 4th of July, a cherry bomb firecracker exploded outside my home, its sharp crack sending me scrambling beneath the bed, heart pounding. The sound summoned a recurring nightmare—being overrun, the chaos of my past months in Vietnam flooding back with visceral clarity. Yet, somehow, I still felt a fragile sense of okay, clinging to resilience amid the echoes of war.

In 1982, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, known to all as “The Wall,” rose in Washington, D.C., a stark monument of black granite etched with the names of the fallen. My first visit was a gut punch. Standing before the polished surface, I traced the endless rows of names, each one a life that never made it home. For those who haven’t seen it, no words can capture the weight of that stone—how mere engravings can sear your soul. The names begin sparsely, low to the ground, but as you walk deeper, they climb higher, a relentless tide of letters that feels like a mountain pressing down. I stood there, overwhelmed by a crushing sense of failure. 

As a nurse, I had carried the weight of responsibility—to do my best, to bring our soldiers home to their families. But The Wall laid bare the truth: so many didn’t return. The sadness I’d felt as a child, placing flowers on unnamed graves in Gettysburg, surged back, sharper now. Here, there were names—thousands upon thousands—but no graves, only the cold reality of loss. I had tended to so many young men, their faces vivid in my memory, and knowing they were among those names struck me like a physical blow.

Years later, in November 1993, the Vietnam Women’s Memorial was dedicated, a statue honoring the nurses who served, founded by Diane Carlson Evans. Its figures seem to stand sentinel over The Wall, as if we nurses are still caring for those we lost. I attended the dedication, seeking closure for the grief and guilt I’d carried for decades. That week was a torrent of emotion. Veterans from across the country gathered, their voices rising in a chorus of “Welcome home!” and “Thank you!”—words I never knew I needed. Men held signs with nurses’ names, calling out to find those who had tended their wounds, their gratitude ringing through cheers and applause. The weight of their thanks, for a duty I’d performed twenty years earlier, broke something open in me. I wept, unable to contain the swell of gratitude and pain.

For twenty years, I’d kept my service locked away, even from my husband. He didn’t know I’d earned a Bronze Star until I let it slip. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, bewildered. “My best friend didn’t get one,” I replied, my voice tight. “She did the same work I did—why should I be singled out?” The honor felt hollow against the losses we’d shared. I live with PTSD, though I’m fortunate to manage it. Certain triggers—sounds like firecrackers, or smells—can pull me back to Vietnam in an instant. 

While at the wall, a Gold Star wife presented us with our 50-year commemorative pin. I tried to tell her that it’s only been 45 years, but she explained that it’s to be presented to any veteran who served anywhere in the armed forces from November 1, 1955, to May 15, 1975. I want to thank all those who supported our soldiers during those troubled times. 

Thinking back about the war, I think of what I went through, and my experience coming home is minimal compared to our soldiers. I can’t even believe what those young kids had to face when they came back because they didn’t have a place to go to work. Who were they going to talk about this with? Nobody wanted to know anything, and even other veterans didn’t want to talk about it. So it was a very, very difficult time for veterans like that.

My decision to join the Army Nurse Corps was the best career choice I ever made. Those two years were filled with life-changing experiences and growing an understanding of who I am. I’m proud of the privilege of serving my country and the young men and women I got to know, and they will always hold a piece of my heart. 

I am a Vietnam veteran, a souvenir of that war, a part of history that some try to remember and some try to forget. Each veteran has their own story. 

We, as veterans, ask people to remember our fallen veterans and comrades. It has been said that the nation that forgets its veterans will itself be forgotten. 

—Virginia Deardorff Dornheggen

~  ~

[image: ]


“The most difficult thing is the decision to act, the rest is merely tenacity.”

− Amelia Earhart
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Laura Hines Kern
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My most pivotal moment in Vietnam as a nurse was my first day. I just jumped off the helicopter and walked into the medical facility with my bags, looking for my supervisor. The chief nurse and one of the doctors quickly approached me and ordered me into the operating room. 

I had taken one step into the operating room, and they wheeled a soldier by me who was missing both of his legs; they were blown off. When you see the people before they’ve had surgery, it’s not a clean thing that you’re looking at. It’s a real mess. And I think one of his arms was also blown off.

They had probably six IV’s going into this guy and all hanging blood, and they had extra blood down below the stretcher on the gurney. At that moment, all of my senses were assaulted. There was the metallic smell of blood, the smell of burned flesh mixed with the smell of explosives that wafted in the air. I couldn’t take my eyes off those ragged and raw bloody stumps where his legs used to be. 

I don’t remember seeing even his face ... I don’t remember. I can picture this bloody mass in a uniform, and that’s about all I can picture. I took a physical step backward and took a big, deep breath as I was shocked by this horrific image of unimaginable carnage. I can remember so vividly saying to myself, “Laura, if you don’t get control of your emotions right this second, you are going to be of no good to anyone—end of story.”

I stood there trembling and thinking, okay, this is going to be a whole year here that I will be doing this, and I’ve got to get control. I believe that is one of the reasons why I was able to separate my professionalism from my emotions. I genuinely think that that split-second decision I made that day truly saved me. 

✶✶✶

M

y name is Laura Hines Kern, and I served as a Lieutenant in the US Army during the Vietnam War. Growing up, I was captivated by world history, a passion sparked by my father, a World War II veteran who rarely spoke of his experiences. Every Friday night, we’d huddle together to watch Victory at Sea, a gripping Navy TV series. Those moments planted a subtle seed of interest in the military, though I never imagined it would shape my future.

After high school, I enrolled in nursing school, scraping by financially as I covered my own bills. Money was tight, and the pressure was relentless. One day, an Army nursing recruiter visited our class. When she mentioned the student nurse program’s monthly stipend—enough to fund my final year of school—I didn’t hesitate. My hand shot up, and I volunteered. It was May 1968, a month etched in my memory not just for my decision, but because it marked the Vietnam War’s highest casualty rate.

Night after night, the television blared grim body counts from the war, a cold metric the government used to frame our “victory” through enemy losses. I saw the numbers, heard the growing protests, but it all felt distant, like a storm on the horizon. I’ll be honest—joining the Army wasn’t driven by some noble desire to serve my country. It was practical, a lifeline to finish nursing school. The means to an end. Looking back, I’m struck by how I never dwelled on the dangers of enlisting. It simply didn’t cross my mind.

My military journey started at Fort Sam Houston. Well, the truth is, at first, I didn’t take the training very seriously. None of us actually did. I was a little nervous about it, but it was a completely different way of life. The Army’s way of life, saluting, marching, and rank system. I grew up in a very egalitarian family, and everybody was the same no matter who they were. And so then you had this really rigid rank structure in the Army, and that was a big change for me. After that, I went to Fitzsimmons, which is in Colorado, for the operating room course there. Then, only a couple of weeks later, I was deployed to Vietnam.

I was in the airplane bathroom as we made our final approach to land in Vietnam. An announcement came over the plane’s loudspeaker, and they said that our destination, the Bien Hoa Air Base, was currently being rocketed and mortared. They told us that when you exit the plane, if you hear incoming rockets, lay flat on the ground, face down on the tarmac, and we’ll instruct you from then on. 

And I’m sitting in this bathroom thinking, what have I gotten myself into? That was traumatic enough that I have never been in an airplane bathroom since. When I now fly, I always stay in my seat. That’s like one of the strange lingering things from the war. I mean, it’s not a big deal, but it just still sticks in my head.

The stench was unbelievable as we landed and exited the plane. This overpowering smell hit us—it was just like a mixture of garbage, rotting fish heads, and rice. Next, the humidity and temperature hit you. It was like hitting a brick wall. It was something that I had never felt before. Walking through heavy air was almost a physical feeling because it was so incredibly humid. It was August when I arrived, and the temperature and humidity were probably around one hundred degrees. 

From the plane, they rushed us onto buses parked on the tarmac with protective chicken wire on the windows and doors. I was later told the chicken wire prevented grenades from being thrown into the buses. 

I remember vividly when they got us off the buses and rushed us into the main terminal as all my senses were off the charts. The terminal also housed all the troops leaving to go home. And I remember hearing these strange noises as I entered. 

It was the sounds of hundreds of soldiers doing those handshakes that seem go on forever. Slapping their hands up and back, pounding their fists together in a rhythmic secret ritual that only they know the meaning of. 

They also looked sloppy compared to the rigid uniform codes I’d seen so far. They were all a little thinner than most of the newer troops. Maybe that’s why I thought they looked a little sloppy: Their faded and tattered uniforms hung off them. But they weren’t just leaner; they also gave off a feeling of edginess. 

They were allowed to go home in their uniforms, while we nurses had to wear our dress uniforms. I was in stockings, a skirt, and high heels doing all this traveling. These guys were glad they were going home, but I think their underlying anger was because most of these guys were drafted. They didn’t choose to go to Vietnam. 

Besides the edginess, I also sensed something else surprising: they looked at us with what I perceived as pity. We were just starting our tour, having no idea of what was about to come, and they were getting on that plane to leave.

Bien Hoa’s Air Base was a bustling place in South-Central Vietnam, about sixteen miles from Ho Chi Minh City. It was a hub for American, Australian, and New Zealand soldiers.

They were having water rationing at that point, and they gave us literally one eight-ounce cup of water when we got there. They said we could do whatever we wanted with it. We could drink it, take a bath with it, or brush our teeth. That was all we were getting, and I chose to bathe in it. That first leg of my journey to Vietnam was a nearly twenty-four-hour, emotional rollercoaster, exhausting trip.

The following day, I went out for breakfast, and when I came back, my luggage had been broken into. They took all my newly purchased clothes. I figured if I had to be in fatigues for a year, I would at least have nice, comfortable underwear underneath. They took it all and probably sold it on the black market. 

So I felt angry right from the start because that happened to me. But there was nobody to complain to; they were bringing people in and shuffling others back out, and everything was in a hurry. I later reported to the chief nurse, who told me where I was going. Immediately, the Dustoff Huey helicopters came and picked me up.

It was my first time on a helicopter, and although you think you’d be scared to death, I thought it was exhilarating. We flew with the doors wide open; you could see everything below. At that time, Vietnam was probably one of the most beautiful countries I have ever seen. It was war-ravaged, but you didn’t get that sense from being up in the air. 

I ended up taking a lot of helicopter rides because I later got engaged to a helicopter pilot. On my little time off, I would go out riding with him and the troops. One time, we went up by Dien Bien Phu, where the last French battle took place right around 1954. 

The French Colonial Corps fought the battle against the Viet Minh Communists serving under General Giap. In that battle, over eleven thousand French troops were captured. Two American pilots, James McGovern and Wallace Buford, were also killed in the fight. I was told that all of the dead soldiers were buried standing up, facing France. 

But back to my journey. They flew us out to the 67th Evac Hospital in Qui Nhon. Nobody met me at the landing zone. I got off the helicopter and had to find the chief nurse and report in. They brought me to the operating room to report to the OR supervisor. I took one step over the threshold into that operating room, and that was when they wheeled that first guy by me. The one I talked about in the beginning of my story who had lost both of his legs. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
"Harrowing stories of female heroism that will awe al
-—-NY 'I'lmes bestselling author Ralph Pezzullo

A GRIPPING COLLECTION OF THE UNTOLD
TRUE STORIES OF HISTORY’S BRAVEST
WOMEN WARRIORS .





OEBPS/d2d_images/image012.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image005.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image009.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





