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Disclaimer

I have changed some of the names of people in this book because I was not able to find them to ask for their approval of to include them in this book. I have attempted to recall as accurately as possible the people, events and things I have described in this book.
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I’m writing this book for my two sons, two daughters-in-law, and eight grandchildren. They already know a lot about my combat experience, but now they can quote me. Over time I’ve forgotten lots of events and details. I’ve tried to be as accurate as my failing memory will allow. I’ve changed most of the names of my fellow soldiers in combat, since I have not been able to contact them about the accuracy of my memory.

I was almost seven years into my journey with Jesus when I went to Vietnam. I disobeyed regularly, but somehow managed to keep from damaging myself permanently. I believe that He chose to protect me from myself. Yes, He protected this disobedient follower from the evil and suffering from others, but I was, and am, my own worst enemy.

The big question others have asked me, about myself and about themselves: Why did some die and others live? Why did I not die? After a firefight, soldiers asked themselves that question, and then died in the next firefight. Why?

I’ve answered that question for myself. Hope you can find the answer soon.
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1) MAY, 1966: FREEDOM REMOVED
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Few people choose how they die. When soldiers go to war, they plan on returning home, whether they volunteered or were drafted. Over fifty thousand men did not return home alive from the Vietnam war.

The government sent every eligible male a number, and when the wheels of bureaucracy called up your number, you gleefully showed up at your appointed Induction Center of your military branch. Governments authorize a draft when more men are needed for a war than want to join the military. The United States has drafted men into the military for seven wars: the American Revolution, the American Civil War, World War I, World War II, the Cold War, the Korean War and the Vietnam War. The draft ceased in 1973, but a “Selective Service System” still exists as a contingency plan if the overall security of America is threatened.

The Vietnam War required a lot of soldiers. Apart from making the military your life career or joining the CIA, the Army offered us two options for fighting the war against Communism. We consented (as opposed to escaping to Canada) to be drafted for two years of active duty, followed by four years of active reserve (digging foxholes one weekend a month for four years), or we enlisted as an RA, Regular Army, for three years active service and three years of inactive reserve (no obligations to attend any monthly drills).

I enlisted.

How did that happen? 

Toward the very end of my last semester in high school I spoke with my high school principal about college. He told me that I wasn’t serious enough about college. He said I would probably flunk out of college at this point in my life. I asked for an alternative. He felt the military was a good option for me. I don’t think he even thought about the war in Vietnam at that point.

I went to a Navy recruiter and asked if I could drive submarines. Does one “drive” submarines? He said no, because I wore glasses. I asked an Air Force recruiter if I could fly fighter jets, and he said no, because I wore glasses. I asked an Army recruiter if I could jump out of airplanes, even though I wore glasses, and he said, “Sign here!”

On graduation evening, everyone dressed up and took their dates out for the big party after graduation. Mark, one of my close friends, and I had decided to join the Army together, and we double-dated as well. We took our dates to the dance, and as the dancing wound down, everyone descended on all the local attractions in St. Francis, Kansas. All the business owners in town generously opened their stores and shops for the graduating seniors from Thursday evening until 6 a.m. Friday morning. And everything was free. Bowling, ice cream shop, movie theatre. We had the run of the town. We lost count of the number of times that we drove up and down main street until we delivered our dates home at 6 a.m. It was the only all-night date I had ever been on, but I didn’t even get a free goodbye kiss. 

On Monday morning, Mark and I were on a bus to Ft. Bliss, Texas. High school was over! Freedom! I was a moron. Basic Training. May, June, and July. In the desert. I’m really intelligent sometimes. This wasn’t one of those times.

We arrived and discovered immediately that the drill sergeant’s main function focused on eliminating any and all independent thinking.

“You will do exactly as you are told! You will obey every order immediately and exactly as it is given!”

The platoon sergeant impressed upon his ignorant charges the privilege of being a squad leader. He chose his minions based on their personal initiative, which contradicted the drill sergeant’s speech about independent thinking.

I don’t know what I did wrong, but after the first week, my platoon sergeant gave me the privilege of being a squad leader. Actually, he gave me more opportunities for more people to cause me more problems.

During the second or third week, they told us that we had an hour to prepare for an inspection in the barracks. Beds made perfectly, no wrinkles, clothes lined up, everything super clean and neat. Weapons cleaned without a speck of anything on them. One guy in my squad forgot to put the cleaning rod through the barrel of his weapon one last time. The sergeant found one small spot on the inside of the barrel. My entire squad got the weekend off, but as the squad leader who was responsible for his squad, I ended up in the kitchen on kitchen duty (KP). I wasn’t upset. I was relieved that my punishment hadn’t been worse, although I’m not sure what that would have looked like.

I arrived in the kitchen at 6 a.m. The head cook put me on pots and pans. A few minutes later a recruit from Puerto Rico joined me. His English was first-grade level. I have no idea how he got in the Army, but we laughed and bonded over our language ineptness. I wished that I hadn’t needed to cheat on the final exam of my high school Spanish class.

Basic Training taught me how to defend myself, one-on-one. I didn’t seek out any bullies, but I felt more confident. I had learned to avoid starting something that I couldn’t finish. My dad had taught me that if someone wanted to hurt me, and if I couldn’t get away, then the rules went out the window. He gave me permission to do anything to win as quickly as possible. Plan ahead if possible but end it quickly and get away. Don’t hang around and gloat. Arrogance was stupid. Just leave. Life was too short to spend fighting unnecessarily.

At 71, I wonder why some things stick in my memory. One man in our unit was mentally challenged. He was the sweetest person ever. He so wanted to make it through Basic Training, but the government should have been charged with criminal activity for allowing him to enlist. Our drill sergeant was a drill sergeant. He never, never smiled. He yelled a lot. The Army probably gave him his job because of his vocal cords.

One morning, as we all lined up for inspection, that nice young man came out of the barracks with two left boots on. The drill sergeant stepped up to his face and ordered him to go back into the barracks and come down with different boots on. He returned to the barracks. A few minutes later, he came down with two right boots on. It was the only time that we saw the sergeant almost lose it. A minuscule smile crept onto his lips and betrayed his incredible self-control. I think he gently sent the young man to the captain. I don’t remember seeing him again. They probably sent him home. I’m sure that he was devastated, but it’s a lie to believe that a person can be anything they want to be. I wanted to drive submarines.

Some parts of basic training wiped out some of the guys. The sergeants treated those more harshly who did poorly. I managed to stay invisible. I passed everything, although never excelled at much, except on the gunnery range. I almost felt at home.

Safeway gave me my first rifle. When I was ten, Safeway Gold Bond Stamps rewarded customers with a catalog full of practical things, like kitchen items, garden supplies and guns. It was my dad’s turn to exchange the stamps for whatever he wanted. When I saw the new catalog, I couldn’t believe my eyes. We had just filled out the six books of stamps, and what I wanted cost six books exactly. I begged dad to let me use those stamps next. I even promised to be a good boy and to skip my next turn. I showed him what I wanted in the catalog. He smiled and nodded approval. Mom saw what I wanted and frowned.

We all three went down to Safeway and I turned in the six books of stamps. The manager asked me what I wanted. I pointed to the item in the catalog. He smiled, took the stamps and the catalog and disappeared into the back of the store. When he returned, I could hardly control myself.

He placed in my hands a Remington, single-action, single-shot, bolt action .22 rifle that fired long-rifle bullets. Dad beamed. Mom frowned. Dad handed me a box of .22 long-rifle bullets and told me to never use short rounds, or it would jam, and that I could go out into one of the fields outside of town to practice. I could shoot cans and rocks and anything but people or domestic animals. Mom frowned some more.

Dad told her, “He has to start sometime.”

“He’s only ten,” she replied.

“You’re from Texas and you’re worried about your ten-year-old son using a small .22?”

She worried. Mom loved me.

I brought a rabbit home for supper. The only reason I hit him was because he had to have been 200 years old and couldn’t move very fast. He was so tough that Mom couldn’t tenderize him enough to make a meal out of him. She was a great cook, but that rabbit was beyond her skill.

I even earned my Boy Scout merit badge for marksmanship with that rifle. I wore glasses, but the sights were dead on. Once dad taught me how to squeeze the trigger instead of jerking it. I hit my target more often and used less ammo. We weren’t rich. Ammo was expensive.

Dad and I cycled through a number of other rifles, but all were .22s. The nicest one was a Remington Model 12 pump-action. It held seven rounds in the magazine tube that slid back with the pump whenever you wanted to load another round into the chamber. It fired shorts, longs, and long-rifle rounds.

We tried a semi-automatic once. You didn’t need to manually load another round in the chamber; you just had to pull the trigger. I had developed the very bad habit of pulling the trigger again after firing my own .22. I did that with the automatic and put a round just about a foot over my dad’s head. He sold the automatic the next day. I stopped the habit immediately.

I never warmed up to handguns until I entered the Army. The training we received with the Springfield .45 was just short of pathetic, but that couldn’t be helped. It takes a lot of practice to hit something with a handgun. Jerking the trigger, instead of squeezing it, will pull the muzzle a millimeter to the right, and you’ll miss the burglar six feet away and kill your neighbor across the street. You have a better chance of defending yourself by throwing the .45 at your attacker.

The first time I stepped onto the rifle range in Basic Training, I felt in control. I immediately realized that an M16 worked the same way that any of the .22 caliber rifles worked that I had used growing up. Same procedure. Take a breath and hold it. Squeeze the trigger, don’t pull it. I just had to practice doing it faster. I got almost perfect scores with the M60, the M14 and the M16. 

Firing a perfect score garnered my E-7 sergeant high prestige with his superiors. I was elated when my E-5 scornfully told me that I looked too much like a runt to be carrying the M60, no matter how high my target scores. “What good’s a perfect score if you can’t carry the damn thing!”

Perfection was mandatory on the grenade range. Although our unit never experienced such an incident, the drill sergeants told us about “mistakes” (fill in descriptive cuss words here) that recruits had made during grenade practice. The sergeant would stand on the edge of the grenade pit while the recruit threw the grenade down range.

When the soldiers were placed in the grenade pit for learning how to throw a grenade, they were told to hold the grenade in their throwing hand, pull the pin with their other hand, and throw the grenade as far out of the hole as they could with their throwing hand. One soldier thought that he was supposed to drop the pin first, before throwing the grenade. He climbed down into the pit, and the sergeant handed him the grenade. The recruit was told to do it. He put the grenade in his right hand, pulled the pin with his left hand, dropped the grenade in the pit and threw the pin down range. While screaming, “Grenade!”, the sergeant reached down into the pit, grabbed the recruit by his shirt and yanked him out of the pit and fell on him. The grenade made the pit a bit deeper. That recruit was recycled through another grenade practice lesson.

I did not experience any bliss during Basic Training at Ft. Bliss, Texas, in May, June and July. I should’ve waited until fall. The forced march through the desert, toward the end of that eight weeks, raised the experience of pain to its highest level so far. Before beginning the march, we shouldered our equipment and weapons and stood around a lot. The heat from the sand burned through my boots. I couldn’t stand still for more than a few seconds. Once the march started, single file, I remember repeating over and over to myself, “Just take the next step. Just take the next step.” We passed a couple of guys who had fallen out from heat exhaustion. I kept hoping that the guy in front of me didn’t fall out, because I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to stop and help him or end up on KP duty for being accused of helping him to keep from having to finish the march. Slowly, my numbed mind lost track of anybody else. I might have slept while walking. Then I felt a difference in my boots. The soft sand had changed to hard ground. Pavement. I had made it. Those who fell out got KP during the weekend. I doubt anyone complained after that march. 

We made it through that training thinking that we had survived something horrendous. The torments of Basic Training would turn out to be insignificant compared to combat. I’m not sure even seasoned veterans can prepare newcomers for reality. A new recruit might have to live through a firefight before he realizes what he has to do to stay alive. One never knows how one will respond when the bullets start flying.

Graduation, a parade, the American Flag, lots of salutes and speeches, honors for achievements that were meant to inspire a soldier to work harder on his next assignment, stripes to signify advancement in rank to Private First Class (one upside down gold “V” on each sleeve). Then everyone lined up to get their orders. A few had to go through parts of Basic Training again. They stayed at Ft. Bliss. Most were sent to the training they had signed up for. I was being sent to Ft. Ord, California, for AIT, Advanced Infantry Training. I had signed up to jump out of planes. Basic Training just informed you that you were in the Army.  The real training hadn’t started yet. 

The Army gave me a two-week vacation. My stepdad, Bill, and Mom had moved to Colorado while I was at Boot Camp. I took the bus to Longmont to be with Mom. I had not been very nice to her during my senior year. She had done everything for me, but I hadn’t seen it yet. I was still being a brat. A jerk. I should have apologized to her, but I hadn’t realized how much I had hurt her, nor how much she had worried that I might have stopped loving her. It still hurts to think about that time. We got along fine, but I just wish I had been mature enough to not have put her through that needless suffering.

Advanced Infantry Training

Ft. Ord, CA

I arrived at Ft. Ord, California, in early August. The weather was deceptive. It lulled me into believing that combat would be like training. Ft. Ord was the jewel of the US Army. Sand dunes and forests along the coast of Monterey Bay. From the desert of west Texas in July to the blue water of the Pacific in August was like moving from hell to heaven. At the height of Fort Ord’s activity, some 50,000 troops passed through that base on their way to the Vietnam and Korean Wars.

I ended up being a squad leader again. I’m not sure how that happened. I really didn’t want the job. I was fine taking orders. I hadn’t run into any incompetent sergeants or officers yet.

The captain called in all the squad leaders from each platoon to give us a speech about leadership. He had each one of us introduce ourselves. After my short introduction, his eyes opened wide as he leaned back in his chair and mumbled, “Whoo. You just got out of high school?” It wasn’t a question.

I nodded.

All the other squad leaders had had some college before joining or getting drafted. I got lucky. After that meeting, our platoon sergeant lined us up outside beside an unfinished trench and asked how many had some college education. A few raised their hands. The sergeant pointed down toward some shovels in trench. “You guys can use your college education to teach us how to dig trenches.” I’m not sure if the sergeant had even graduated from high school.

One guy in my squad wanted my position as squad leader. He wouldn’t follow any of my orders. I wanted to give him my position, but the platoon sergeant said no. When the sergeant spoke to him about his attitude, that young soldier mouthed off to the sergeant. That soldier spent more time shoveling dirt in the trenches than all the college-educated guys combined. Then he did hundreds of push-ups.

On one combat exercise, I was ordered to take my squad straight through a tree-lined open area to search for the enemy. Right out in the open. Dumb. No one told us that the tree line defined the perimeter of the exercise area. I sent half my squad along the tree line, telling them to avoid the open area as much as possible, and I took the other half with me through that tree line. There was nobody on the other side of the tree line. We moved away from the tree line and crouched our way around some dunes.

When we stuck our heads up over the sand dunes and looked back, we discovered that we had outflanked the enemy. With the proper hand signals, we hunched down behind the dunes, loaded the blank rounds into our M16, and then I ordered my men to charge the enemy killing everyone in sight.

It wasn’t my fault. I thought they were the enemy. The enemy was still waiting in the trees for half of my squad, who were not walking out in the open, but were sneaking along the tree line. They never connected with each other. With a burst of five M16s firing on fully automatic, my half of the squad had theoretically obliterated a handful of unaware officers who were standing at a distance with their backs to us overseeing the exercise. I think they peed their pants.

The sergeant demanded to know why I had not proceeded as directed. I don’t remember my exact words, but he only grunted when I explained how stupid it was to search for the enemy by staying out in the open. I think they were testing us to see how we would react if we were ambushed. They didn’t react well.

I excelled in small arms, again. My platoon sergeant, as usual, got lots of credit for my achievements. I was put in charge of a squad with one M60 machine gun attached to it. Toward the end of that eight weeks, I was asked if I wanted to attend OCS, Officer Candidate School. I said yes, and I was put on a waiting list. They took men first who did not wear glasses. I waited eight weeks for my orders, which never came. Now that I think about it, if I hadn’t gotten bored and impatient, I probably could have stayed at Ft. Ord until my enlistment ran out.

I had almost nothing to do, but I enjoyed that eight weeks. I bought a 1952 Chevy, so I wasn’t stuck with public transportation. I had taken SCUBA lessons in Denver when I was in high school. I hooked up with a SCUBA diving club comprised of an ex-policeman, a couple of hippies, an attorney, among others, all of whom were far more experienced in diving than I was. One weekend, we drove to Carmel Beach and dove right off the beach.

I remember being in about twenty feet of water, looking down and seeing a huge monster fish, five feet long, just off the beach. I watched it move and settle a few feet away. My eyes were glued to that thing. Then, all of a sudden, it moved again, back to its original position. I was hoping that it wouldn’t look up, see me, and decide to choose me for lunch. My shiver rippled through the water.

Then it moved a third time, back to the same spot it had just come from. It took me a few seconds to register that it was just a large five-foot rock, and that I was moving. The emotionless tide had tricked me. I didn’t tell any of the club members. They weren’t really polite people.

Another time, we dove south of Carmel Beach, but we had to swim around a huge patch of seaweed before descending to the bottom at seventy feet. We had an odd number of divers that day, so a couple more experienced divers added me as a third partner. I hadn’t told them that I needed extra time to clear my ears around ten feet before descending further, and when they looked back and saw me hesitate, they assumed I was afraid, and motioned for me to stay on the top until they returned. They didn’t want to be left behind by the other guys. No hard feelings. I didn’t want to spoil their dive by being a novice.

I made it back around the seaweed patch, and as I reached the beach, I saw the entire group surface where I had come from. One diver was holding an extra tank, and two others were keeping a fourth diver afloat on his back. Something had gone wrong with his heart just as they reached the bottom, but another diver noticed it, and the team saved his life. I then recalled diving alone just off the beach a couple weeks before. At night. I wasn’t very bright at nineteen. I didn’t brag about that dive, and I never dove alone again.

My car broke down at one point, and I had to walk back to the base. I was in uniform, and I entered an area of large green lawns. I had no idea where I was. I remember someone yelling, “Fore!”, but I was still clueless. I’m not sure when I realized that I had walked all the way across Pebble Beach Golf Course.

I spent time in the base library. As I perused titles on the shelves, my eyes were jarred by the title of one book, God is Dead. I pulled the book off the shelf and read the first chapter. Paul Tillich wrote about God as the Ground of Being. I had no idea who Tillich was, but I felt sorry for him. I assumed that he was a highly educated professor (who else would write such books), but he clearly had no personal relationship with his creator, who wanted a very personal relationship with him. I checked out a spy novel. It probably had more truth in it than Tillich’s book.

When I said that I had almost nothing to do, I still got posted on guard duty. My name surfaced on the roster for the guard tower at the local Army prison. I spent eight hours watching inmates come outside the kitchen area during their breaks and smoke. Some rolled banana peels into the cigarette wrappers and smoked more than just tobacco. I waved at most of them. I could see their smiles, and we made signs with each other about exchanging cigarettes or drinking a beer.
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