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PRAISE FOR THE CAT FROM HUÉ


 






“The Cat From Hué should take its place among the most evocative and illuminating American Vietnam War memoirs.”


— Dallas Morning News


“Magnificent ... an indispensable contribution to the literature on the Vietnam War.... This book offers the reader narratives of combat as gripping as that of the best novels on the war.... The Cat from Hué is equally a powerful indictment of the U.S. political and military leadership that chose to fight in Vietnam and persisted in deluding itself about prospects for victory until it was too late.”


— Dr. Jeffrey Record, Naval Institute Proceedings


“Those of us who, with virtually unstinted admiration, followed Jack Laurence’s seemingly fearless reporting from Vietnam have waited thirty years for this book. He does not disappoint. It is a classic of war reporting.”


— Walter Cronkite


“Laurence’s eloquent, at times acerbic recollection of Vietnam is one of the finest books in its genre, comparable to Michael Herr’s Dispatches. His Vietnam reportage was exceptional, almost artful; his summary and recapitulation more than three decades later is formidable, gripping and always informative. He deserves to be read thoughtfully and carefully.”


— Stanley I. Kutler, New York Times Book Review


“Above all, he matter-of-factly counters the familiar literary images of stylized characters in a surreal conflict. What stands out in this book is his plain, fair, and sympathetic observation of recognizably real Americans of every rank and the everyday detail that accumulates into the experience of war.”


— Foreign Affairs


“In this book, Jack Laurence becomes the Odysseus of the Vietnam War, returning years later with fresh news of the battles and tales of his journey so vividly told that readers will feel they accompanied him and saw what combat was really like and what it does to the mind and soul.”


— Frances FitzGerald


“If you want to know how it was in Vietnam, read this book—it is superb.”


— Col. Bob Thompson, U.S. Marine Corps (Retired)


“Few accounts of the Vietnam War bring readers closer to the battlefield.... Laurence takes his readers on a hair-raising tour of the front lines.... It is ... war journalism at its finest—brutal, intense, yet compassionate.”


— Far Eastern Economic Review


“A powerful account of what Vietnam was like and why U.S. efforts there failed ... filled with graphic detail about combat, as well as intimate descriptions of its effects on participants and Vietnam in general.”


— Newsday


“The Cat from Hué is engaging and informative—better still, it is a good read.... Even Meo, were he still alive, would be purring.”


— Washington Post Book World


“Filled with fascinating anecdotes, illuminating insight and hard facts, the memoir emits a sense of having been written during the war instead of 30 years later ... [It] certainly articulates the feelings of many of those who fought the war or covered it.”


— Associated Press


“A devastatingly effective first-hand account of what went wrong and why.”


— Seattle Times/Post-Intelligencer


“An extraordinary grunt’s-eye view of the Vietnam War.”


— Kirkus Reviews


“Riveting, searingly evocative depictions of the U.S. Army, Marines and the South Vietnamese Army in action ... frighteningly realistic ... extremely readable.”


— Publishers Weekly


“One of the ... most thorough memoirs of the Vietnam War ... powerfully written ... a major accomplishment ...”


— Library Journal


“Those truly interested in learning about the Vietnam War from someone who was there will find this a must read.”


— Booklist


“A great read and highly recommended.”


— Leatherneck


“The Cat From Hué is wonderfully vivid, wonderfully written. On our long shelf of Vietnam books, I don’t think I’ve read anything that captures so immediately the peculiar taste of the war.”


— John Balaban


“Worthy to stand beside such other Vietnam classics as Neil Sheehan’s A Bright Shining Lie.”


— London Sunday Times Book Review


“A fascinating story that captures the tragedy of Vietnam superbly. I hope it finds a place on the bookshelves of all professional soldiers. They will profit from its incisive observation and masterful storytelling.”


— General Robert Shoemaker, U.S. Army (Retired)
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For the fine memories of Bill Wilson and Robert Smith, and for all who follow in their steps.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


 






What follows is true. All the events described here actually happened. Details have been taken from film and still photographs that were shot at the scene, from audiotapes recorded during the events, and from notes, maps, descriptions and sketches written in notebooks at the time. Also from letters home, interviews during and after the war, and from contemporary accounts by other reporters, writers and historians. Some descriptions are taken from memory, but knowing the fallibility of memory over time, I have trusted only those for which there is supporting evidence. No actions have been invented.


Quotes are described two ways. Spoken words that appear in full quotation marks (i.e., “Hello there, cat”), were recorded on film, tape or in a notebook at the time, or were recalled and written down soon after the event. Where words are quoted in single quotation marks (i.e., ‘Cease fire! Cease fire!’), no record exists other than in my knowledge of the conversation or remark having taken place, or in written notes to myself of the substance of what was said rather than the words. I have tried to recreate those words and conversations honestly and accurately.


In a few cases where I had no precise record of the weather or physical terrain—that is, other than when they were important to the event or when I had a specific recollection of them—some descriptions of the sun, rain, wind, clouds, heat and light are portrayed as they usually were in that location at that time of day and year.


The actual names of the people involved in these events are used throughout, except in a few cases where noted to avoid embarrassment. I apologize for any errors of fact, interpretation or omission.


J.L.






                                    The world’s an orphans’ home. Shall


                          we never have peace without sorrow?


                without pleas of the dying for


                          help that won’t come? O


                quiet form upon the dust, I cannot


                look and yet I must. If these great patient


                                    dyings—all these agonies


                                              and woundbearings and bloodshed—


                                    can teach us how to live, these


                                                dyings were not wasted.





MARIANNE MOORE


“In Distrust of Merits” (1944)
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PART ONE






 


HUÉ 1968




          There is no need to sound my reputation.


          I have a sense of right and wrong, what’s more—


          heaven’s proudest gift. Call no man blessed


          until he ends his life in peace, fulfilled.


          If I can live by what I say, I have no fear.


          AESCHYLUS


          Agamemnon







FEBRUARY 19, 1968


 






The whole war was in the room. Light came in through a hole in the roof made by a mortar—monsoon light, murky and dim, filtered by low heavy clouds the color of stone. The floor was littered with wreckage from the explosion: sharp-edged fragments of a metal shell, pieces of plaster ripped off the walls, splinters of wood from a shattered table, and a pool of blood that was slowly becoming a dark stain on the once shiny surface of the tiled floor now scorched black by the explosion and covered with a film of fine dust. The air was cold and wet. Nothing moved.


I sat on the floor with my back to a wall, eating a can of C ration food with a white plastic spoon. Beyond the wall, a few hundred yards up the line, a machinegun rattled, stopped, rattled again. The bullets hissed in flight and the hisses gathered in a long steady ssssshhhhuuuussssshhhhh that caromed off the walls and buildings and the great chunks of broken stone of the old Hué Citadel and reverberated around the city. Grenades burst—muffled blasts—one at a time, punctuating the flow of riflefire. A mortar banged—first the pop of the tube, then, a few seconds later, the crash of the shell. Rifles cracked, sixteens and AKs, fast and slow fire.


Thank God I’m not up there, I thought. I had arrived at the house an hour before and had asked the Marines to take me forward, but they said nothing was going up during the fight. ‘Later,’ they said, ‘we’ll take you up later, when we go up with this stuff.’


At the house next door, a teenage Marine carried wooden cases of ammunition from inside the house to a pebble-covered driveway outside and heaved them one by one onto a small flatbed vehicle called a mechanical mule. The young Marine wore a dark green T-shirt, fatigue trousers, flak jacket and helmet and was sweating hard in the humid air. As soon as the battle up ahead was finished, he and the other Marines in his squad would load their mules and drive the ammo and other supplies to the front, then turn around and come back for more, bringing with them the wounded and dead. The military supply line was an endless conveyor—from factories in the States to the riflemen at the front—a long human chain moving men and materials forward for the infantry: replacements, rifle ammunition, machinegun bullets, hand grenades, mortar shells, rockets, tank gun canisters, high explosives, food, water, gas, tank parts, batteries, mail, medicine, morphine, IV fluid, bandages, body bags—all the paraphernalia required by a U.S. Marine infantry battalion of 650 men to sustain itself in extended combat. In this case it was 1st Battalion, 5th Marines. The battalion was trying to take a tall brick watchtower in the Citadel, had been for days, but the advance was slow.


An animal appeared in an open doorway at the back of the room. It was visible at first only in silhouette, a black shape against the bleak light outside. The creature was dirty, disheveled, its greasy fur sticking out at odd angles. Silent, curious, its nose twitched above its head and turned from side to side in a slow arc, sniffing the scent of food from my C ration can. It appeared to be a kitten, maybe eight weeks old, about the size of my hand.


Not much chance of a scrawny cat surviving this place, I thought. Lucky it hasn’t already gone in a cooking pot. The kitten stared at the can of food and sniffed the air above its head.


“Hello, there, cat,” I said. Anything new or unusual, any distraction, anything that took your mind off where you were and what you were doing was worth the diversion.


The kitten paid no attention. ‘Chào ông,’ I said, trying to get the tones right, figuring it might know a little Vietnamese. The kitten turned its head a fraction to one side and looked at me as if I were demented.


‘Too young to know the language. I get it,’ I said, smiling. The kitten sniffed the air.


When I had finished eating, I reached into a pocket of my fatigue jacket, opened a waterproof plastic case, shook out a cigarette, and lit it. The metal lid of the lighter snapped shut, making a sharp metallic click. Instantly the kitten turned and dashed out the doorway.


Spooked, I thought.


No wonder. All of Hué was spooked. The venerable old city of shaded gardens and pastel yellow villas and slender graceful people had endured twenty days of unrelieved fright, twenty days of riflefire and shellbursts and sleepless nights and empty stomachs and mad subhuman screams and slow-moving death that spread from house to house and street to street like a plague, crawling on khaki-covered knees and elbows across garden walls and narrow alleys and bursting through doorways with weapons blasting, constantly maneuvering closer for a kill. Hué was thunderstruck by violence. After being spared most of the misery of two Indochina wars over the past twenty years, the citizens of Hué were now condemned to suffer the worst of it all at once.


I got up and walked to the doorway. The air in the garden behind the house was heavy with moisture. A light afternoon rain had lifted, leaving a fine cold mist in the air. The garden was tangled with tall vines and fat leafy plants that had flowered in kinder times but were now struggling to survive against an encroaching wild of weeds. Everything was green and gray. Beneath the foliage, a stream gurgled. Invisible insects screeched. A waist-high wooden barrel full of rainwater stood next to the doorway beneath a drainpipe that ran down from the roof. The kitten was perched on the edge of the barrel, its front paws and hind legs together, drinking in fast tiny laps. As soon as I appeared in the doorway, it looked up and saw me, then jumped to the ground and ran into the garden and out of sight.


I took a breath and looked around. The house was part of a compound of one-story buildings made of stucco and wood with orange tile roofs. Five houses were arranged in a neat semicircle with a courtyard and circular driveway in front. The style was graceful, harmonious with the surroundings, practical and elegant, peaceful.


Must have been one big family, I thought—maybe twenty to thirty people—grandparents and great-grandparents with their children and their children’s children. I imagined what it would have been like three weeks before on the first day of Tet. It was Vietnam’s biggest holiday, a celebration based on tradition, rebirth and renewal. Tet marked the beginning of the lunar year, in this case, Nhâm Thân, the year of the monkey. I pictured the family, some visiting from far away, enjoying themselves in this compound, observing their ancient rituals: tending the family gravesites, honoring their ancestors, making offerings to the Ong Tao, decorating the house with bright-colored flower blossoms and lanterns and handmade prints, baking bánh chung cakes and other delicacies, catching up on family news, exchanging stories of babies born and sons gone off to war. I imagined the elders sitting with their children and sharing observations, the young children laughing in excitement at the sparkle of skyrockets, playing perhaps with a litter of newborn kittens.


Then, in the cool early hours of New Year’s Day, as the city slept, the war burst upon Hué and its people with the convulsions of a volcano. The night exploded in brilliant light. Fierce white flashes of military flares illuminated the sky. The slow red rush of machinegun tracers flew above the rooftops. The earth rumbled with the shock waves of long-range rockets. Shells shrieked over the city and cracked open the earth and everything on it.


In the turmoil, thousands of North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers trotted through the streets in their dark close-cropped hair with rifles and rocket launchers on their shoulders. They seized the city’s main installations—government buildings, bridges, the airfield, police stations, communications facilities—and started digging in to defend them. The few hundred South Vietnamese and U.S. soldiers on duty in Hué were surprised by the swift-moving attack and forced to withdraw to their headquarters, where they were quickly surrounded. Scores of others were killed or captured. At least half of the government soldiers were away on leave because of the holidays. Intelligence reports that the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong were preparing an offensive throughout South Vietnam did not suggest it would come during the three-day Tet holiday. Many civilians had no adequate bomb shelters, no trenches, no safe places to hide. Families gathered behind the doors of their houses and held one another in their arms. Mortar, rocket and artillery shells flew out of the sky and crashed onto the rooftops and streets.


And the one large family of Vietnamese who lived in the compound where I now stood staring into the garden survived the twenty days of fire and smoke and ferocious noise, adjusted to the new conditions of danger and shortages, and made their accommodation with the crisis. Each day they searched for food to eat, gathered water and wood, fought back their fear, consoled the children, tried to cheer each other, and lived their diminished lives with daily, individual acts of dignity and fortitude—they survived—until this afternoon of the twentieth day when the mortar crashed through the roof of their home and exploded in a flash of flame and heat. Arriving at the compound an hour ago, a few minutes after the explosion, I saw the family being taken away, their pale brown bodies piled in the back of a Marine truck, broken and bleeding and making no sound at all, their arms and legs limp and twisted, faces frozen in expressions of pain and disbelief—the dead and dying family, together still at Tet.


From the doorway at the back of the house, I stared into the tangle of tropical trees and vines in the misty garden. I was lost in thought, my vision out of focus. Gradually, I became aware of something moving in the interior of the brush. My sight sharpened. A shadowed presence deep inside the foliage took shape. A Vietnamese soldier! He was crouched on one knee on the ground with a rifle in his hands, an AK-47. Now I saw him in sharp focus: mustard-brown uniform, ammunition vest, green bamboo helmet, black hair sticking out the sides. A North Vietnamese Army regular. Slowly, with deliberate care, he stood up in the thicket of vines and raised the rifle to his shoulder and pointed the end of the barrel at me. Movement in the garden ceased. There was absolute silence. I couldn’t move, even to breathe. I felt trapped, paralyzed by the fear of what was about to happen, as in a bad dream. A thought flashed into consciousness. So you’ve made it all this way and it ends like this.


Time slowed and stopped. My concentration on the soldier was total, no sense of anything but the danger, my perceptions heightened, all other reality suspended.


The soldier’s eyes came away from the rifle sights and looked out at me from inside the shadow of his helmet. How young he is! The barrel of the rifle dipped. Then, in one slow continuous move, he turned his head and looked behind him and swung his shoulders around with the rifle in his hands and twisted his hips and then his legs and stepped back into the brush and disappeared into the green and gray foliage.


The garden was still. I took what felt like my first breath. A pulse beat in my temples. Time started to move. An insect chirped. I hadn’t heard anything for what had seemed like an hour but could only have been a few seconds. The air felt cold, damp.


Why didn’t he shoot? Because I didn’t have a gun? Because I was looking for the cat? Maybe I wasn’t worth it? He might have been after someone more important, an officer perhaps. It didn’t make sense.


His presence was still there, lingering, as if some part of him remained in the mist. Nothing tangible, only the essence of our encounter, but nearly physical. I was aware of the narrow separation between life and death in this place, between extinction and survival, and the immediate closeness of both. It was being defined in Hué so often these days that everyone seemed to take it for granted, saw it as just another part of the landscape: everybody ended up with one or the other, nothing you could do about it. But I was taking it personally.


I stepped back from the doorway, crossed the room and sat down against the wall. Out of breath, mouth too dry to swallow, I picked up my helmet and put it on. The noise of fighting at the front sounded more menacing.


Hey, man, you must have imagined him. Surely it was just a phantom. Couldn’t be anything else. Otherwise he would have shot you. You must be seeing things. Short-timer’s syndrome. Who knows? Or was it a premonition? Something up there waiting for you? God knows. I tried hard not to think.


The kitten appeared in the open doorway again and sat. Its tiny ears turned toward me.


“Puss-puss-puss,” I whispered between my lips. No reaction. I tried a number of different animal calls without effect.


Spunky cat, I thought. The kitten seemed to sense danger. I must have looked and smelled like the Marines in the house next door. Faded green combat fatigues, boots, helmet, flak jacket—for all it mattered to the cat I was one of them. It couldn’t know I was no danger at all, just an unarmed civilian, a noncombatant, a reporter. The kitten was drawn to the food by a desperate hunger, but its fear of me was greater.


I unfastened the straps of my rucksack, lifted out a can of C ration meat and opened it with a small metal tool called a P-38. I pried back the lid and held out the can a few inches above the floor, offering it. The kitten raised its nose high over its head and caught the scent. Then it stood up and stiffened its muscles, straightened its four legs to their full height, arched its back and danced a few feet toward me, sideways. So, it’s a skitter cat, I thought, surprised by its jerky movements. It reminded me of a book from childhood.


The kitten crossed a third of the room and sat on its back legs, straining its neck toward the food. I held out the can again and called, “puss-puss-puss.” The kitten danced a few inches closer and stopped. As much as I coaxed, it would not come nearer than the center of the room. It sat, tense and alert, watching over its shoulder, measuring its route out the doorway to the safety of the garden.


I could see the animal more clearly now. Its face, legs and paws were mostly black. There were a few spots of soft white on its flanks. A splash of orange on its forehead, from the bridge of its nose to the space between its ears, gave it a distinctive, offbeat look. Its short, slender tail appeared to be light brown or orange and had a crook at the tip. Its pale blue eyes were dull, distracted.


“So, you’re a lucky cat,” I said.


Most Vietnamese do not have the same affection for cats that many Westerners do, but I knew that some of them thought an orange, black and white cat—a calico cat—brought good luck to itself and its owner. The Vietnamese called it “a cat of three colors” and believed it to be rare, to be prized. I looked at the kitten with new respect. It looked at me and the food but did not move.


Like most line troops and combat reporters, I was superstitious. I’d do almost anything to get an edge against the fear, the vulnerability that went with me into the field. Each time I went out I wore the same old set of GI fatigues I had first bought on the black market in 1965, scrubbed in Stone Age Vietnamese laundries until they were bleached and threadbare and tattered and safe. Like a few other field reporters, I never polished my boots. Over time they had become scuffed and worn and encrusted with layers of dirt and mud from all over—from Con Thien to Can Tho, from Pleiku to Bong Son—a record of where I’d been, my ID as an old hand in this place. I wore a lucky hat, a floppy Australian bush hat that had been a gift from Dan Rather. The hat was a size too small but it was certified good luck so I wore it under my helmet. I also carried coins, charms, four-leaf clovers, religious medals and all kinds of talismans in my pockets, wallet, around my neck. The one thing I did not carry was a weapon.


Of all the superstitions, going into battle without a weapon was the most important. I believed that those of us who took no part in the killing were less vulnerable to becoming casualties ourselves. It was part of my personal war ideology—a loose-knit, undefined mix of humanism, morality, religion, ethics, law, pacifism, survival strategy, common sense and, above all, pathological superstition. My hope was that we noncombatants got special protection, were somehow given immunity, as if at the center of all the carnage in Vietnam some higher being watched over innocent reporters and spared us from the physical effects of the violence we were covering. I was wrong of course; no one was safe. Reporters and photographers were killed and wounded in the same proportion as the frontline troops they accompanied. (On this same day in Hué, just up the line, three print journalists were seriously wounded in the fighting. Two of them were later given medals for helping evacuate wounded Marines.) Whatever the evidence, I needed something to believe, something to balance against the fear. My reasonable expectation of survival (or denial of the alternative) made it possible to do the job. Somewhere at the center of my being I felt protected, insured, sometimes even blessed. Somehow I was going to survive this.


The cat of three colors was down on its luck. The skin was so tight on its tiny frame its ribcage showed through the fur. “No wonder you haven’t been gobbled up,” I said, smiling. “There wouldn’t be anything to eat.”


The kitten’s eyes squeezed together in a peculiar squint and blinked rapidly, as if irritated or infected. Small black insects buzzed around its ears. Its fur appeared to be infested with fleas. And yet, despite its discomfort, the kitten tried to hold its head with the confidence of a healthy cat, sitting with pride, staring at me and my offer of food as if it were not afraid.


This is some kind of spunky cat, I thought, admiring its elegant grace. At the same time, the kitten looked as vulnerable as I felt. This was my last assignment of a long second tour and Hué was the worst place ever. I had been in the war too long, seen too much, been scared too many times. Long overdue to leave, I was jumping at shadows too.


I pushed the can of food to the center of the room, left it and moved back to the wall. The kitten skittered up to the can, sniffed it, looked around and sat, but did not eat.


A tall, thin-faced Marine walked into the room. “If you want to get up to the CP,” he said, biting off the words, “we’ve got a mule goin up any minute.”


His voice was cold, impersonal, no sign of friendliness. The bitterness surprised me. Marines in the field were scrupulously polite. I did not know yet that the North Vietnamese mortar attack that had destroyed the Vietnamese family in the compound had also killed two Marines from the supply squad, two of his buddies.


“Thanks,” I said, “thank you much,” grateful to be moving on. The presence of the North Vietnamese soldier in the garden had not gone away.


I stood up and heaved the pack on my back, set the helmet straight on my head and walked out of the room. At the front doorway I turned and looked back at the kitten. It sat by the can of food in the center of the room, watching me.


“Good luck, cat,” I said.




FEBRUARY 3, 1968


(Sixteen days earlier)


 






Racing at maximum speed toward Hué on the fourth day of the battle, bouncing in the back of a flatbed truck filled with Marines, hurtling over holes in the road the size of small shell craters, watching a blur of silent villages sweep by in the background, I felt the first hit of the feeling that came with close combat—a concentrated charge of excitement and fear, my fright-flight-fight instinct engaged in all its intensity, an organic speedball of adrenaline, noradrenaline and cortisol pumping through my system and powering the tension I now took for granted, so familiar I never imagined I might be addicted.


Keith Kay crouched on the metal bed in the back of the truck and struggled to keep his balance. One of his big hands held a thirty-pound film camera steady on his right shoulder while the other gripped a wooden slat at the side of the truck. Kay’s shoulders were wide and muscled like a running back’s and the weight of the camera and brace fell on them naturally, as if they were an extension of his body. His hair was long and black and blew in the slipstream of the cab. A bright patch of premature white the size of a silver dollar made a spot on the side of his head, a mark of the war. The dominant expression on his dark broad-nosed face was determination, a hard scowl that seemed to say, How the hell did you get us into this?


Kay and I were partners. He shot the film and I wrote the narration for the stories we covered for CBS News. We had worked together for the past six months in violent, out-of-the-way killing grounds like Khe Sanh and Con Thien, dropping in on the Marines for a few hours or a few days, asking them questions and recording their answers, trying to get a sense of what was going on in the war from the young men who were trapped in its most tortured places. When we had enough film to tell a story, we hitched a ride back to the rear and shipped it home to be shown on The Evening News with Walter Cronkite.


The truck was a six by six with low metal sides and horizontal slats to keep cargo from falling out—in this case about fifteen Marines and four reporters and photographers. The truck charged along the two-lane blacktop that covered the twelve miles of flat coastal plain between Phu Bai and Hué, stopping for nothing. It was one in a convoy carrying more than a hundred heavily armed Marines with orders to break through the North Vietnamese death grip on Hué and reinforce the small American garrison inside. The day before, on the same road, a Marine convoy trying to get into Hué had driven into an ambush and had lost some of its men. The survivors fought their way through with multiple dead and wounded. Today the road was empty.


Route 1 was part of a long busy highway that connected Saigon in the south with Hanoi in the north during Vietnam’s brief periods of peace. The road had a violent history. Farther north, on the other side of Hué, it was known as la rue sans joie (the street without joy). The French had named it during their war with the Vietnamese and for good reason: families who lived in the area were determined to be free of foreign domination and fought the French with unremitting ferocity. Nowadays, Marines who knew the history of the place called the entire road from Danang north “street without joy” and tried to avoid it.


The truck carried a Marine colonel who had been ordered into Hué to take over U.S. military operations in the city. He wore a worried expression. A small garrison of American troops, mostly Army soldiers, had been fighting for four days and nights to hold their headquarters, the size of a small city block, against repeated assaults, sniper attacks and mortar fire. Now the men in the compound were exhausted, running out of ammunition and suffering a growing toll of dead and wounded.


Colonel Stanley Smith Hughes was a combat hero of World War II, a much decorated veteran. He commanded more than two thousand men, the First Marine Regiment, but they were scattered across the northern military region known as I Corps and not all of them were under his control. Heading into Hué with one of his rifle companies, Hughes appeared to be distracted, uncertain, with no clear idea about the dimensions of the fight ahead.


Keith Kay put his right eye to the viewfinder of his Arriflex-BL, focused the lens with the fingers of his left hand, and switched on the camera with the other. Sixteen millimeter film rolled past the shutter with a whirring sound and recorded the solemn expressions on the faces of the colonel and the men around him. Crowded close together with their flak jackets touching, green camouflage helmets bobbing on their heads, the young Marines bounced up and down on the back of the speeding truck like a tough gang of teenagers on a trampoline.


They looked at us with wonder. An hour earlier the Marines had welcomed us at Phu Bai with the reception they usually gave to civilian visitors—respectful and correct, occasionally light-hearted, friendly. Outwardly, they seemed pleased to have us with them.


‘You guys know something we don’t?’ one of them asked, smiling.


‘Yeah, what’s going on in Hué?’ another said. Their voices were mildly apprehensive.


‘You know as much as we do,’ Kay said with measured nonchalance, climbing onto the truck with his camera.


They were fascinated by the camera and what it could do, though the idea of being photographed during what was about to happen—God knows what’s about to happen—was outside their experience and therefore strange. They kept a polite distance from us, presumably because the old man was in the truck and looked so serious, but also because they were worried about what was waiting up the road. The Marines had not expected civilians to be going into Hué with them and weren’t sure how to behave. They looked at us with the curiosity they reserved for those rare occasions when something genuinely new and interesting was happening, distractions from the usual boring routine of infantry work.


Why Kay and I chose to go with them when we could have stayed behind was beyond their comprehension. As the convoy left Phu Bai, they waved good-bye to more than a dozen other reporters and photographers who had decided not to make the journey. That made sense to them. Details of the ambush the day before were still coming in and the North Vietnamese appeared to be everywhere in Hué, anxious to fight. They held all but two small pockets of the city—the headquarters of the American and South Vietnamese armies, one in the Citadel, the other across the river. The Marines in the truck knew that the odds of this convoy getting through safely were poor. Kay and I had decided to go along anyway because the battle was such a big story, the biggest story of the war, and we wanted to get in and report it. It was our job. Besides, if the Marines were going in, we thought their firepower and fighting ability would give us protection. Being with them gave us some confidence we would survive, but it was never a sure thing.


Two other civilians were in the truck: Jeff Gralnick, an associate producer for CBS News who volunteered to record sound when Kay’s Vietnamese sound technician chose to stay behind, and our friend Dana Stone, a still photographer for United Press International. Gralnick sat on the floor of the truck holding the microphone in the air with one hand and adjusting the sound level of the amplifier with the other. He kept his sight on the VU meter moving on the instrument panel of the amplifier, concentrating hard.


As we approached Hué, shooting started just as the lead trucks in the convoy lurched across a low bridge over a canal. Automatic riflefire exploded, first a few short bursts and then dozens of bullets snapping all at once—crackcrackcrackcrackcrackcrackcrackcrack—the closer sounds of tiny metal slugs whizzing overhead—ffssst, ffssst, ffssst—buzzing and spinning angrily. Then a thunderous volley of sharper-pitched .223-caliber bullets split the air as Marines returned fire with their M-16s from all the trucks in the convoy. The riflefire was punctuated by occasional deep, hollow explosions—B-40 rocket-propelled grenades—fired by North Vietnamese gunners and by M-79 grenade rounds from the Americans. All the weapons together blasted the air with percussion and shock that produced a continuous roar of noise as loud and sharp as the sound of close lightning.


Our truck sped faster now, all the Marines firing on full automatic into the brush and buildings on both sides of the road, shouting to one another into the wind of the roaring racket.


‘That’s our people down there!’ a radio operator screamed. An officer took the handset of the radio, shouted his call sign, and listened for a reply, his free hand covering his open ear. When he heard the voice at the other end, he yelled, ‘Cease fire! For Christ’s sake, cease fire! Cease fire!’


Houses, trees and tracer rounds flashed by the speeding trucks in a blur of shapes and colors. Officers shouted at their sergeants who screamed at the men, ‘Cease fire, God damn it!’


Without warning, an older noncommissioned officer—a crag-faced sergeant major with a wide stub of a neck—pushed Colonel Hughes roughly down on his stomach onto the metal bed of the truck and hurled himself on top—flak jacket, web belt, helmet and all. Seeing them fall, other Marines flopped down on each side of Hughes, completing a protective embrace. The colonel was stunned, unable to see the fight, unable to command. We’re not going to make it with the old man flat on his face, I thought.


With nowhere to hide and no job to do, I watched. My physical perceptions were ultra alert. Colors looked brighter, sounds sharper, my reflexes quicker. Everything appeared with precise clarity. And yet the speeding, fast-moving fight unfolded in slow motion, like a macabre ballet. Outgoing machinegun tracers flew away from the trucks in a slow-moving stream of soft lights, throwing up sprays of sparks when they hit something hard. The noise was overpowering—a furious pandemonium of popping, cracking, blasting—a weapon itself. As the truck sped along the road, the sights and sounds spun wildly out of control—fleeting images, gunfire, shouts, powder smells—holding me in the grip of overwhelming powerlessness, a feeling of being on the border of madness myself, not knowing nor being able to change or caring what might happen next.


Kay struggled to hold the camera steady against the shuddering motion of the truck, rolling film, watching the fight through the viewfinder, fully absorbed in his camerawork. Gralnick tried to record the sound on film, but the noise was beyond the tolerance of the equipment and constantly pegged the VU meter above the redline.


Then, as suddenly as the firing started, it ceased. The convoy stopped. Marines jumped off the back of the truck, hitched up their gear and walked warily toward the gates of the U.S. military compound in Hué. The convoy had arrived. Men from the regimental headquarters group helped the colonel get to his feet. His breath was short, his legs unsteady. Gently, they led him into the compound, a long two-story concrete building that faced north, the symbol of the U.S. presence in Hué, headquarters of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—MACV. The front of the building was pocked and spattered with shell holes.


The arriving Marines were greeted by men from the company which had arrived the day before on the convoy that was ambushed. They made dark suggestions about what was waiting for the new arrivals in the streets.


‘Welcome to Hoo-way,’ one of them said.


‘Gooks got the whole city,’ another said. ‘All’s we got is this here and the ARVNs got a little bitty piece of the Citadel over there.’


‘Jes make sure you got your next of kin form filled in fore ya go out there,’ another said.


‘Yeah, we lost a whole platoon yesterday and this mornin.’


The Marines looked north across the dark stagnant river that divided the city. Oil-black smoke curled up from the battlefires inside a great walled fortress on the other side—the Citadel. Red brick embattlements rose out of the ground and reached toward the wet heavy clouds hanging above. The Citadel looked like a bastion from the Middle Ages, a Crusader castle. Every thirty seconds or so, riflefire snapped.


A small, skinny Frenchwoman with dark blond hair tied in a long ponytail ran toward us, shouting and smiling. She threw her arms around my neck and pulled herself up on her toes and kissed me hard on both cheeks. Then Kay, then Dana Stone. ‘Oh, God, I’m glad to see you guys,’ she said, cursing, excited. ‘You know, ah love zeez fuckeeng Marines. Zay save my life!’


Catherine Leroy, barely five feet tall, was a freelance photographer with a reputation for daring in combat. She told us she had come to Hué on the second day of the battle on a bicycle. She was travelling with Francois Mazure of Agence France Presse, the French news agency, and they were captured almost immediately by the North Vietnamese. At best, she expected to be taken prisoner, at worst to be shot. Surprisingly, an NVA officer allowed her to take pictures of his troops in one neighborhood of the city, dramatic color stills that showed them in control of the streets, the soldiers smiling and waving flags like liberators. It would make a sensational picture story for Paris Match, the French magazine, and LIFE, the American one. When they had made their photographs, Leroy and Mazure were released. Safe now, she was in an expansive mood.


‘You know, Jack, I was never scared so much in my life,’ she said. ‘I tell you the truth. Really. Personally, I don’t ever think I am going to be so glad to see these fucking Marines.’ She laughed like a child and we laughed with her.


The drivers of the convoy trucks said they had to get back to Phu Bai before dark so they could make another run tomorrow. They offered to take us back with them if we wished, or they would carry our film. Kay’s exposed film was so important that Gralnick volunteered to hand-carry it to Saigon and write the voice-over narration of the convoy to Hué himself. (Gralnick’s ambition was to become a network TV correspondent, and reporting a big breaking story would surely help his chances.) Kay told him to get ready to do an on-camera bridge for the piece and positioned him with his back to the Citadel so that the smoke appeared behind him in the shot. Gralnick took the microphone and ad-libbed a few sentences about the battle while Kay recorded his image on film and I did the sound. A few minutes later, Gralnick took the film, got into one of the trucks and rode away.


It was afternoon and we were tired. ‘Glad we’re not going back today,’ Kay said. ‘I’m not ready for another ride like that.’ We worried about Gralnick getting back to Phu Bai. When no news came in over the Marine radio net, we assumed he had made it through safely.


An Army captain introduced himself to Kay, Dana Stone and me and invited us into the mess hall of the compound. ‘You can drop your gear here,’ he said in a serious commanding way. He stood over a space for three bedrolls on the floor.


‘Anybody know how to fire a weapon?’ he said.


Kay, Stone and I looked at each other. ‘We’re civilians,’ Kay said. ‘We don’t carry guns.’


‘That’s not what I asked you,’ the captain said. ‘I’m responsible for security here and I need people to guard the perimeter. Everybody I can get, especially at night.’ Kay, Stone and I looked at each other and smiled.


‘The NVA hold those buildings on two sides of us,’ the captain said, pointing, ‘south and east, and they probe us at night.’


He looked at Stone. ‘How about you?’ Stone’s face was innocent. He was five and a half feet tall, thin as wire, and had reddish hair that was rarely combed. Stone’s jawline was square and sharp and it gave some maturity to his boy’s face. He wore rectangular glasses with dark plastic frames that slipped down his nose and that he pushed back in place with the forefinger of his hand every minute or so. Stone had been in Vietnam nearly two years and knew the war zones and the people in them as well or better than anyone in the country. He knew the Marines in I Corps especially well. He had many friends among them and they loved his modest Yankee personality (he was from Vermont), his backcountry accent and mischievous sense of humor. His abilities as a tracker in the field got him the nickname “Supergrunt.” Stone was an inventive practical joker. His fiendish pranks were already legends in Danang.


The captain led the way to an empty room on the edge of the perimeter that had been converted into a firing position. Sandbags were stacked around an open window with no glass. Old ammo boxes and shell casings were scattered across the floor. The room was damp. The captain pointed out the window to the wall of a building about fifty yards away. The side of the wall was etched with bullet holes. He handed Stone a carbine—a lightweight, short-barreled rifle—and told him to aim for a powder burn the size of a frying pan on the wall.


‘Let’s see if you know how to hit anything,’ he said.


In one smooth movement, Stone flipped off the safety with his thumb, put the carbine to his shoulder, took aim and fired the clip at the wall, one quick shot after another: crack-crack-crack-crack-crack-crack. All the shots hit the center of the powder burn.


Immediately gunfire began cracking around the compound. Soldiers and Marines on the other sides of the perimeter had heard the rapid shots from Stone’s carbine and started shooting as well, putting out a heavy base of automatic weapons fire toward the south and east. The North Vietnamese heard this volley as incoming and apparently thought it was a prelude to a ground assault by the American troops they had just observed arriving. They returned the fire. AK-47 rounds ripped into the compound and ricocheted off the walls. Grenades exploded. Men screamed. Everyone ran for cover.


The captain seized the carbine from Stone’s hand and gave him a fast angry glare, then turned and ran down the corridor shouting, “Cease fire! Cease fire!”


I leaned back against the sandbags and lit a cigarette. Kay did the same. No one spoke. After a minute the shooting slackened, then stopped. Stone looked at us with eyes of perfect innocence. “Well,” he said, “he told me to shoot the spot on the wall, didn’t he?”
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The next morning, in the cold deceptive calm of dawn, when senses still swam in the safe oblivion of sleep and the war seemed far away, I got up and put on my boots. Everyone else was asleep. I walked out of the MACV building and crossed the courtyard to the street outside, then two blocks north toward Le Loi Boulevard and the campus of Hué University. Nothing moved, not even the air. Pools of rainwater sat on the wet pavement. Power cables and telephone lines dangled over the deserted streets. Chunks of concrete and masonry, blasted off buildings by tank cannon, rested in awkward lumps across sidewalks and alleys, blocking the way. The hollow shell of a burned-out truck—a six-by like the one we came in on—lay abandoned by the side of the street. Wet crumpled pieces of clothing, paper, cooking utensils, furniture, bicycles, rags and other rubble were strewn over the ground. The neighborhood looked like it had been hit by a hurricane. The wreckage formed the landscape of a giant junkyard that included the bodies of several North Vietnamese soldiers lying in the streets, stiff and swollen in their faded khaki-brown uniforms, their cold gray skin the color of ash.


I walked carefully in the dark light. Farther up the street, near the river, the buildings of the university were smashed. Pale yellow walls and orange-tiled roofs were scarred by shellfire. Parts of the roofs had collapsed from exploding mortar shells. Windows were shattered, classrooms sacked, the chemistry lab looted. Textbooks were strewn across the floors, Marine graffiti scrawled on the walls: ‘Fuck Communism,’ ‘GOOK DIE’ and the more subtle “Class dismissed.”


The university complex had been captured two days earlier by Golf 2/5, one of two rifle companies which fought their way into Hué on the first day of the battle. The other company, Alpha 1/1, had eighty of its men killed or wounded trying to reach the Citadel. Higher headquarters had ordered Alpha 1/1 on a suicide mission to reinforce ARVN headquarters. This was the fifth day of the battle, a Sunday, and the Marines were now fully entrenched in the university grounds. They had set up communication lines between buildings, mortar pits, a headquarters area, observation posts, fields of fire, sniper positions, tank parks, a kitchen, sleeping areas, latrines. 1/1 and 2/5 made up a large, lethal, tightly organized combat force. Nearby, a U.S. Navy doctor and team of corpsmen were operating an emergency first aid station for battle casualties. A helicopter landing zone, the first LZ of the operation, had been set up along the south bank of the river to evacuate wounded, though only the most committed medevac pilots dared to fly through the flurry of incoming fire from the Citadel that met them on the way in. At night, Navy boats fought their way up the river to bring in supplies and take out wounded. At one side of the LZ, alone on an isolated patch of grass in a riverside park, a row of American bodies—the first of the Hué battle dead—waited in dark green waterproof bags for the long journey home.


The camp came awake. Marines got up and went to work, quietly, without tension. They cooked C ration breakfasts, fixed equipment and clothing, wrote letters home, looked through old newspapers and magazines. All of them cleaned their rifles. After months in the bush fighting snipers, the young men seemed out of place in the enclosed spaces of the city, unsure how to carry themselves, awkward, like country boys on their first trip to a big city. Only a few of the older noncommissioned officers who had been in Korea had experienced street fighting. Sergeants walked through the camp explaining how the squads would line up for the attack that would start soon.


The Marines were mostly young—eighteen-and nineteen-year-olds with short hair and boyish faces but with the demeanor of older more cautious men, matured by trauma. Their manner was pleasant, convivial, no sign of anger. War seemed to make them more humane, more gentle, at least with one another, as if everybody involved in this violent undertaking was trying to behave his best, not knowing what might be coming next.


I wandered through the classrooms inspecting the damage, taking notes, talking with the men about the fighting, trying to get a sense of what the story was, what was going on beneath the outward appearance of ordered combat. The Marines were pleased to have a visitor and asked me as many questions as I asked them. For almost a week they had received no firsthand news from outside the narrow dimensions of their isolated world. We stood in a corridor while I told them what I knew about the Tet Offensive: that the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese had attacked and in some cases overrun all but a few of the forty-four provincial capitals in South Vietnam; that the U.S. embassy in Saigon had been attacked in force but was narrowly held by the Marine guards and military police; that fighting was still going on in Saigon and several other places. Their eyes flashed a measure of awe at the audacity of the NVA soldiers they had already come to respect for their sacrifice in battle.


‘They’s grunts like us,’ a Marine said, ‘no doubt about it.’


‘Least we get to go home after thirteen months,’ another said.


‘If we make it.’


‘Yeah, imagine what it’d be like if we were one of them. Out there in the bush for years and years, waitin for your number to come up.’


‘Here for the duration.’


‘Maybe that’s why they’re tryin to get it over with.’


I told them what happened in Danang on the first night of the offensive: thirty to forty VC killed trying to take the I Corps headquarters, nearly succeeding, getting tangled up by the complexity of their attack and maneuver plan. It was too complicated, too intricate, like a double reverse two yards from the goal line. Next morning, the bodies were laid out in a long row beside a busy road near the Danang River. Most of them were very young. Passersby on bicycles stopped and looked at the unmoving row of bodies without expression.


I told the Marines that on the second night of the offensive, just outside Quang Tri City, Keith Kay and I had watched from a water tower while a battle was fought for control of the provincial capital. Tracers filled the night air. It looked like a furious fight. At the same time, I heard later, soldiers from the 1st Cavalry Division landed in their helicopters by chance in the midst of a North Vietnamese battalion moving up to reinforce the attack on Quang Tri. The Americans drove the North Vietnamese away with a large number of dead and injured. The city was held.


‘There are stories like that all over,’ I said. ‘Nobody really knows what the big picture is. The ARVN seem to be holding in most places. But the casualties are pretty high, theirs and ours.’


‘Man, ain’t that somethin?’ one of the Marines said, ‘I thought we’s winnin the war.’


‘Yeah, that’s what they been tellin us.’


‘If you believed that bullshit, you’d believe anything.’


‘Just a minor fuckup in intelligence.’


‘Charlie’s tryin to win the whole thing, ain’t he?’


I told them it was the heaviest fighting of the war, but they already knew that.


Sounds of shooting, close and loud, broke the stillness. Young men who were relaxed a moment before now moved with urgent purpose. Everyone had a job and went to do it. I dropped to one knee. My impulse was to move closer to the sound of shooting to find out what was happening. I wish Keith were here to film this. I stood up and walked quickly along a second floor corridor toward the southwest corner of the complex, near the point of contact. Men ran in various directions, some of them shouting. Explosions burst. At the end of the corridor, I stood near the corner of the building and looked down a wide stairway to the ground floor. At the bottom, a Marine officer stood just inside an open doorway facing west and looked out around the corner of the doorway to the left. Outside, a North Vietnamese machinegun fired up the street in front of the building from south to north. Marines crouched on their knees in the small space between the building and the street, ready to run across. Red-orange tracers flashed brightly up the middle of the street a foot above the ground, short rapid bursts of fast-moving light like pulses of a laser.


Lieutenant Colonel Ernest Cheatham leaned out the doorway and examined the cramped battlefield in front of him. Most of his troops bent over low or lay prone behind trees and walls. Cheatham, the commanding officer of 2d Battalion, 5th Marines, spoke in a steady voice into the black plastic handset of a field radio beside him. He was trying to get one of his platoons to fire and maneuver across the street, but the machinegun was holding them up. No one dared to cross. Looking out the doorway, Cheatham listened to a group of junior officers and NCOs who stood around him, listening to the radios, monitoring the fight. They provided a running flow of information to the colonel: movements of the battalion’s men, intelligence as it came in, casualty figures, supply problems, anything that affected the well-being of the battalion and the outcome of the fight. Sometimes they made suggestions.


‘They’ve got that RPD in that building down there,’ one of the NCOs said, referring to the NVA machinegun. ‘No way we’re gonna hit it.’


‘We need something big,’ a major said.


‘Yeah, tac-air.’


‘Forget it,’ Cheatham said. ‘Air strikes are out.’


Cheatham stood a giant among them—a dark Achillean figure with a full round face and the oversized goggles of a tank commander pushed back on his helmet. His eyes were alert, intense, no doubt or hesitation in them—the look of a hard professional warrior. Standing six feet four inches tall, he pointed at the buildings across the street with big gloved hands and shouted orders at the men with bold gruff barks.


‘Get your people out that way,’ Cheatham called to an officer outside the building. ‘That way, to the left. Take ‘em on the flank.’


I began to get the picture. More would become apparent in the days that followed. Hué was war fighting at its most ferocious. In this case, it was an urban brawl between two armed and largely adolescent tribes, both new to the territory and intent on taking it, a street fight of fast action and merciless bloodletting. There were no rules. Lives were taken without thought—snuffed, wasted, zapped. Marine officers, educated in the practice of modern combat arms, tried to bring maximum force upon any weak points they discovered in their enemy’s resistance. They pounded them with firepower, tried to crack open the line, then drive their own men through the breach and envelop the North Vietnamese from their sides and rear. The Marines at greatest risk, the line infantrymen who called themselves grunts, were ordered to apply the force. One or two at a time, they ran forward a few yards and tried to take cover without being hit. Sometimes they made it. Men behind tried to spot enemy fire coming from buildings ahead and return it. When someone was hit, two other Marines ran forward, tried to suppress the fire, and pulled the wounded man back later. Sergeants and corporals fought beside the grunts, leading at times, commanding at others. All this took place in a storm of fire and smoke, noise and concussion. Rifles, machineguns, grenades, rockets and mortars exploded in concert. At the end, the more violent powerful gang drove the other off and claimed what was left. The losers withdrew with their casualties and lived to fight another day. The winners got the ruins. So it was in Hué.


A young Marine ran across the street wobbling under the weight of his helmet, flak jacket, field pack, M-60 machinegun and ammunition. From the left, a long burst of machinegun fire followed behind him down the middle of the street. A few seconds later, another Marine dashed across. He carried two bandoleers of .30-caliber bullets for the M-60 across his chest. Both of them made it safely to the other side. Sprawled on their stomachs, they set up at the corner of a high concrete wall for cover and tried to fire the M-60 left-handed back down the street at the NVA machinegun. They had a narrow field of fire with the wall to their right and friendly troops on the other side of the street to the left. They worked with steady concentration, like mechanics, positioning the weapon, arming and aiming it, getting the first round of the belt loaded into the chamber. As soon as the young Marine fired, the M-60 jammed. Quickly, he cleared the chamber, banged the hard plastic butt of the weapon on the ground, reloaded, aimed and fired. One round went off with a muffled pop but no more. The young Marine cursed. His movements were rushed and jerky now, his eyes fierce. He swore, banged the butt of the gun on the ground, relaid the belt in the chamber, slapped the breach shut, chambered a round, and fired again. Again the M-60 jammed.


A third Marine ran across the street at the same point. Red tracers from the NVA machinegun flashed at his knees. The Marine stumbled in the middle of the street and fell heavily, as if tackled at the ankles. He did not cry out. Trying to pull himself out of the line of fire on his elbows, he reached back with each movement of his upper body and dragged his wounded legs, one at a time, with him. He moved only a few inches. The two Marines next to the wall dropped the machinegun and crawled into the street on their forearms and pulled the wounded man with them back to the far wall. They left a ribbon of blood on the black pavement marking where they had been, a thin red line. Throughout the rescue, the North Vietnamese machinegunner fired along the same line just above the Marines’ heads without moving the inch or two it would have taken to strike all three of them. Why doesn’t he adjust his fire? I wondered.


Watching from a rectangular hole in the wall where a second floor window had been, thirty feet above the street, I had the impression of watching a war movie, spectacular and close and vivid. But there were no cuts, no close-ups, no dialogue, no music, just the one wide shot framed by the window. I had seen battles before but none so clearly. Others had been obscured by jungle bush or hedgerows or rice paddy walls and usually involved a much greater volume of fire, incoming and outgoing. This was exceptionally simple: a street, a North Vietnamese machinegun, and three young Americans trying to cross. The Marines were extremely brave, not so much because they overcame their fear to attempt the mission (everyone in Hué was doing that), but because their behavior was so straightforward, so calm in the face of such visible danger. Who would run through a stream of machinegun bullets? And go back into it to rescue someone? That the Marines were trained to do so made it no less courageous. Or futile, with a weapon that was jamming.


Keith isn’t going to believe this, I thought. I wish he were here to film it. No one’s got a scene this close before. Despite the volume of war coverage on American TV, combat as close as this was not often captured on film. Most scenes were shot from farther away. I was determined to show people at home, especially the families, what was happening to their young men, what the price was for having them here.


As I watched out the second-floor window, a group of Marines struggled into the room carrying a cannon—a big, bulky gun nearly twelve feet long and weighing almost five hundred pounds—a 106 millimeter recoilless rifle. The weapon was awkward, virtually all barrel with a loading breech at the end. The men worked with great energy to balance the gun across a wooden table, wrestling with it, aiming it finally out a corner window at the machinegun. A major commanding the group ordered everybody out of the room. No one knew what to expect. A 106 is not supposed to be fired from indoors. The officer shouted, ‘Fire,’ and the gunner pulled the lanyard and the long gun exploded with the sound of thunder, a shattering BOOOOOOOM! that rocked the floors and ceilings and knocked plaster off walls and brought a shower of debris down on the gun and the men around it. The blast shook the entire building. For a few seconds no one moved. Everyone seemed to be in shock. Dust fell slowly through the air. Then silence. Scared but not hurt, standing in shrouds of fine white dust, Marines started to point at one another, ‘Oh, man, look at your sorry ass,’ laughing at the sight of themselves, slapping their thighs, swearing, ‘Sheee-it,’ forgetting where they were for a moment, as silly as the high school kids they had been so recently.


A few seconds later Marines in other parts of the building began to shout, ‘Hey, Charlie, how’s that for a wake-up?’


And, turning on the men who fired the gun, ‘Hey! Whose side you assholes shootin for? Us or them?’


After a while someone noticed that the machinegun had stopped firing.
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I walked back through the blasted buildings of the university and out onto the wet desolate streets past the wreckage of the truck and the Vietnamese soldiers’ bodies until I came back to the MACV compound. Stone was gone, his rucksack stowed neatly on the concrete floor. Cathy Leroy was gone too, somewhere up the line with the Marines. Sounds from the fight I had just left cracked the air.


Kay was asleep.


‘C’mon, man,’ I said, shaking him by the shoulder, ‘there’s a war on.’


He was slow to wake. His bloodshot eyes blinked open, the lashes stuck with nighttime ooze. He looked around the mess hall. Other forms slept, motionless.


‘Where the hell are we?’


‘Hué. Remember? We came in on the convoy yesterday.’


‘Oh, yeah. How’d I let you talk me into this one?’


‘I promised you a good story.’


‘I’m supposed to be on R and R.’


‘You are on R and R, haven’t you noticed?’


Kay laughed and fumbled for a cigarette, withdrawing a straight Camel from a crumpled pack and tamping an end hard against his thumbnail. I leaned over and lit it for him with my metal lighter.


‘There’s a hell of a fight up the street at the university,’ I said. ‘Real close. Easy to cover. If we hurry we can still get it.’


‘When’s breakfast around this place?’ Kay grumbled.


‘You missed it,’ I said. ‘They had juice, bacon and eggs, pancakes and sausages, toast, home fries, all you could eat. But it’s over now. C’mon, man, we’ll scrounge something when we get back.’


‘I need a cup of coffee. How d’ya expect me to start work without coffee at least?’


I went to the kitchen, found an open case of C rations and lit a heat tab under a canteen cup of water. When it boiled, I stirred in a packet of instant coffee and another of chocolate powder and gave the hot concoction to Kay. He pushed himself up on one elbow and after a couple of sips he smiled and lit another Camel. I told him about the Marines trying to take out the machinegun, the wounded man in the street, firing the 106 out the window. He listened without comment.


‘We might still be able to get some good shots,’ I said.


Kay finished the drink and gathered up his camera gear and followed me out the MACV compound into the street. Nothing was moving outside. We stayed close to the buildings and ran across the intersections. By the time we got to the university, the shooting had stopped. Damn, I thought.


Kay filmed the damaged buildings, the burned-out truck and the bodies of the North Vietnamese soldiers in the street. We located the battalion command post in the university grounds and found Lieutenant Colonel Cheatham talking to his company commanders, young captains with thin faces and tired eyes. Cheatham was holding an old tourist map of the city, the best he could get for an operations map, and was pointing out details with his big fingers.


“So you’ve gotta dig these rats outta their holes,” he said. “Got it?” The company commanders nodded their heads but their expressions were solemn.


When Cheatham finished, I asked if he would give us an interview. He agreed without hesitation. His manner was friendly and accommodating, relaxed, assured. Kay looked around for a good location to do the interview. He asked Cheatham to stand outside in front of a tank. The light was flat, without shadows. Kay put the heavy Arriflex on his shoulder and switched it on and I adjusted the sound level on the amplifier, listening on a pair of plastic headphones as I asked the questions.


Cheatham explained in his deep, husky voice that two of his companies, Hotel and Foxtrot, were going to try to take a couple of large buildings across the street and clear the next two blocks forward. They would be going west, across the same road where the machinegun had been firing earlier. The buildings on the other side were held by the North Vietnamese and the walls were thick. On Cheatham’s left flank, Alpha and Bravo companies of 1/1 were trying to do the same.


“What kind of fighting is it going to be?” I asked, holding the microphone under his chin.


“It’s house to house and room to room,” he said matter-of-fact, a positive tone in his voice.


“Kind of inch by inch,” I said.


“That’s exactly what it is,” said Cheatham. His face was round and full, and his cheeks had long creases like dimples.


“Did you ever expect to experience this kind of street fighting in Vietnam?”


“No I didn’t,” he said, “and this is my first crack at street fighting. I think this is the first time the Marines have been street fighting since Seoul in 1950.”


“And a little bit in Santo Domingo,” I reminded him. (Marines had been sent to the Dominican Republic in 1965.)


“And a little bit there, yes, right.” As he spoke, a column of Marines walked behind him into the attack.


Lieutenant Colonel Cheatham was clear and concise on camera, honest, unpretentious. His disposition had a naturally confident quality that was common among Marine combat officers. Some of the warrant officers, NCOs and enlisted men had it too, but not all of them. Like others in his profession, Cheatham appeared to accept that part of his job was to tell the press from time to time what was going on in his area of responsibility. At the moment, Kay and I were the only press in the immediate area. Cheatham seemed to trust us to get it right.


“What’s going to happen to civilians who might get caught in there?” I said. It was a tough question and Cheatham acknowledged it with a snap of his eyes.


“Well, we’re hoping that we don’t run into any civilians in there right now. If they are . . .” he paused, “I’m pretty sure they are civilians that we would consider bad guys right now. We have certain areas in there that we have blocked off, that we know there are friendly civilians, and we aren’t gonna take those under fire.”


“And the others?”


“The others—if there’s somebody in there right now, they’re Charlie as far as we’re concerned.”


Which meant death. Few Marines would take the time to distinguish between a North Vietnamese soldier and a South Vietnamese civilian when one or the other of them appeared suddenly in the Marine’s gunsights and a moment’s hesitation might cost him his life. Vietnamese families who tried to escape the violence by hiding in the ground beneath their homes or by running away during a firefight were at great risk. The graffiti written on the classroom walls of the university suggested that Cheatham’s battalion had suffered too many losses elsewhere in Vietnam to go softly on the local population here.


I worried about the well-being of civilians; not only the ones in Hué. I asked the question to remind Cheatham that the fate of civilians was a sensitive issue outside the narrow scope of his command, that Kay and I intended to report whatever we saw, and that the world outside was watching.


‘Do you mind if we go in there with your people?’ I asked.


‘No, not at all,’ Cheatham said, ‘just be careful.’


Kay and I joined a platoon of Marines from Fox company moving in a column along a street of residential houses. We chose a place in the column between squads and tried to keep the same distance apart as the others, five to six feet. The line of men moved slowly most of the time, then fast for a few seconds, then slowly again. The sound amplifier hung from a thin leather strap around my neck and was connected to the back of Kay’s camera by a five-foot-long insulated wire cable. Each time he started to walk or run, his camera took up the slack in the cable and pulled the amplifier forward, suddenly tightening the strap around my neck and snapping my head forward with a jerk.


“I feel like a monkey on a string,” I complained.


Kay turned around and smiled. “I’m going to get you a little red hat and a tin cup.”


The men around us in the platoon laughed. They wore dark green and black camouflage helmets and flak jackets, and carried rockets, machineguns, grenade launchers and M-16 rifles.


‘Who y’all with?’ one of them said.


‘CBS News,’ Kay said.


‘Who’s that? Walter Cronkite?’


‘That’s the man.’


‘No shit?’


‘No shit.’


The Marine turned and spoke to the men behind him, ‘Do you believe that? We’re gonna be on the news.’


‘Man, I didn’t think we’s newsworthy, did you?’ another Marine said, laughing.


‘My ass ain’t worth shit out here,’ another said. ‘And you know that ain’t news.’


‘That’s a fact, man.’


The platoon went forward, west, in among the houses and gardens of the neighborhood around the university, walking slowly, carefully.


‘You guys must be fuckin crazy to come out here.’


‘No more crazy than you,” I said.


‘Hey, man, we don’t have anything to say about it. You guys have a choice.’


‘Not as much as you think.’


‘They must be payin you a lotta money to do this.’


‘Yeah,’ Kay said, ‘we get an extra $25 a week.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Yup. CBS calls it combat pay.’


‘Ain’t that a joke.’


‘Well, it pays for a good meal when we get back to Saigon,’ I said.


‘I’d give anything for a good breakfast right now,’ Kay said. ‘My stomach’s going to give away our position.’


‘Shit,’ one of the Marines said, ‘I’d tell ‘em to shove their combat pay. Hundred dollars a month.’


Some of the Marines in the column shook their heads trying to make sense of us.


‘Well you’re sure as hell welcome to come with us,’ one of them said. ‘Just make sure you tell ‘em back home what’s really going on out here.’


‘Yeah, man, tell it like it is.’


‘We’re trying,’ Kay said softly.


The point man and his fire team turned left off the paved street and walked between two single-story houses into the bamboo gardens behind the homes. The rest of the platoon followed. The houses looked empty and there were no civilians in sight. Maneuvering around low garden walls, the point turned right, facing west, and came to a street bordered by a high gray wall of mortar and stone. Tall, mature plane trees rose from the ground on both sides of the street, casting gray shade across it. A large building three stories high with cavernous rooms stood in the dim shadows beyond the trees on the other side of the street. The building looked like a government headquarters of some kind, heavy and imposing, with thick walls. It was the Treasury. Nothing moved in or around it. Twenty meters from the street, the platoon spread out along a line parallel to the street and got into fighting positions using the houses and garden walls and trees for cover. It was unusually quiet.


The point man ran across the street and shooting started at once—heavy automatic fire from several directions to the front and left. Everyone hit the ground and lay flat except Kay, who stood with his back to the wall of a house that screened him from the incoming fire on the left. Standing, he filmed Marines crawling forward on their elbows and knees. Their helmets bobbed on their heads as they hurried to find cover. Their eyes were worried.


The squad formed a line behind a low garden fence made of cement about two and a half feet high. Single aimed shots buzzed over the fence and struck the soft ground around them. At the far end of the fence an NCO stood up behind a concrete post and looked around the edge, trying to spot the incoming fire. He was a big man in his twenties and he waved his left arm in a broad sweep, shouting to the Marines in the squad to spread out and move laterally toward the left. A Marine popped up on one knee from behind the fence and fired a long burst from his rifle toward the front. As soon as he dropped down, another Marine got up and sprayed the front for a few seconds and got down. Marines shouted warnings at one another but the pandemonium of riflefire overrode their voices. All I heard were fragments of sentences, a few words at a time. No plan of action was apparent. The squad stayed low in the cover of the garden fence. The smell of burnt gunpowder hung in the air with the smoke of the riflefire.


Screened by the building, Kay stood a few feet away rolling film. He was absorbed in the work, concentrating on images in his viewfinder, framing and focusing the lens, taking no notice of the danger.


I looked over the top of the fence, just my helmet and eyes exposed. About twenty feet forward, ahead of the line, a Marine stood up and ran toward the cover of the high stone wall parallel to the street. Reaching it, he crouched on one knee and looked back at the rest of the squad.


“Get your head down!” Kay shouted at me. I heard his voice over my shoulder but I did not obey.


Word came down the line that the platoon leader wanted the men to move forward. Orders were shouted from man to man. At the leader’s command, the squad was to run forward through a gap in the fence and get behind the big wall. One Marine close to me looked confused. Bullets hissed into the position and struck the ground but no one was hit.


The squad on the left flank fired bursts of automatic rifle and machinegun fire and someone shouted “Go!” over the bedlam and a young Marine got up and ran toward the wall. From the left, riflefire followed him. The Marine got to within ten feet of the cover of the wall when he toppled over abruptly and fell onto the ground, collapsing in a tangled lump of arms, legs and equipment. He did not move. No one shouted for a corpsman.


I lowered my head. At the same instant an incoming bullet struck the top of the garden fence and drove cement chips onto my helmet, ripping into the cloth cover. The bullet struck the fence and ricocheted away an inch from where my face had been a moment before. I looked over at Kay who stood at the far wall.


“Now will you keep your head down?” he shouted, grinning from behind the camera.


The North Vietnamese soldier had fired his rifle in the same moment I had dropped my head. We had made our decisions simultaneously: he saw me and took aim and squeezed the trigger of his AK-47 as I made the decision to get down, unaware of his intention. The bullet struck the fence a fraction of a second later. I didn’t know what impulse, what reflex, what inspiration caused me to move at that moment. It may have been coincidence or luck or the natural order of things, maybe an act of a benevolent God, a small miracle.


After sixteen months in Vietnam, I became accustomed to miracles. They happened every day. I had come to expect them. In a place where the line between life and death was so fine and was being crossed so often, I had come to believe in miracles as regular wartime experience, part of the daily routine, as real as anything else. Under the circumstances, it was the natural order. Whenever my camera team and I escaped some danger (an ambush, a bad shelling, a helicopter crash)—or whenever some good fortune happened (a kind act, an unexpected lift in a plane or a helicopter, a turn of fortune)—what others would consider common luck, I called our “daily miracle.” The remark was casual, offhand, lighthearted, as if miracles could be taken for granted. The American and European camera crews in the bureau did not believe in my daily miracles, though they were polite enough not to say it openly. With the exception of the French, none of them wanted to work with me anymore because they considered me too dangerous. But my Vietnamese colleagues understood completely. They seemed to know about miracles, to believe in them, as I did. In those moments of inexpressible relief, when something as simple and precious as our lives or our sanity or our dignity had been rescued, even when only a basic comfort like a hot meal or a cold drink or a dry place to sleep was provided, they looked at me and nodded their heads and said, “Yes, Jack, daily miracle,” and smiled.


The Marines in the squad behind the fence were moving forward one by one toward the wall. We had been with them about an hour, no more.


“I think we’ve got enough,” Kay said. He set his camera and shoulder brace on the ground beside him and took out a cigarette and lit it. Looking at me, he made a pantomime with both hands of eating a meal. We had the film we needed for this scene in the story.


“Then let’s go,” I said.


It was a familiar exchange. Whether it took a few hours or several days, as soon as we had enough combat footage (known in the New York–inspired jargon of TV news as bang-bang), we got out of the field as fast as possible. The earlier we started back to a city with an airfield, the better the chance of getting the film to Saigon the same day for shipment to the United States. Trying to get back to base from remote parts of the country could take a full day, even two. At times it took longer to travel to and from the story than to cover it.


No one wanted to spend any more time than necessary being shot at. It was not because of laziness or cowardice or lack of commitment to the story; it was really about survival. TV film editors in the States used only a fraction of the footage we sent them, usually 10 percent or less. Often, they got more combat footage than they had time to show on the air. So, as soon as Kay and I had enough film to tell the story, we tried to get away from the fighting as quickly as we could. Sometimes it was not possible. One of the best and brightest CBS News correspondents in Vietnam, George Syvertsen, said, “No sense getting killed for something that’s going to end up on the cutting room floor,” smiling as he said it. It was a clever remark, measured by George’s fine sense of irony, but it wasn’t only a joke. Later, in Cambodia, as the North Vietnamese and Khmer Rouge advanced toward Phnom Penh, Syvertsen led two CBS camera teams out of the capital and down a deserted provincial road that a British reporter, a supposed friend, had told him was safe. They drove into an ambush that took all their lives.


Kay and I said good-bye to the squad behind the fence.


‘Good luck, you guys, we’re going back,’ I called.


‘See?’ one of them said, ‘You do have a choice.’


‘Hey, next time I’ll remember that,’ Kay called back. To withdraw, we would have to expose ourselves to incoming fire.


‘You need somebody to carry the camera?’ a Marine shouted, keeping low, his face smiling.


‘Yeah,’ another said. ‘Plenty of volunteers around.’


‘How ‘bout a RTO?’ the radio operator suggested, ‘keep you in touch with what’s going on.’ Everyone laughed.


‘See you guys later,’ Kay said.


‘Just you be sure and tell it like it is.’


‘You bet.’


‘See you around.’


Kay and I ran in a low crouch back between houses to the rear. Riflefire cracked behind us as some of the Marines gave cover. It bothered me to leave them so soon. I hadn’t had time to get their names and hometowns.


The troops rarely objected to our dropping in and out of their locations and taking pictures of them, even for a short time. But it made us feel guilty, especially after a firefight or a heavy shelling, when we’d just begun to get acquainted and were becoming friendly with them, the way you do quickly with people you meet in a war. We usually had to leave in a hurry, knowing we probably wouldn’t see them again. Most of them seemed grateful to have us around for a few hours, particularly in fearful places like Con Thien and Khe Sanh and now Hué. We’d get a quick picture of what was happening, talk to the Marines and Navy men about it, give them a chance to express their feelings, share some of their hardship (if only briefly), and put what they said and did on film for our producers at home to make into a story. Having a TV crew around added another dimension to their lives, changed it in a subtle way, modifying the usual routine of their difficult existence, verifying some small part of their experience, maybe even validating it, if only for the folks at home. Millions of Americans felt profound sympathy for the men in the field—especially their friends and family, particularly when they saw them on television.


Kay and I walked back to the MACV compound and dropped our gear on the concrete floor and sat on pieces of C ration cardboard. Kay described each sequence he had shot on film and I wrote it in my notebook: empty street scenes, bodies, smashed buildings, interview with Lieutenant Colonel Cheatham, the patrol, the firefight, the Marine who was shot.


‘I’m sure I was rolling on him when he went down,’ Kay said.


‘Do you think he’s dead?’


‘Yeah. No doubt about it. Poor bastard.’


Our coverage of the battle of Hué existed on two rolls of exposed film, about eight hundred feet, and now the problem was how to get it shipped to the United States to be processed, screened, edited and broadcast. The film and the narration I would write to go with it had to be shipped from Saigon. The next step was to get out of Hué and back to Phu Bai, the division headquarters, and then to Danang, the corps headquarters, and then down to Saigon. A helicopter was our best chance on the first leg out of Hué.


Dana Stone and Cathy Leroy were up on the line. There were no other reporters around. I found the regimental commander, Colonel Hughes, sitting on the back steps of the compound. He was speaking on a field radio to his commanding officers in Phu Bai. Hughes seemed fully in command now, confident and decisive, and I was surprised how much he had changed in less than a day.


‘Did you get up to the line?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


‘How’s it going up there?’


‘Very slow. Foxtrot is trying to get across the street into that big government building west of the university. Lot of incoming from the south and west. We’ve lost a few men.’


‘Did you get what you needed?’


‘Yes, sir. The men are very brave.’


‘Yes, I know.’ Hughes thought for a moment. ‘Take care of yourselves today. We’ll get you out in the morning. If you need anything let us know.’


I went back to the mess hall and started cooking a meal while Kay changed the exposed film in the magazine and put in a fresh roll and then wrote out the cameraman’s dope sheet with details of what was on the film. We called the story “Hué Battle—Day Five.”




FEBRUARY 5, 1968


 






At dawn, a resupply helicopter rushed toward the landing zone by the side of the river, banked sharply south, then landed in a wind-whipped clatter of rotor blades, machinegun fire, screaming men and hissing air. The chopper crew and Marines on the ground hurried to carry out boxes of ammunition and medical supplies and threw them on the ground. In less than a minute it was done. Kay and I ran through the cyclone of wind and men and equipment and up the back ramp onto the big green twin-rotor Sea Knight just as it lifted off the grass and into the air and turned its heavy metal belly toward the Citadel, gaining speed as bright-colored tracers tore the early morning air around it. Heading away, the helicopter raced low over the south bank of the black river while a door gunner fired long bursts from his M-60 at the Citadel on the other side. Inside, the CH-46 was empty except for the crew and Marines who were leaving Hué because their tours of duty were almost over or because they had essential work to do in the rear or because they were being evacuated for medical reasons. A few of the wounded did not wear bandages. Their injuries were visible only in their eyes. They gazed with fixed stares straight ahead out the windows of the helicopter and into the gray mists. The healthy Marines who were going home looked sorry, as if they were leaving something behind.


The helicopter skimmed over the surface of the river. When it was a mile away from the Citadel it rose up swiftly through the clouds and into the sunlight. The light was dazzling. I reached into the bottom of my pack, pulled out a pewter flask, unscrewed the metal cap and drank. The Courvoisier was bitter. I passed the flask to Kay, who drank some and gave it to the Marine next to him. He looked surprised by the offer, holding the flask in his hand without drinking, but after a few seconds he put it to his mouth and drank. Then the flask went around and most of the Marines in the cabin took a small swig in turn and passed it on. It was one of our rituals. I carried the flask in my pack and saved the cognac until the worst was over and we were on our way out. The flask went around twice, then it was empty.


One by one, the Marines unsnapped their flak jackets and took off their helmets. A PFC gave me a thumbs-up as if to say thanks, that’s better. The rotor blades beat steadily into the wind and the monotonous drone of the engines drowned attempts at conversation. Gradually the noise of the helicopter and the rushing wind supplanted the sounds of gunfire fresh in our minds. The air above the clouds felt clean and warm and fresh.


Flying away safely from Hué was great magic. No other feeling compares to the power of escape from a war zone. After days of nervous tension—hyperalert for snipers, rockets, ricochets, mortars, grenades, booby traps, friendly fire, loss of life, loss of face—after our long intimate proximity with death and the primitive instincts that go with it, suddenly the terror fell away. It was replaced by feelings that come only after the passing of great danger. Our overactive adrenaline pumps shut down. Heartbeats returned to normal. Muscles relaxed. Our brains were flushed with an intoxicating, exhilarating sense of safety from harm, of well-being, a physical euphoria that blended with the exquisite emotional relief at having made it out alive.


Drinking the cognac helped unwind the tightness in our minds and bodies and sharpen the sense of relief. It was to become part of the memory of the experience of flying safely out of Hué, an unconscious chemical imprint that, drinking cognac years later, would recall the original euphoria, though it never equaled it, no matter how much I drank.


Twenty minutes later the Sea Knight landed at Phu Bai airfield and we said good-bye to the crew and the Marines. Kay asked the traffic controller for a ride to Danang, but the Air Force sergeant said nothing was scheduled the rest of the day. Everything he had coming in was going north or west. Kay and I were disappointed. Not only would we have to spend the night in the military passenger terminal—a cavernous tin-and plywood-hanger with concrete floors and the prospect of limitless boredom—but another full day would be lost getting the story on the air. The battle of Hué was big news and the film needed to get out and on the air as soon as possible. Kay, better at accepting fate, sat against the wall of the terminal and smoked a cigarette.


Time passed.


Late in the afternoon, the traffic controller said he had an unscheduled C-130 that was going to Danang. My heart felt joy. ‘But it’s gotta make one stop and drop off a load of gas on the way,’ he said.


‘Where’s that?’ Kay said.


The sergeant looked at his tackboard. “Khe Sanh.”


Kay and I looked at each other. Could a ride to Danang be worth a stopover in the most dangerous place in the world?


‘No way, man,’ said Kay.


‘Well, I’m going,’ I said, not knowing why. What the hell, I thought, it’s a chance to get back to Danang by nightfall. I was tired.


Kay argued as vigorously as possible, then gave up. He handed me the two rolls of exposed film. The traffic controller read out the tail number of the C-130 (it was something like YD 481) and pointed to it on the tarmac. I walked out on the runway where the four-engine cargo plane was being loaded with black rubber fuel bladders the size of small trucks. An Air Force noncom standing by the plane supervised the loading, checking a list. I asked if I could go with them to Danang as a passenger, and he looked at me with an expression he might usually have reserved for lost children or injured animals. ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘if the skipper says okay.’


I got aboard and strapped myself into a seat near the back of the cargo hold, closed my eyes and started to fall asleep. A few minutes later the engines began to turn the propellers and I looked up to see Kay at the open doorway at the back of the plane. So, he’s changed his mind and decided to come, I thought. Kay walked toward me. He was not carrying his camera or field pack. His face was set in anger.


“If you don’t get off this God damn plane right now,” he said, “I’m gonna drag you off.” His jaw was fixed. I got up, grabbed my pack and climbed down the steps. Before we reached the edge of the runway, we were both apologizing.


“I just didn’t want all my footage wasted because you got yourself zapped in Khe Sanh,” he said.


‘Oh, that was all,’ I said. I reached into the pack and gave him back the film.


We waited near the runway and watched YD 481 take off and turn west toward the mountains.


An hour passed. At twilight, we noticed three Americans dressed in civilian clothes making a preflight check on an old C-47. The two-engine cargo plane was painted silver and had no markings. Kay and I walked out on the runway to ask if they were going to Danang. One of them said, ‘Yeah, eventually.’ We explained that we had footage from Hué and needed to get back as soon as possible. The leader of the team, a man in his mid-thirties wearing a short-sleeved white shirt with khaki trousers, told us to get aboard and strap in.


The plane warmed up. Just before takeoff, the team leader came down the aisle and said in a calm voice, ‘Just don’t take any pictures and don’t write about what you’re gonna see. Understood?’ Kay and I nodded our heads. It was not possible to tell whether he was State Department or CIA, but we assumed Agency.


Danang was less than fifty miles south of Phu Bai, but when the C-47 took off it turned north toward Hué. When it got over the city, the plane circled above the clouds at about eight or nine thousand feet. Flares fell below, making bright glowing pulses in the cloudy dark. The American team leader opened the rear side door of the plane, pushed a portable field radio part way outside and spoke into the handset. Shouting above the noise of the engines, he called to someone on the ground. (A number of American diplomats and intelligence agents, including the senior U.S. government representative in Hué, were trapped by the fighting, and it was hoped they were barricaded in safe houses, waiting for help. This mission appeared to be an attempt to make radio contact with them in order to plan a rescue.) Again and again, with disciplined patience, the team leader called on the radio and listened for an answer, as if he knew personally the people he was calling. Circling above the city, the wind outside rushing past the open doorway of the plane, he spoke into the night with slow mechanical repetition for more than two hours. No answer came.


Danang was quiet when we arrived back at the press center. The hour was late. Kay bought two beers at the dining room bar and brought one to me and put it on the card table in the CBS room where I sat typing. While he wrapped the film for shipment, I wrote the voice-over narration as fast as I could on my portable typewriter, asking him questions about the length and content of certain shots as I went along. Kay called the Air Force at the airbase and was told a courier jet would be flying to Saigon at midnight and would take our film if it was ready. Typing quickly, I tried to capture some of the mood of the Marines and the location and the danger, the deadly seriousness of it, adding specific details like the platoon’s assault on the wall and the death of the Marine who ran forward alone. The words and pictures would give only an impression of what was going on, a sense of the mood rather than a straight factual account of the battle. In the time it took for the film to reach the States, viewers already would have read more detailed accounts of the battle in newspapers, written by reporters far removed from the scene of the fighting but with better access to communications. Our story would enhance earlier versions, possibly clarify them, maybe contradict some of them. Being on film and natural sound, our work could be more vivid, more realistic than some of the printed accounts. The last line of narration paraphrased the quote from Lieutenant Colonel Cheatham: “It is inch by shattered inch in the five-day battle for Hué.” We had not bothered to do an on-camera stand-up.


The story was broadcast on The Evening News with Walter Cronkite two days later. The foreign editor of CBS News, Robert Little, a veteran of old-school journalism and not particularly generous with praise, sent Kay a cable congratulating him for his photography, saying it was the closest, most dramatic combat film he’d seen from any war.


The next day, I called the Air Force information officer at the Danang airbase and asked him to check on YD 481, the C-130 that flew from Phu Bai to Khe Sanh without me or Kay aboard. Waiting at the press center, I got out the files of Air Force missions flown to Khe Sanh and looked up the figures for military personnel killed, wounded or missing. The numbers for recent weeks were surprisingly high. Calculating the figures, I estimated that the odds of making the round-trip to the Marine combat base at Khe Sanh without being hurt or killed were roughly one in two, or about 50 percent. Later in the day, the Air Force officer called back to say that YD 481 was missing in the hills near Khe Sanh and was presumed to have been shot down. There were no survivors. ‘Any particular reason you want to know?’ he asked.




FEBRUARY 19, 1968


 






When I left Hué on February 5, I hadn’t imagined the battle would last another three weeks. Nor did I much care. My second tour of duty for CBS in Vietnam was over and I was tired. It was time to go home. But the fighting in Hué was exhausting the resources of CBS News. Almost all of the correspondents and camera crews based in Southeast Asia had gone into Hué once (a few had refused) and did not want to go back a second time. Keith Kay had already left the country. I had stayed on to help the bureau cover the continued fighting in Saigon and to make another trip to Khe Sanh. Weary, overextended, I was persuaded by the bureau chief finally that if I made one more trip to Hué, I could go home.


By the twentieth day of the battle of Hué all anyone could think about was staying alive. Foul-smelling smoke drifted up from the burned-out shells of houses and buildings and garbage and blackened the low clouds hanging over the Citadel. Much of the city was demolished. Dead bodies lay in the streets. Food was scarce, nerves frazzled. The noise of battle was loud and incessant. Artillery shells, mortars, rifle bullets, machinegun tracers, tank cannon, hand grenades, gas grenades, rocket-propelled grenades, rocket artillery, recoilless rifles and even shells from the long heavy guns of U.S. Navy destroyers in the South China Sea whooshed overhead with shrieking whistlescreams and burst upon the pulverized remains of the city. The noise was regular and violent, so loud it shattered people’s eardrums, played havoc with their sanity. Madness was in the air.


The Americans and North Vietnamese were like two exhausted boxers in the final round of an ugly fight that had already been decided, trying to hang on long enough to get in a few last shots without getting killed, waiting without hope for someone to stop it. Each day the Marines advanced a few more meters across the burned ground and each day the two sides sent back another load of battle dead. Thousands of people had been killed.


And yet, after twenty days, the Marines in Hué seemed to have adjusted to the noise and smoke and death. To most of them, it had become normal, a background to the blighted landscape. When shells came in, some of them no longer bothered to duck.


I left the kitten in the room where the mortar came through the roof and walked out the door to the courtyard of the compound. The Marines were ready to take the camera crew and me to the front. The Vietnamese kitten was on its own. I had enough on my mind without having to worry about a cat. I was too short, in other words, I had too little time left in-country, counting the days until I could leave. Only a few more days, maybe a week. This was going to be my last time in combat. I tried to appear relaxed but my insides were churning. I had all the symptoms of short-timer’s syndrome: general anxiety about being around guns, heart-stopping insecurity at the sound of close battle, and the specific fear that having survived this tour and all the life-threatening incidents the war could devise, one of these final few hours would be fatal. I had been scheduled to go home ten days earlier but here I was, being a good soldier, doing one more story for the Evening News. The network executives had said, ‘Jack, we really, really need you to cover this one,’ appealing to my sense of duty (which was actually their sense of duty) to stay on. CBS News executives, accustomed to giving their correspondents orders, rarely asked for favors. I was so flattered to be asked personally to help them out that I agreed. After nearly a year and a half of combat, the idea of getting killed or wounded after my tour was officially over was terrifying. I was working on borrowed time.


The Vietnamese camera team waited in the courtyard on the back of a mule. Duong Van Ri, the photographer, was anxious to get to the front and cover the fighting, but Pham Tan Dan, the sound technician, was not. It was a fair reflection of their personalities. Ri was tall and skinny with arms like chair legs and a cheerful disposition. He had apprenticed as a sound technician with Kurt Volkert, a German photographer who taught him to shoot film, and this was his first combat assignment with the camera. He seemed to fear nothing. His happy brown eyes showed his delight at the prospect of making hundreds of dollars a week working for CBS. (Ri kept two homes in different parts of the country and supported two wives and families. His appetite for sex got him the nickname Boom-Boom.) He smiled as I approached the mule and made room for me to sit next to him.


Pham Tam Dan, who pronounced his given name “Zahn,” was as short and heavy as Ri was tall and thin. Dan smiled much of the time, a humble life-loving smile that made him pleasant to be with. In combat he was steady, reliable, hardworking and dependable, even though he hated war. Dan was thirty-two years old, the oldest one on our team, and was devoutly spiritual. He accepted whatever happened to him, pleasant or not, with equanimity, giving the impression of being at peace with his surroundings in all conditions. Usually Dan worked with Keith Kay, but Kay was taking a break from the Tet Offensive and was home in Hong Kong with his wife and children. Kay, Dan and I had been around I Corps since the previous August, in and out of battle, and now Dan too looked like he’d had enough.


The Marine driver put the mule into gear and drove up a paved deserted street with trees and houses on both sides. Nothing else moved. Passing under an archway, we entered the Citadel, a dark forbidding fortress surrounded by a moat with brick walls twenty feet high and fifty feet thick. The Citadel was an enclosed city within Hué that had been built one hundred fifty years before in the time of Vietnamese emperors. It was modeled on the Forbidden City of Beijing.


Gunshots cracked ahead, close. Riding in back of the mule, I caught my breath. Dan’s head snapped around. Ri put the camera on his shoulder. The driver kept going forward as if nothing had happened. I knew from experience that war sounds in cities are deceptive. Buildings distort distance and direction so that a rifleshot two hundred yards away sounds like it might be coming from around the corner. And a shot around the corner sounds like it’s next to you. Knowing was no help. I was thoroughly spooked. To my eyes, snipers lurked in every bush and building. Land mines were buried in the road. Booby traps with trip wires were strung along the trails. Each time a mortar round exploded, even far away, I feared the next one would land on us.


True danger is more apparent at the moment of entering or leaving a war zone. Long duty in dangerous places modifies your sense of peril, immunizing you against the paralysis of fright. For a year and a half I had survived the environment, ducked in and out of battle, put a brave face on the fear. But now that I was close to getting away, I was starting to think normally again, making the slow mental adjustment from war to peace, starting to consider home life and its simple pleasures. How sweet a thought that was: to be at home, at peace . . . How seductive, too fragile to hold for long, too risky to contemplate seriously. Only when the prospect of survival was offered could you appreciate the true menace of the war, the absolute finality of what was happening, how swiftly your dream of making it home safely could be carried away on the wind of one explosion.


The mule arrived at the battalion command post. The Marines occupied a residential villa built in French colonial style with wide walls, wooden shutters that closed over the windows and a small garden outside. The villa was big enough to accommodate twenty to thirty Marines on the command staff who worked mostly in silence in the noise of the nearby guns, listening to their radios, monitoring the rifle companies on the line, updating their maps. A tank drove down the street past the villa and turned the corner in a hurry.


I checked in with a master sergeant named Nuanez and sat on the floor of the entrance hall with my back to a wall waiting to talk with the battalion commander when he was not busy. Ri and Dan went outside to film some tanks they had seen in the streets. A tan and orange dog wandered through the CP, its eyes wild with fear. Each time it heard an explosion, it let out a howl, a high-pitched cry of anguish, full of terror. The dog had given birth recently but she had no milk and her nipples sagged, stretching the loose skin around her ribcage. She was a small dog, a Vietnamese mongrel with a long tail that hung behind her. She limped on three legs, carrying the fourth under her, wandering from room to room, whining. No sign of her pups.


“Somebody oughta shoot that crazy dog,” an old Marine said, his voice hard.


The dog came over and I took her to my chest, speaking softly, cradling her head. Foam bubbled around her mouth. The short hairs of her light brown fur were full of fleas. I ran my hand across her back a few times and she began to relax. Reaching for a canteen on my web belt, I poured water into the cupped palm of my hand and held it under the dog’s nose. She lapped the water and looked at me with mad woeful eyes. Outside, artillery shelling came more rapidly and the dog limped away, wandering through the rooms of the house again as if searching for something. I put my head against the wall and went to sleep.


I awoke to a commotion by the doorway. Three men walked into the villa demanding to see the battalion commander at once. Two of them spoke Italian and the third spoke French. They also spoke some English but it was not fluent and at least two of them always seemed to speak at the same time. They were wearing workaday sports jackets that were not particularly fashionable and sharply pointed leather shoes with splashes of mud on them. They carried commercial airline bags over their shoulders that made them look as if they’d just got off a flight from Naples or Marseilles. I figured them for newspaper journalists. Sergeant Nuanez came out to greet them and said with a calm voice, ‘The major’s real busy right now. We got a war on, you know.’ The Europeans spoke in loud insistent voices, repeating the names of their newspapers and the words “deadline” and “Danang,” pointing for emphasis to the watches on their wrists. The sergeant’s mouth smiled but his eyes were cold. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said.


A few minutes later an officer appeared and introduced himself as Major Robert H. Thompson, commanding officer of 1st Battalion, 5th Marines. Thompson looked weary. He told the visitors in a soft voice he was from Corinth, Mississippi, and he had been directing the American side of the battle in the Citadel for more than a week. (South Vietnamese soldiers were fighting a few hundred yards away in another part of the Citadel.) Thompson’s battalion had arrived in Hué eight days ago, he said, on Sunday, and made contact with the North Vietnamese Tuesday morning.


‘The resistance is getting stiffer,’ Thompson told them. ‘It’s most difficult because of such close contact. We get an occasional gunship but no other air support. Charlie’s dug way down into the buildings and they’re too strong for our light mortars.’


The Europeans asked questions in fast excited voices, talking over one another, asking where the rifle companies were located exactly, how many casualties each unit had suffered, how many replacements had come in, how many of his Marines were still able to fight. The questioning was very detailed in a military way and Thompson answered them truthfully.


This is insane! I thought. These guys can be on a plane to Hong Kong tonight and on the phone to Hanoi in a few hours. This kind of information would be priceless to the other side.


‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘We can’t report this kind of stuff. It’s against the ground rules. Especially with a battle in progress. What do you need that kind of detail for, anyway?’ The Europeans scowled at me, as if to say, mind your own business, you’re not the information officer. The sergeant told them the major had to get back to work now, and that was all the time he could spare. The reporters put their notebooks in their flight bags and demanded a ride to the rear as soon as possible. Major Thompson listened to them politely and told the sergeant to give them his jeep and driver.


“Anything to help our friends in Europe,” he said, but they missed the sarcasm. After they had left, I had the impression he and the sergeant were glad to see them go.


Thompson returned to work and I went back to the protection of the wall and sleep. Ri and Dan appeared saying they had filmed a couple of tanks as they moved into position up the street. Hours passed. It was dark when I heard my name being called and woke up.


‘Sir,’ a voice said softly. ‘The major’s got a few minutes to talk to you now.’


The noise of shooting had stopped and the house was silent, near midnight. Ri and Dan were asleep on the floor. I got out my notebook and walked into the main room of the villa, a wide space that ran the length of the house and was crowded with the sleeping forms of Marines, packs, weapons, boxes of ammunition, C ration cases. Major Thompson sat at a long wooden table with his chin resting in the palms of his hands and his eyes staring at a maze of military symbols on a map of the Citadel in front of him. Dull yellow light from candles and a kerosene lantern cast a soft glow around the table. A line of portable two-way field radios was arranged in a neat row on another table nearby and monitored by a young Marine who listened to periodic situation reports from the rifle companies a few blocks away. All quiet. A group of younger officers, company commanders, listened as the major briefed them for another push forward in a few hours.


Thompson shook hands and apologized for the long wait. He offered a cup of coffee. ‘It’s the most hospitality I have to give you,’ he said.


He had deep dark pouches under his eyes as if he was keeping awake on caffeine and adrenaline. He was polite and friendly but deeply tired. He talked about the slow advance against unyielding North Vietnamese opposition that characterized the twenty days of fighting so far.


“It’s tough for us because the contact is so close,” Thompson said in his Mississippi drawl. “We get a gunship occasionally, but no air support, except for one day when the weather cleared.” He spoke in the clipped, straightforward style of a briefing officer.


“Our mortars are no good in this kind of fighting because they won’t crack these buildings. It’s very tough, the most difficult situation an attacking force could encounter, toe to toe.”


“What are your casualties like?” I asked, “And how’s morale?”


Thompson thought for a few seconds and then spoke, choosing his words with care. “To keep pushing the troops without air support would mean taking too many unnecessary casualties,” he said.


That’s new, I thought. I had never heard a Marine officer talk about taking too many casualties—Marines always take a lot of casualties. Then he said, “Morale-wise, I don’t think we’re hurting. The troops are still a bunch of tigers.”


One of the company commanders winced. I kept writing in my notebook. The silence was awkward.


‘How long have you been over here?’ Thompson said, changing the subject.


The question surprised me. ‘Oh, uh, second tour, seventh or eighth month, I think. Supposed to go home pretty soon,’ I said.


‘Gettin short, huh?’


‘Yeah, I hope this is my last time in the field.’


‘Well,’ said Thompson, ‘see you don’t get shot tomorrow. Hate to lose a civilian on his last day in the field. We had three reporters hit down the street here today.’


He looked at me with a fatherly, career officer’s concern that said, ‘Don’t worry, we’re all in this together.’ He might have seen a trace of panic in my face when he mentioned the three wounded journalists.


‘Say, do you have a safe place to sleep?’ he said, turning to one of the sergeants. ‘Top, see that Mr. Laurence gets a good spot to sack out, will you? We’ll take him and his camera crew up to the line in the morning.’


Sergeant Nuanez led the way to a corner of the command post. The window sills were stacked with sandbags and the openings blacked out with hanging blankets. He pushed a sleeping Marine to one side to make room for me.


Nuanez leaned toward me so that no one else would hear him. “This place is worse than Seoul,” he said in a whisper, pronouncing it Sool. He was old and grizzled-looking enough to have been there, the folds of his neck leathery, his breath cold. “Takin too many casualties. Grunts are getting tired.”


Master Sergeant Nuanez was giving me his own private briefing. No matter that it contradicted the major’s official version. He didn’t bother to say, ‘This is off the record’ or ‘Don’t quote me, but . . .’ He had nothing to lose by telling the truth.


“Never seen so much, uh, shell shock, ya know?” He spoke the words with his breath.


Shell shock? My mind flashed with images of hollow-eyed trench warfare, too long in the line, 1914–1918.


‘Thanks, Top,’ I said. ‘I’ll check it out.’ He slipped away without another word, silent as a shadow. I took off my boots and pulled a poncho around me, squeezed the backpack into shape for a pillow, put the helmet on its side to protect one side of my head and said a prayer. The floor was cold.


A few yards away, against the wall, two teenage Marines wrestled in a narrow wooden bed.


“It’s my turn on top,” the voice a loud whisper.


“No it’s not. You were on top last night.”


Giggling, maneuvering for position in the bed, the Marines wrestled playfully. Then an older Marine rasped harshly at them in a voice that was a gurgle of gravel and salt. “You dumb faggots shut up and go to sleep,” he said. “There’s reporters aroun.”
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From the beginning of the battle the days were cold and dark. Monsoon rain fell on the city in a slow drizzle that kept everything but the barrels of the guns cool and wet. Fog crept in before first light and cast a blanket of mist across the blasted houses, broken walls and fractured trees of no-man’s-land. Low clouds cut the light and trapped the lingering smoke from burning rubble and campfires. The Citadel was enveloped in a wet gloom that gathered early and haunted the morning like the memory of a bad dream.


At dawn, most of the Marines in the command post were asleep—unconscious and unmoving—wrapped in silent green ponchos like body bags. Major Thompson sat at the map table, the candles extinguished, his head resting on folded arms, asleep. One by one the Marines began to move. A few feet away, two teenage PFCs leaned over on their sides to face each other and lit cigarettes, resting on their elbows.


‘Hey, what day is this?’ one said.


The other Marine thought for a moment, ‘Must be the twentieth.’


‘Hey! It’s my birthday!’


‘Every day’s your birthday.’


‘No. I mean it. Today really is my birthday,’ his adolescent voice raised just above a whisper, sincere.


‘You say that every day: ‘today’s my birthday,” imitating his friend’s voice. ‘You’re crazy, man.’


‘Listen,’ the first Marine said. ‘I signed up on my birthday, right? When I was seventeen. The dude said I could get out on my twenty-first birthday. And today’s my birthday. So, I’m supposed to get out, right?’


‘You crazy fucker, you ain’t never gettin out. Besides, you told me your birthday’s in August.’


‘Hey, man, I’m not gonna live that long! What good am I to the Marine Corps if I’m dead, huh? I tell you they should let me out like they said. It’s my birthday!’


‘So how old are you?’


‘Oh, ‘bout twelve and a half.’


‘See? You’re crazy.’


The room came to life with slow-moving figures who stretched and yawned, aching with fatigue. Sleeping on the floor was painful. The cold damp got into muscles and made them stiff. No one complained. It was far better than sleeping on the line outdoors. I rolled up my poncho, strapped it to my pack, dug out a canteen cup and went outside to look for Dan and Ri. The rain had stopped in the night but the low clouds were still in place. There was no sign of the dog from the day before. Ri and Dan squatted on their haunches in the Vietnamese way, their knees level with their chins, their feet flat on the ground. They cooked noodle soup on a wood fire, chatting softly. When they saw me, they smiled and offered to share breakfast. I boiled a cup of water for coffee. Ri asked when we were going to see some fighting.


‘We’ll get a good story,’ I said. ‘But we stay with the major.’


Ri was anxious to prove himself as a combat photographer but I wasn’t willing to risk my life recklessly for his reputation.


‘No chances,’ I said. ‘Okay?’


Ri frowned and turned back to his soup. Dan smiled.


An hour later when heat from the sun was melting the morning mist, Major Thompson announced he was ready to move up to the front to inspect the lines. He looked rested and spoke in a positive, energetic way. A team of scouts appeared at the CP to direct us through the streets to the forward positions. One scout was short and thin with intense black eyes that caught every movement around him. The other scout was taller and wore a bandanna made from parachute silk around his neck. They checked their ammunition clips and loaded rounds into the chambers of their M-16s and clicked them on safe. Other Marines were assigned to guard the flanks. The group pushed off with the scouts on point, Thompson and his radio operator next, followed by Ri, Dan and me, and Sergeant Nuanez at the back. This was as safe as it got for visitors to the line but I was nervous.


The column walked single file along a deserted street lined with trees that were charred like dead matchsticks, past abandoned houses, shuttered and silent. Every building was gouged by bullets. The sturdier, more prominent buildings that had been defended were reduced to skeletons, their roofs collapsed. The carcass of a water buffalo, black and bloated, lay on its side in the shallow dirt beside the road. Nothing moved. No signs of life. Every breath smelled of garbage, smoke, sewage and rotting flesh.


At the front it was quiet, the big guns silent. The column stopped at a small building the size of a garden shed that was being used as a command post by Delta Company. The CP was screened on the left by a towering wall of brick and stone blocks, part of the original Citadel fortifications. The hollow windows of the little building were covered with blankets. Thompson went inside.


Marines in the line were slumped behind mounds of brown dirt, tree stumps and low stone walls, waiting. One or two slept. Ahead of them was a blackened wasteland of burned-out houses, broken trees, piles of bamboo, sheets of corrugated tin roofing pierced by bullets and shrapnel, and acres of twisted smoking debris that looked like the photographs of World War I. The thick southeast wall of the Citadel, the Marines’ objective, rose in the distance, two hundred yards away. Hidden in the rubble between the Marines and the wall were the North Vietnamese.


The line was thin, the men several yards apart. Why are they spaced out so far? I wondered. For better security? Or because they’ve lost so many people? Their faces were dark with dirt and smoke and brick dust. They looked vulnerable, innocent. One Marine stared at Ri and Dan with disbelief, his jaw loose, eyes disoriented, as if the presence of two young Vietnamese men inside the company lines was too incredible to comprehend. His eyes were angry. His careless movements gave the appearance of being beyond fear, beyond caring in a conscious way anymore about survival, his mind in a primitive state of automatic response, worn down by the war to a point that the notion of a bad wound was no more than another option to be considered, even a possible escape from the horrors of the Citadel.


When they saw us, some of the Marines relaxed. They welcomed us, asked where we were from and how long we’d been over here. I told them I was from New England originally, had been in-country since last August, that it was my second tour, the first in ’65 and ’66.


‘Must have been different, then,’ one of them said.


‘Very much so,’ I said. ‘Not so much heavy fighting.’


‘Positively peaceful,’ another said.


‘Yes, by comparison,’ I said, looking at the scene around them. ‘Hué used to be a nice place.’


‘Where are you guys from?’ they asked Ri and Dan.


‘They’re from here,’ I said. ‘Been over here all their lives.’ The Marines laughed. ‘Yeah, some home you got here,’ one said.


Ri went to work filming the scene. I asked a lieutenant where the North Vietnamese were.


“Out there,” he said, pointing over the heads of the Marines.


“How far?”


“We don’t know yet, not till we try to move up. Then they hit us. It’s the same every day. We made fifty meters yesterday.” The lieutenant told me about their losses. ‘Seventy-five percent in some units,’ he said. I was shocked at the figure.


Ri found a place in the line where we could do interviews without being exposed to fire. We ran over to a squad of Marines who stood behind a ten-foot wall, one of them watching through a gap. I introduced myself and asked them how it was going. They answered in soft, clear voices, matter-of-fact, as if describing a school field trip.


“The gooks are really dug in there,” one of them said.


“They’re in bunkers, tunnels, spider holes, you name it,” said another.


“They got all kinds of heavy weapons.”


“What are casualties like?” I asked, the camera rolling.


“Many think we’re hurtin real bad right now,” said a young PFC named Gary Bolten. He wore glasses and had a southern drawl. “We lost Second Platoon, they was wiped out. And, First Platoon, they lost a lot of people. We’ll probably have to withdraw today to regroup.”


“How do you feel yourself?” I hated to ask that question, How do you feel? But Bolten looked worried and it was a way to probe his private thoughts.


“I’m scared, I guess.” He grinned with embarrassment. He was honest about the fear, brave to admit it. As he finished speaking, automatic fire rattled from the right front, far away.


Ri said this would be a good place to do an on-camera open. He lined up a shot of an American flag on a pole above a watchtower that had been blasted by fire. He said he would do a pullback with the lens to reveal me standing behind the wall with the watchtower in the background. I tried to think of an opening line for the story that did not contradict the picture. ‘I’ll wing it,’ I said. With Ri’s camera rolling on the flag, I held the microphone and said, “The American flag flies on the Citadel wall, but there is no breeze to blow it. . . . And the job is far from done for Delta Company. The last two hundred yards are the toughest.”


What I could not say without breaking the agreed rules of self-censorship for journalists was that Marine losses were so great that the 1/5 barely existed as an efficient fighting battalion. Delta Company was a seasoned unit of combat veterans commanded by a bright, able captain named Myron Harrington, the only officer in the company who had not been killed or wounded. He had taken his company into the battle of Hué with one hundred twenty Marines. Now he had about thirty. Unit for unit, Marine casualty rates in the Citadel approached those of the French and British at Verdun and the Somme. Companies were down to the size of platoons. Platoons were reduced to rifle squads. Squads were the size of fire teams. Some squads no longer existed. North Vietnamese casualties were higher. All the killing and wounding had occurred in less than one week of fighting.


We thanked the Marines in the line for talking to us and went back to the company command post. Ri loaded the exposed film into a container and put a fresh magazine on his camera. Waiting outside the CP for the major to finish his meeting, I suddenly had nothing to do. My nerves began to unravel. There had been no big explosions all morning. The silence was strange.


‘All we need is an interview with the major, and we’re finished,’ I said to Ri and Dan. ‘But let’s not do the interview here, okay?’


Ri was disappointed. ‘Maybe we get bang-bang later?’


‘We don’t really need any,’ I said. ‘It’s a good story already. I want to get out of this place.’


Dan smiled approval. Ri looked ahead, alert, his camera on his shoulder, ready to film anything that happened.


Thompson came out of the building and said he was going back to the rear, that the camera crew and I could stay here or go back with him as we wished. I said we would go with him.


‘Saddle up!’ Nuanez shouted and the group began its procession back to the battalion command post, single file. First the scouts, then the antisniper team, and then the major walked away from the CP and back toward the rear, followed by the radio operator, me, Ri, Dan, and the rest of the Marines. I felt relief to be going back, my first steps on the way home.


We stopped to do an interview when we were safely away from the front line. Thompson stood with his shoulders straight and spoke in a confident voice.


“This is really a formidable, fortified position,” he said. “I just can’t imagine any one being more difficult than this right here. So, we’ll get it sooner or later. It’ll just take a little time.”


An artillery shell shrieked overhead and exploded nearby, causing the ground to shake. I ducked, disappearing from Ri’s picture frame for a second. Thompson did not blink, just paused a beat and continued.


“Hopefully, the weather will improve and we can get the maximum amount of air support and the support that we really want,” he said. “And I don’t think it’ll be tough at all.”


His confidence seemed extraordinary. Ten hours earlier, struggling to stay awake at his map table in the battalion CP, he had looked like a casualty. Now he spoke with the measured assurance of one who had just finished a training course at Quantico. Not only Thompson and Ernie Cheatham, the commander of 2/5 south of the river, and Mike Gravel, CO of 1/1, but most of the Marine officers in Hué were confident, self-assured, determined. They also seemed calm, almost serene, not at all nervous. I couldn’t figure it out. Calling it good public relations with the press was too simple, though it may have been a factor. No one else could act so well-composed in these circumstances. It wasn’t tranquilizers either; their minds were too quick. I couldn’t tell whether it was their individual characters, their officer’s training, combat experience (or lack of it), vanity, or the deepest part of their traditional Marine Corps identity that generated such behavior. Among themselves, they called it command presence.


The column moved on. The point scout came to a narrow dirt road that our route had to cross. The road was perfectly straight in both directions. The surface was elevated about two feet above the surrounding terrain to keep it from flooding. The scouts ran across one at a time, bent low, followed by the antisniper team and other Marines, running fast. Thompson walked calmly across the road without looking to the side, his head up and shoulders back, the picture of self-control. The radio operator followed a few steps behind. I wanted to run across quickly but the radioman was in the way so I walked, the third slow man in a column.


A bullet came down the road from left to right, fast and close, leading me by an inch. I heard the compressed air as the round went by, buzzing on a straight line down the middle of the road, head high, the sound of a big fat bumblebee in a hurry. The bullet passed close enough for me to feel a faint breeze on my forehead at the pressure of its passing. I heard no sound of the shot from the rifle of the sniper.


Safely on the other side of the road, Dan looked at me for a moment with an expression of incredulity. Then his face broke into a flowering Buddha smile. “Daily miracle,” he said, laughing with his eyes.


The near miss with the sniper pushed me over the edge of self-control. Every time a shell burst I ducked for cover, even when no one else did. It was involuntary. All my concentration was needed just to give the appearance of holding the fear in check. By the time Ri, Dan and I got back to the battalion supply point where the mortar round had come through the roof the day before, all I could focus on was the idea of getting somewhere safe. Inside, my heart was cold, cold as stone, all compassion drained out of it. We had our film story in the can and I wanted to be out of Hué.


The supply point was busy. Marines were unloading C ration cases and water cans from trucks that had come up from the rear. Working hard, they stacked them in the courtyard and transferred them onto mules for delivery to the front. The sun was hidden by clouds but the air was warming. Heavy firing came from the direction we had left but no one paid attention.


I asked the corporal in charge if anyone was going to the rear.


‘The lieutenant needs to talk with the doc at the aid station,’ he said, ‘so he’ll be going down that way in a while.’ He looked at me closely.


‘Why don’t you guys take it easy and we’ll let you know when he’s ready,’ he said. In combat, veterans can often tell by your eyes what’s going on in your mind.


I told Ri and Dan what was happening and looked around for a place to sit down in safety. The same room I had used the day before was empty. I went inside and sat against the wall. I wasn’t physically tired—the walk up to the line had not been far—but I was exhausted by what had happened with the sniper. To be safe, we needed to get another half mile or so down the road to the medical aid station and the helicopter landing zone next to it. It was not safe to walk it by ourselves.


The kitten appeared in the doorway and turned its head from side to side, surveying the room. Then it walked straight toward me, all feline nonchalance, no fear. I had forgotten about our meeting the day before.


“So, you’re still around, huh, cat?” I said. I hadn’t expected it to survive.


The kitten walked up and sniffed one of my boots. It sat casually, as I held out my hand, and sniffed my fingers.


“Want some C rats?” I said, smiling. The kitten looked at me with indifference. ‘Bet you couldn’t handle a real rat.’


There was nothing illogical about talking to a cat. It kept me from thinking about myself.


All that was left to eat was a can marked “beef slices.” I opened it with the P-38 and cut the precooked meat into small pieces. I held them out, one at a time, on the tips of my fingers. The kitten snatched the food with its teeth and swallowed without chewing.


“Guess you really are hungry.” I gave it the meat as fast as it swallowed. If I left my fingers extended an instant too long, it bit me with small sharp teeth.


‘Glad you like this stuff. Nobody else does.’


I cut up the rest of the food and set the can on the floor. The kitten gobbled it greedily. When it had finished eating it licked the juice from the can until it was clean. Its eyes blinked involuntarily, the fleas on its head crawling under its eyelids. One eye was half closed and red.


I took the towel from around my neck and soaked a corner of it in water from a canteen, then held the kitten behind the shoulders and washed some of the fleas and dirt from its face. The kitten did not resist. I scrubbed the top of its head with the wet corner of the towel and dug the dirt and fleas out of its ears with my fingertips. Then I washed the filth off its mouth and rubbed its chin and whiskers clean. There was no time to clear away the infestation of fleas and lice on its body; that would take a bath.


‘There,’ I said, ‘is that better?’


The kitten sat next to the empty can, licked the fur on its foreleg and completed washing its face. The corners of its mouth seemed to be turned up in a permanent smile. When it finished cleaning itself, the kitten moved closer and licked the back of my hand.


The Marine corporal walked into the room.


‘Better get your people together,’ he said. ‘The lieutenant’s leavin in a couple of minutes.’


He looked at the kitten. ‘Looks like you got a friend there. He don’t come near any of us.’


‘Who does it belong to?’ I stood up and strapped on my gear.


‘Don’t know,’ the corporal said. ‘Must’ve belonged to that family got blown away yesterday.’ He said nothing for a second. ‘Better get going.’ He turned and walked out of the house.


I went to the doorway and paused, looking down at the kitten next to the empty C ration can. An emotion stirred.


“So long, cat,” I said, repressing the feeling. “Hope you make it.”


Ri and Dan waited outside. We climbed into the back of a jeep and squeezed in next to the camera gear and packs. The driver, a clean-faced teenager with black PFC bars on the lapels of his fatigue collar, sat at the wheel. The front seat of the jeep was empty, the lieutenant still in the house. A radio in the jeep hissed softly. Minutes passed.


My confidence was coming back. I figured that if we made it safely to the aid station, we would have the rest of the afternoon to find a ride to Phu Bai. Helicopters had been coming in and taking off from the LZ all morning, bringing in supplies and replacements, taking away wounded and dead. If we got to Phu Bai by six o’clock, I knew a helicopter squadron that flew back to its base in Danang every day just before sunset. Danang was relatively secure. The press center had hot food and cold beer and air-conditioned rooms with beds and clean linen. China Beach and the South China Sea would be waiting in the morning.


The driver went into the house to find the lieutenant. Going home now, I thought. Finally getting out of this place. The back of the jeep felt secure. Dan smiled. Ri looked around, camera ready.


I thought about the kitten. Poor devil will probably starve. If the fleas and lice don’t finish it first.


An idea appeared. Why not take it out of here? Down to Danang, or Saigon even.


Nah, another part of me answered. Too much trouble. Too far to travel. Not worth it.


The lieutenant emerged from the doorway of the house, map under his arm, talking with another Marine.


A sudden surge of inspiration struck me, an inexplicable impulse, a compulsion stronger than my self-will.


What the hell? I said to myself. Why not?


I climbed out of the jeep and called to the lieutenant, ‘Wait one, will you?’ and hurried into the house. The kitten sat next to the empty C ration can washing itself, contented. I rushed forward and seized it.


“Come on, cat,” I said. “Stick with me.”


Waiting by the side of the jeep, the lieutenant smiled as I got in with the kitten in my hand. I stuffed it into the top left pocket of my fatigue jacket and snapped the flap around its head. Its face appeared, eyes frightened.


‘You taking that thing?’ the lieutenant said, swinging himself into the jeep.


‘Why not?’ I said, embarrassed. ‘It doesn’t have a family.’ I suspected it would not be the last question about the cat I’d hear.


The driver put the jeep in gear, backed around in the courtyard, and drove down the road to the rear, fast.


What was I doing? I didn’t know. The compulsion to take the cat was so strong I didn’t care. I was determined now to save it, to protect its new life. It gave me something to worry about instead of myself. Besides, if I didn’t look after it, no one would. Its chances of survival were practically zero. Also, I was heading home, could afford a small gesture of charity. The farther we got from the front, the more my small evanescent spark of compassion glowed.


The driver hit the brakes hard and the jeep skidded to a stop outside the medical aid station. A pair of Quonset huts with curved tin roofs stood side by side facing the road. A Vietnamese family waited outside one of the entrances. The cat was off the jeep first, thrown out by me. From my jacket pocket, the kitten had injected its needle-sharp claws through the heavy fabric of the coat, the fatigue shirt, the undershirt and finally into my skin. Then it had scratched vigorously, drawing blood, digging a trench in my chest. When it tired of scratching, it chewed into the button snap of the flap on the pocket, trying to unfasten it.


“Cat’s more trouble than it’s worth,” I said as the kitten landed on the ground.


“Meeow! Meeow!” Ri and Dan shouted, pointing and laughing. The kitten sniffed the dirt at the side of the road.


“Keep an eye on it, will you?” I said, walking to one of the Quonset huts. I didn’t understand what amused them so much about the cat.


The air inside the aid station was hot, humid and stuffy. Several Marines sat on the concrete floor near the entrance, their arms and shoulders limp, their faces impassive. Farther inside, four stretchers were rigged on benches for operating tables, empty at the moment.


A second lieutenant from the Marine press office in Danang, a friendly young officer with a stubby red mustache, introduced me to the U.S. Navy doctor in charge. Drinking coffee from a plastic cup, the surgeon said that the fighting had been light so far today and all his physical injury cases had been medevac’d to the field hospital in Phu Bai. But, he said, so many combat casualties had come through in the past week, he wondered how much longer the division could keep 1/5 in the line.


‘We’ve got some serious cases of combat fatigue,’ he said quietly, almost under his breath. He nodded toward the Marines near the door.


‘Some of them have lost buddies,’ he said. ‘They see people they know, wounded, carried through here. A couple of them are in shock. Not much we can do for them except keep them sedated. But this is not the right place for them. They can hear the shells and that’s not good for recovery. They really should be given a long rest, somewhere quiet.’


I felt sorry for the Marines but my priority was to get out of Hué.


‘Any chance of a chopper?’ I said.


The redheaded lieutenant answered. ‘Nothing scheduled all afternoon. Might be something late, but don’t count on it. Clouds are pretty low.’


It was not my practice to press the issue in situations like this. If a chopper came in, wonderful, another daily miracle. If one did not, so be it, nothing we could do. This time, though, I was more anxious than usual to get out. The prospect of another night in Hué worried me. I told the press office lieutenant we had a strong story about the situation at the front and needed to get it on the air as soon as possible. I said I felt a responsibility to Major Thompson and his men to tell people in the States what they were going through. I mentioned some of the details. The lieutenant said he understood and would do what he could.


I went back to the entrance where three Marines sat on the cement floor. They were silent, unmoving, barely breathing, their faces empty, eyes staring at the walls. It seemed as if their consciousness was suspended, their minds somewhere else. Something in their expressions spoke of sorrow and depression, of deep scalding trauma, of nerves that had snapped. I sat opposite them with my back to a wall.


Not knowing what to do, I got out a canteen, took a sip of water and offered it to the Marine across from me. He looked up out of a daze and took it, drank some and passed it back. His hands and arms moved without strength, listless. The third Marine moved closer.


‘You been up there?’ he asked, motioning toward the front.


‘Yes.’


‘Did you see a guy named Lawhorn?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘What’s he look like?’


‘Colored dude, with Delta Comp’ny.’


I thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know. I was with Delta this morning. It was pretty quiet. They might get pulled out of the line today. They don’t have many people left.’


‘Man, I hope you’re right,’ he said and leaned back against the wall.


One of the Marines sat on the floor with his legs straight in front of him, staring forward. The weariness in his eyes went beyond ordinary exhaustion. He was about nineteen or twenty, round-faced and tanned with normal features and light fuzz where a beard would be. He was not wearing a utility hat or helmet and there was no sign of his weapon or field pack. His green-gray fatigues were dirty, his dark hair longer than Marines wear it anywhere but in extended combat. His boots, mud-caked and split, told as much of the story as the empty look in his eyes.


‘How’s it going?’ I said.


He did not move, did not acknowledge me. He stared unblinking into the distance. Though he looked at the wall his gaze went beyond the Quonset hut, beyond the red brick battlements of the Citadel, beyond Vietnam and its vicissitudes of violence and pain, to somewhere far away, private and safe.


‘What happened to him?’ I asked the others.


The Marine who had asked about Lawhorn said, ‘Don’t know. He’s from Second Platoon, that’s all I know.’


Shell shock. Battle fatigue. Combat shock. In World War II, traumatized Marines were said to have the thousand-yard stare. In World War I, British officers with shell shock were evacuated to the rear, mainly to special hospitals in England and Scotland. Enlisted men with the same condition were shot for cowardice or desertion.


The Marine had lived in the line for days, his body embedded in the earth until it had become part of it, moving on his stomach like a snake, falling asleep exhausted and waking up tired. His senses had absorbed fire and blast, cries of the wounded from no-man’s-land, the silences. Most of the men around him had been hit but he had not. He had seen his friends’ bodies pierced by flying steel, their blood draining away in the dirt, and so finally the fuses of his modest self-control snapped. Some internal regulator switched off his external senses from the unbearable reality of the Citadel, shut down his nervous system, located a quieter, safer place in the dreamy interiors of his mind, and left him alone. He was finished with the war. His mind had taken refuge in another reality.


Everyone who went through close combat in the war was like him to some degree: more or less isolated, cut off from reality, lost in other worlds, at least in the mind. The war just got to him sooner. Who’s to say he was less sane than anyone else? His condition had nothing to do with mental stability or strength of character or courage or cowardice or being a good Marine. My guess was that it had more to do with his tolerance for insanity.


Outside the medical aid station, Ri and Dan sat by the road, their legs crossed, their faces smiling—silent Buddha statues. No kitten. I looked behind the Quonset hut and the trees by the road.


“Where’s the cat?” I said.


Ri and Dan covered their mouths with their hands and giggled, like children sharing a secret joke. Tears formed in Dan’s eyes. He pointed to the second Quonset hut, chuckling.


I opened the door and looked inside. The one long room was hot and noisy and crowded with Vietnamese soldiers and civilians. The smell was of fish sauce and cigarette smoke and old sweat. A doctor in a green operating gown stood at the far end of the room. Soldiers with bandages sat on the floor chatting with their relatives. As I entered, the talking stopped and everyone looked around. I was the only non-Vietnamese among them. At the edge of my vision I saw the kitten run behind a stretcher. I moved toward it, stepping over wounded soldiers, apologizing. Some of the Vietnamese giggled, discreetly. The kitten peeked from behind the stretcher, saw me coming, then hopped farther away. I stumbled over someone on the floor and nearly fell. The Vietnamese laughed. The kitten escaped. More laughter, louder now, more open. I felt like one of the fools in a silent film. The soldiers and their families were pointing at me and the kitten and speaking rapidly to one another and laughing hard at the same time. I chased the kitten into a corner. It was trapped now and froze in place, back to the wall, waiting for me. I feinted to one side and lurched to the other, falling on my hands and knees, sprawling across the floor and reaching out with one hand just in time to seize it. Wild laughter came from the crowd.


“Okay, cat,” I said, holding it tight. “From now on you stay with me.”


Outside, Ri and Dan looked at the tiny head peeking out of my snapped-down coat pocket and laughed.


“Meeow! Meeow!” they said, pointing. The cat began to scratch my chest. I found a piece of cardboard and put it under the jacket pocket.


When it was quiet, I said, “What’s the Vietnamese word for cat?”


“Cat?” they said and looked at one another.


“Yeah, cat,” I said, “C-A-T.”


“Oh, le chat!” Ri said in French.


“Right. How you say in Vietnamese?”


“Vietnamese say, May-oh,” he said. Both of them chuckled. They repeated the word several times, using a different musical tone and stress for each syllable.


I asked Dan to write the word in my notebook. He took my pen and wrote in fine thin letters, M È O.


“Okay,” I said, “that’s it. The cat’s name is Mèo.” I pronounced it Mee-oh.


“No, no, no!” they cried. “Must say May-oh.”


“Mao,” I said, sounding the name of the Chinese leader.


“No, no! May-oh.”


They said it again slowly, drawing out the tones, and waited for me to try, patiently, teaching a child.


When I got the tones right and said “May-oh,” they cheered, clapped their hands together, smiled brightly. Then they giggled.


The cat now had a name: “Mèo,” pronounced May-oh.


The Marine lieutenant with the red mustache came out of the aid station and called us together. He said he was taking a truck down to the river to meet a Navy boat that would soon be bringing in a load of replacements. When it was finished, he said, the boat would go back down the river to the rear. ‘It’s your best bet to get out of Hué today,’ he said. Ri, Dan and I agreed to go along. It would take longer, but it would get us out. After a few minutes, a large flatbed truck pulled up at the aid station, took us and our gear aboard, and started down the road toward the river. The kitten got through the cardboard and started to dig a foxhole in my chest. I dropped it on the metal floor of the truck. The tailgate was up and too high and smooth for it to climb. Again, the thought occurred that the kitten was more trouble than it was worth.


We arrived at the river and stopped at a muddy landing point. There was no pier or dock, just a dirt road that ran down to the water’s edge. The river was narrow and black. To the left, it disappeared into a sharp right-hand bend. To the right, it ran into the main channel of the Huong Giang River, dividing the city. A short spur off the main road connected the landing point with the road back to the aid station. Both sides of the road were occupied by single-story Vietnamese houses. People came out to watch. Other than Ri and Dan, they were the first Vietnamese I had seen outdoors all day. The Marine driver parked the truck on sloping ground in front of the landing point. Across the river, a dense growth of wild palm trees and tropical brush grew down to the riverbank.


Short bursts of sharp AK fire came from the other side of the river. The lieutenant ran for the cab of the truck to get his rifle, shouting at the driver to move the truck behind the houses. Ri, Dan and I ran behind the truck. With shots that close, we assumed they were aimed at us. I found cover in the doorway of a house facing away from the river. Bullets ripped into the bamboo rooftops across the street and kicked up shreds of straw like puffs of sand. The driver parked the truck in the street where it was screened by the houses and got out with his rifle to find cover. The kitten sat on the roof of the cab of the truck, its nose sniffing the air, a climber on the summit.


Behind me, I heard the door of the house open. I panicked. This is it, I thought. The house is full of VC and they’re coming out to finish us off. I’m going to die. I looked up on my hands and knees to see a barefoot man in his late thirties wearing an old-fashioned BVD undershirt and wrinkled boxer shorts standing in the doorway with sleep in his eyes. It was siesta time. First one, then another, and then a third child peeked out from around and between the man’s legs to look at me. I was cowering on all fours with bullets buzzing into the rooftops across the street. Terrified, I said to the man, “I’m a journalist, ‘Bao-chi,’ not a soldier. See, no gun!” The man looked at me with bewilderment.


The children saw the kitten on the cab of the truck in front of the house and cried with delight. They pointed their fingers at it and shouted in shrill, high-pitched voices. None of them seemed frightened, as if the shooting were no more than traffic noise. The kitten looked down from the cab of the truck and measured the distance to the ground, leaning on its front legs, trying to find a way down. For a moment I felt proud of him.


The shooting slowed. I got up and ran away from the doorway along the line of houses to the corner of the spur leading to the river. The lieutenant was crouched down, M-16 in his hand, barrel up, waiting. He did not have a radio. ‘The VC are on the other side of the river,’ he said. ‘They’re shooting at something around the bend, maybe the supply boat, not us. A few rounds comin our way. Don’t worry,’ he said looking into my eyes.


After about ten minutes, the firing stopped. I asked the lieutenant if he would take us back to the aid station. ‘Maybe there’ll be a chopper,’ I said, ‘you never know.’


He listened politely and replied, ‘I’ve got orders to wait for the supply boat.’


‘The boat will never get through all that fire,’ I said. ‘Maybe it turned back. We could wait all night.’ The late afternoon light was fading.


The lieutenant seemed sympathetic. He said something about “the Marine Corps way of doing things,” but I sensed his ambivalence. At the Marine press center in Danang, where he was based, he was friendly, polite, helpful and good-natured—a true officer-gentleman. Ordinarily, he would have done anything possible to help us get a story, protecting our lives included. It was part of his job. But I knew him only as a public information officer, a PIO, and now he was acting as an infantry officer. If the boat arrived with casualties from the fight on the river and there was no truck to meet them, lives might be lost. The lieutenant waited for the boat. Another hour passed. The boat did not come.


Later, with the light almost gone, he decided to go back to the aid station. ‘No chance of the boat coming up the river at night,’ he said. ‘They’d never find that landing in the dark.’


As the truck pulled up at the aid station, a big Marine helicopter was starting its engines. Wounded Marines were being carried on stretchers up the ramp and into the back of the fuselage, their fatigues and bandages blowing in the wind of the rotors. One of the Marines limped along with a leg wound. Navy corpsmen guided the three Marines with combat shock onto the helicopter with care, holding them by the arms like blind men. Ri ran forward to get a few shots. I shook hands with the lieutenant and thanked him for getting us back in time.


‘You’re really lucky to be getting a ride out this evening,’ he shouted over the noise of the engines.


‘Daily miracle!’ I shouted back. ‘Second one today.’ There was more than enough room on the chopper for Ri, Dan, the kitten and me.


The pilots flew fast and low, skimming over the trees, banking sharply with the contours of the river, rising and descending and accelerating in swift undulating turns to confuse anti-aircraft gunners on the ground. Each time the CH-46 turned and dived, we gripped the aluminum seat supports, clenching our teeth, feeling the G force in the seats of our pants like deadweight.


When the chopper reached the coast, the pilots pulled up through the clouds into the brighter light of early dusk and turned south toward Phu Bai. The sun hung in a fire-red sphere over the Annamite mountains to the west. The air was clean and dry. I smiled at the three Marines from the aid station but their faces were vacant. One of them stared with dark hollow eyes out the window, looking out over the green-brown fields of rice below, beyond embattled Hué and the sand-white coastline, past the dark blue water of the South China Sea and the Pacific Ocean, focused on something infinitely farther away—truly a stare of a thousand miles.


The kitten scratched through the inside of my fatigue jacket and dug into my chest. I threw it on the floor of the helicopter and reached for my flask of cognac. The ritual drink. As usual, the first sip went down like acid. I passed it to Ri and Dan and the Marines and they passed it to the door gunner of the CH-46. The mood lightened a little.


“What the fuck is that?” one of the Marines shouted, pointing toward the floor near the front of the chopper.


We turned to look. In the middle of the aisle, dwarfed by rifles and field packs and combat boots, the kitten climbed slowly up the inclined plane of the helicopter floor, straining to keep its balance on the vibrating metal, heading toward the cockpit, the highest place it could find.


‘Holy shit!’ one of the Marines said.


‘Man, will you look at that!’


‘Hey! Who put that fuckin rat on board?’


The distraction brought some marginal relief to the Marines with the sad-eyed faces. The flask went around again. Two Marines looked at each other and shook their heads as if to say, Do you believe this? Their faces smiled a fraction.


The kitten disappeared. I was too tired to get up and look for it. Several minutes later, the door gunner came down the aisle, pointed his thumb at the cockpit and shouted, ‘Pilot wants a word.’


I dragged myself up. The pilot and copilot were laughing. The kitten was sitting on the shoulder of the copilot, its claws in the heavy canvas straps of his seat belt. It sniffed the air, looking in all directions, trying to get a bearing.


The pilot shook his head. “What’s this war coming to, anyway?” he said.


The copilot laughed.


When the helicopter landed at Phu Bai, I gave the kitten to Ri and Dan with instructions not to let it out of their sight. They promised. I hitched a ride to the Navy hospital to visit Al Webb, a United Press International reporter who had been wounded in Hué the day before. I did not know Webb well but I respected him for his work and thought a visit might cheer him up. When I found his bed and called his name he looked up in surprise, then astonishment, as if at a ghost.


Webb said the Marines told him this morning that I was dead, shot in the same fight that wounded him in the Citadel. I said I was at the battalion CP at the time, waiting for Major Thompson. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it says something about the fucked-up reporting system, doesn’t it?’ I briefed him on what happened after he left Hué and promised to visit his office in Saigon and tell his colleagues how he was. Webb was brave. The only time he showed the pain was when he tried to move in the narrow bed.


Ri, Dan, Mèo and I rode an Air Force C-123 from Phu Bai to Danang. We introduced the kitten to the crew before takeoff and asked them to try not to step on it. In flight—a loud shuddering fiercely vibrating ride (a C-123 was a flying truck)—the kitten went toward the front of the plane, past the legs of the crew chief and up the steps to the cockpit. It climbed the back of the copilot’s seat like a tree. To the amusement of the crew, Mèo remained on the copilot’s shoulder for the rest of the flight.


At the Danang press center, Ri, Dan and I went to work immediately to write and record the narration, then ship the film cans to Saigon. By the time we finished, it was suppertime. We washed our hands and faces, left the kitten in the CBS barracks room, and went to the restaurant—a Third Marine Amphibious Force establishment that was furnished like a New Jersey roadhouse and catered American food for journalists, information officers and their guests.


The dining room was crowded and noisy. I went to the bar to buy a drink for the crew. Immediately, the room became silent. A reporter came up, eyes wide, and shook my hand, as if to confirm I was there.


‘For Christsake, Laurence, you’re supposed to be dead!’ he said.


‘Yeah, so I heard.’


‘So, what happened?’


‘I didn’t get the message.’


A group gathered at the bar, shaking hands and slapping my back, exclamations flying.


‘Headline,’ a newspaper reporter shouted, ‘Reporter Back from the Dead.’


‘Files Eyewitness Exclusive.’


‘Hell Not So Bad,’ he says.


‘Hué’s close enough,’ I suggested.


‘Hey, man,’ another said, ‘so what’s it like in Forty-Two Corps?’ (This was a mythical zone in the war, a fantastic place that had been invented by a few overly imaginative journalists, but no one had managed to find it yet.)


‘Don’t know,’ I said, ‘Never got there.’


‘You better call your office. I think they told New York you’re dead.’


‘So when’s the funeral?’


‘The hell with the funeral, we’ll just have the wake. Starting now.’


‘Glad you guys didn’t have to grieve very long.’


‘Grieve, hell. We were just trying to figure out who was going to get your typewriter and stuff.’


I couldn’t buy a drink all evening.
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Mèo, Ri, Dan and I rested at the Marine Combat Information Bureau in Danang. We were greatly relieved to have got safely out of Hué and grateful to be enjoying the relative comforts of the press center. The combination softened my previous sense of purpose about going home immediately. The bureau chief in Saigon implored me to stay on in Danang to help CBS cover continuing developments in the Tet Offensive. A number of special programs were being planned. New York wanted me to stay on the story. ‘Our whole operation is stretched thin,’ he said. ‘We don’t have anybody to replace you. Stay up there for a few more days and then you can go home.’ I agreed.


The CIB was a crowded compound of offices and living quarters occupying about two acres on the western shore of the Danang River, which led to the harbor that opened to the South China Sea. It was inhabited by military and civilian journalists who processed raw information about the war for relay to the world outside. The CIB was a ramshackle place: part military camp, part civilian motel, part news office. The compound was constructed of single-story buildings of plastered cinder block and wood with cheap metal roofing and spare furnishings: secondhand tables, chairs and metal frame beds with thin mattresses. For journalists, it was primitive but comfortable, without being luxurious. The walls of the rooms were covered with bare white plaster that gave off an unpleasant glare from the fluorescent lighting. Smells from the open sewers behind the buildings sometimes invaded the living quarters. The whole complex looked slightly seedy, as if it had once been kept clean and modern but had slowly deteriorated over the course of the war. One rumor said the press center had been a roadside motel for travelers between Saigon and Hanoi before the country was divided in the 1950s. Another said it had been a bordello for French officers in the first Indochina War. These days it was a major production center for news of the war in I Corps, sending out military as well as civilian dispatches. Its simple comforts—bars, restaurants, outdoor movies, basketball court—provided a modicum of basic American culture, but it was as distant from the Danang of the Vietnamese and their ways of life as America was from Vietnam. Similar U.S. military bases operated all over the country.


The kitten was confined at all times to the network barracks room to prevent it from wandering onto the main road nearby and being struck by one of the military convoys that rumbled over the primitive road in puffs of pale brown dust. The Vietnamese women who cleaned the rooms and washed journalists’ clothes produced a scrap of old blanket for the kitten to sleep on and gave it leftover bits of food in plastic saucers. Mèo was uncomfortable in the strange new place. It had already expressed its aversion to Americans—a habit it picked up in Hué—and this place was swarming with them: mostly reporters, photographers and Marines, but also a few civilian aid workers, construction men, government officials, transient entertainers, and an occasional spy. On that first night in the barracks, Mèo paced up and down the linoleum floor in the grip of a great obsession. It prowled the edges of the narrow room, sniffed the legs of the chairs and tables, inspected each crack a dozen times. At the far corner of the room, it explored the toilet area, ran its nose along the drains and scratched the loose plaster where it joined the floor. It jumped up on one of the cots that lined both sides of the room and tried to climb the wall. Methodical, tireless, it stopped searching only to eat and rest—a prisoner of war planning an escape.


Outside the network room, the press center seethed with intrigue. Aggressive, competitive men and women tried to gather exclusive information about the war in I Corps and send it by phone to their offices in Saigon without revealing their stories to the rest of the press corps. The only means of communication out of the CIB were a few, inefficient military telephone lines whose signals were weak. Reporters had to shout each word or phrase of their stories over thick static as loud as they could in order to be heard at the other end by a colleague in Saigon. Sometimes the information got no farther than the courtyard outside and the ears of their competitors. At night, the compound was usually quiet. Reporters wrote feature stories in their rooms or drank beer and talked with their colleagues in one of the Marine bars or watched the evening movie on the terrace. Some played cards or wrote letters or read books. The more industrious took their civilian or military sources to dinner and talked about the fine details of the war. A few sat by the river smoking joints, dreamily watching the lights on the water. Others went into downtown Danang for more physical entertainment.


From time to time, a few journalists and Marines came to the CBS room to visit the kitten. All they’d heard was that it came out of Hué and had crazy eyes. It was true. Mèo’s eyes were wild, untamed, furious at being captive. Visitors looked at it and asked how old it was and how it got out of Hué and what it was like in the Citadel and anything else we could tell them about the battle.


The only news most of the troops had heard was broadcast on the Armed Forces Radio Network. Announcers quoted U.S. officials in Saigon as saying the battle for Hué was no more than “a mopping-up operation” and would be over in a few days. The few days had become weeks. Officials had been making the same predictions since early February and the story was getting tired, as tired as the official claim a few months earlier that the VC and North Vietnamese were too badly hurt to launch a major offensive in the war. Marines had been mopping up in Hué for more than three weeks now, thousands of people were dead, and some of the stories making it back to Danang by word of mouth were as ghastly as anyone had ever heard in Vietnam. That information was not broadcast on AFRN. How could they talk about a cold-hearted killing of a prisoner? Or the torture of a civilian? Or the sad face of a young man with combat fatigue? Or the fading strength of Marines in the line? The true facts of what was going on in Hué or anywhere else were not broadcast on AFRN. In the bubble of unreality that surrounded the daily war news, the farther away you were from the front lines, the less you knew what was actually going on. Men like Lyndon Johnson and Robert McNamara and William Westmoreland, who were farthest from the front and consequently knew least about the reality of the war, were the very ones who were planning the strategy to fight it.


Ri, Dan and I locked Mèo in the room and drove across a causeway to the headquarters of 3d Marine Amphibious Force. The III MAF commander in Vietnam, Lieutenant General Robert E. Cushman, had agreed to be interviewed for a special broadcast on the Tet Offensive, particularly the battle of Hué. Producers in New York wanted Cushman’s assessment of the military situation in I Corps, the northern provinces of South Vietnam under his command.


Ri and Dan set up the lights, camera and sound equipment in the general’s small, neatly furnished office. When he arrived, Cushman shook hands with each of us and asked in a friendly voice what we had seen of the fighting. I told him we had been in the Citadel with 1/5 yesterday and that the troops were exhausted; they were being ground to nothing. It was a cruel price to pay, I said, for a few acres of territory. Listening, Cushman’s eyes narrowed. The muscles tightened around his jaw and cheekbones. His face looked angry. I was afraid he might abort the interview, but I went ahead. Delta Company, I told him, had taken 75 percent casualties, and the other companies were almost as bad off. The understrength platoons were still two hundred meters from the southeast wall, going forward about fifty meters a day, at a cost of about ten to twenty Marines killed or wounded. There were several serious cases of combat fatigue, I said. Some of the Marines in the line were staring into space like zombies, waiting to lead the way into no-man’s-land and be shot.


When I finished, Cushman said nothing. The room was quiet. Slowly, the features in his face changed. His expression went from anger to concern, then sympathy, as if he had not heard all of this firsthand before.


‘General, it’s bad up there,’ I said, indicating the tone of our TV news report, now on its way to the States.


‘I know,’ General Cushman said, ‘I know.’ He nodded his head and sat down behind his desk and allowed Dan to attach the microphone to his uniform. Ri’s camera rolled. Cushman said he knew the casualties in 1/5 were serious but that he was not involved in the hour-to-hour management of the battle.


“The gods of war are in their favor,” he said. “Our firepower has been negated.” He explained that because the flying weather was poor, Marine pilots could not bomb North Vietnamese positions and force them out of their bunkers where they could be attacked by ground troops.


“Still,” he said, “we and the South Vietnamese have killed more than thirteen thousand enemy in I Corps since the start of the Tet Offensive. Militarily, they’re not succeeding. I think they’re playing for the world’s press.”


The Tet Offensive a publicity stunt? A way for the Communists to improve their image? That was a surprise. It was the first time anyone in authority suggested the attacks were calculated to affect public opinion. I wondered if it might be true.


It was an interesting idea. As it turned out, Cushman was right and wrong. The surprise attack and the record number of U.S. casualties helped turn American public opinion against the war, which led eventually to the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam. But it was not the primary objective of these North Vietnamese attacks. By launching the Tet Offensive, the Communist high command in Hanoi wanted to inspire a general uprising of civilians all over South Vietnam to help them advance toward a final military victory. It was a grievous miscalculation. South Vietnamese civilians did not rise up, nor did they welcome the invading northern troops any more than they had welcomed the Japanese or French or Americans. Civilians were afraid of the Communists’ violent power, just as they were afraid of anyone with guns, so they obeyed orders and tried to stay out of the way. But they did not embrace them as liberators. The Tet Offensive was a military catastrophe for the Communists, their most serious defeat of the war. Veteran battalions and companies of Viet Cong troops, fighting for the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, were destroyed in open warfare by more heavily armed U.S. and South Vietnamese forces. Most of the VC units never recovered. Although North Vietnam’s long-term strategy was to exhaust American public support for the war, it was not the purpose of the Tet Offensive. American and South Vietnamese armed forces inflicted enormous human losses on the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese, while suffering heavily themselves. However, by consistently lying to the American public in the period leading up to Tet, the U.S. government lost the support of a majority of its own people. At Tet, America was winning the war and losing it at the same time.


The battle for Hué was now in its twenty-second day and Cushman declared, “The troops are tired. Our Marines in there require relief. They’ve been fighting all this time. We want fresh troops rather than more troops.” His candor was refreshing.


After the interview, one of the general’s aides asked to speak to me privately. ‘Don’t worry,’ the officer said, ‘the Marines in Hué are being relieved. I can’t say any more than that, but don’t worry.’ I learned later that a fresh company—Lima, 3/5—moved into the Citadel that afternoon and went straight into the lines. Bravo Company, which suffered heavy casualties, pulled out. The move spared the lives of the men who were most exhausted.


Ri and Dan carried their equipment to the outer office and packed it into cases. Hanging on the wall just outside the general’s office, a picture frame caught my attention. It held a quotation that had been embroidered in colored thread on a piece of white linen.


The N.L.F. will entice the Americans close to the North Viet Nam border and will bleed them without mercy. In southern Viet Nam, the pacification program will be destroyed.


NGUYEN VAN MAI.


Nguyen Van Mai was a Communist official and the quotation appeared to have been taken from an enemy document captured some months earlier. It was a blueprint for the Tet Offensive, a condensed version of the overall Communist strategy, and it hung on the wall next to the door where General Cushman could see it each time he entered his office.


Back at the press center, I wrote a revised close for the story we had shipped the night before and recorded it on film and audiotape. The new close included the information that the Marines in Hué were being reinforced. It was shipped to Saigon in time to be fed on an audio circuit to New York and incorporated in the film story.


Mèo’s reputation spread beyond the press center to the American bases around Danang—to the sprawling airfield at the edge of the city and the Navy boat docks along the coast. From time to time, visitors to the press center stopped by the room to look at the kitten, talk about it, and take pictures. It became known as the lucky little cat who survived the battle of Hué and made it out of the Citadel alive—the cat from Hué. Mèo took no notice of its celebrity. Detached and aloof, unwilling to behave like a pet, it was surly and arrogant. When visitors tried to get close and reached out their hands, it skittered away and hid under a bed or in the bathroom. Or else it tried to bite their hands. The visitors laughed. Only the Vietnamese women in baggy black pants who cleaned the room and washed clothes in the drainage canal behind the barracks got near it. It was fiercely anti-American, avoiding us at all times, biting and scratching when we managed to pick it up. I began to suspect that its sympathies might be with the other side.


*


With the battle of Hué near its end, Khe Sanh became the leading story of the war. North Vietnamese regiments strengthened their encirclement of the isolated base west of Hué near the Laotian border. They fired artillery at it constantly. American losses went up. Some journalists made comparisons with the military situation in 1954 before the final French defeat at Dien Bien Phu.


I needed to find out more about what the Marines’ high command was thinking about Khe Sanh, what its strategies were. President Johnson was reported to have demanded a guarantee from the Joint Chiefs of Staff that Khe Sanh would not be lost. I asked for a background briefing from the senior intelligence officer at III MAF headquarters and drove to his office. The J-2 was a rugged-looking man with rough skin, a small head and an abundance of energy who held the rank of colonel. His office was small and cramped, large enough only for two people to sit comfortably. An air-conditioner built into the wall was turned off and the room was stuffy. Piles of books, pamphlets and briefing papers were on his desk, dog-eared and marked with red pencil. The literature included a collection of writing and speeches of Vo Nguyen Giap, the North Vietnamese military commander; Ho Chi Minh, the president; and other senior Communist officials. The colonel was friendly. He recited statistical information about the situation around Khe Sanh with comprehensive efficiency, giving an impression of being educated, alert. As he finished the briefing, a curious intensity came into his manner.


“Where do you think my counterpart is right now?” he said.


‘Your counterpart?’


‘Yeah, the People’s Army J-2.’


“I don’t know,” I said, imagining an NVA corps staff officer in Laos or Cambodia.


“You know where he is? In a cave somewhere. Out there.” The colonel waved his right hand at the wall, toward the west. “Probably in one of those hills around Khe Sanh. Sleeping on a straw mat. Eating cold rice. That’s where he is.”


His eyes glowed, little fireballs.


“And where the hell am I?” he said, shouting. “In an air-conditioned office in a God damn headquarters!” He pointed his index finger sharply toward the wall. “I should be out there! Sleeping on the ground! Like him!”


I smiled, embarrassed by his intensity, and got up to leave. We shook hands. On reflection, I understood what he meant. He was one of the many American colonels who were restless in their headquarters jobs. They wanted to be leading troops in battle. It often seemed as though every full colonel in Vietnam wanted a line infantry regiment or a brigade. Most saw their jobs as trivial compared with those in the field. They knew, of course, that colonels who commanded regiments or brigades in combat without making a mess of it usually got promoted to general, while most other colonels were forced to retire.


In the days that followed, Mèo wandered freely around the press center and returned to the barracks room only for meals and sleep. It was always on its guard, even with its eyes closed on the hot pavement outside the room, never deeply asleep. Its greatest danger was from reporters who drove their dilapidated jeeps into the compound at high speed, hurrying to file a story or make the start of the evening movie. Some drove recklessly out of habit. Mèo learned to recognize the sounds of grinding gears and revving engines and get out of the way before the old jeeps roared into the compound. Slowly, it began to grow bigger.


The war was close. Reporters could fly out to Khe Sanh on an Air Force or Marine cargo flight from Danang in one hour. Some journalists went up in the early morning, landed, ran for their lives across the tarmac, interviewed some of the officers and men while taking cover with them, waited out a barrage of incoming shells, took photographs and made notes, and then after a few hours caught an outgoing cargo flight and returned to the press center in late afternoon to file their stories and relax with a cold beer, shower and meal. It amazed and terrified and also delighted journalists that they could cover a war that way. Two-and three-man TV crews could go up and get enough dramatic action footage to have a story by early afternoon, ship it to Saigon by seven or eight o’clock, and retire to the press center restaurant in the evening to eat U.S. prime sirloin steaks and drink cold Budweiser, secure in the knowledge that their Saigon bureau chiefs would not force them to go back to Khe Sanh again for several days.


In the field, when Marines had been especially courteous, opening up and talking honestly, giving us a good story, I felt guilty about leaving them so soon to go back to the press center. Not because we were news vultures—most of us saw ourselves as messengers, not parasites—but because we hadn’t stayed long enough to put our names down as truly having been there. Signing off a story with your name and “CBS News, Khe Sanh” gave the impression on the air that you were still there with the troops, taking it, when actually you were usually somewhere else, probably safe. By the time the story was shown on the network, we were back in Danang or Saigon, working on another story. We had it all—the war and comfort too. The Marines’ discomfort, taking all the risks without the rewards we had, made me fiercely sympathetic to the men on the line.


Gradually, over the next few days, my fear started to fade. For a while I leaped at loud noises, like Mèo. Then I got a hold on it, checking the impulse to jump or hit the deck, taking a deep breath instead, waiting for my heart to slow down again. The kitten, however, did not. A sharp sudden noise anywhere near and it went straight up on all four legs. A really close loud noise like a door slam and it got a full foot off the ground—legs stiff, fur bristling like a Halloween cat, eyes filled with fright. Then it ran off and hid in a safe place until its nerves settled down.


After a week of regular sleep, I began to feel lighter, able to breathe deeply, fully alive. Perceptions of time and reality changed. From the supercharged intensity of the Citadel, where every move had to be reckoned, my outlook shifted to the more relaxed routine of ordinary wartime. Just being able to sleep on a mattress with clean sheets and a pillowcase was a luxury. Coming out of Hué or Khe Sanh, Danang felt as refreshing as Hong Kong or Bangkok.


After work and on days off, journalists found amusement. Across the river, on the far side of the peninsula, China Beach provided a paradise of clean white sand, ocean swimming, bodysurfing, warm sunshine. Few others used the beach, least of all the Vietnamese, who hated the sun. For us, the atmosphere was idyllic. Sitting in the sand, leaning back on a blanket, smoking and drinking a little, staring across an ocean of pure blue water, you could imagine being on a beach in Hawaii or Tahiti, Florida or California. Closing your eyes, you might be anywhere. Perfect tranquillity. The lazy peaceful hours on China Beach were an antidote to the terror of the other places.


Amusements were simple. Late each afternoon, eight to ten Marine enlisted men who worked at the press center played basketball on an outdoor concrete court. The baskets and backboards were good quality, made in the States, and the concrete surface was reasonably smooth. In the games, physical contact was fundamental. Marines playing offense took the ball, dribbled it perfunctorily once or twice, and charged toward the basket in a straight line, head down, expecting to be hit. Most often they were. Marines on defense rarely gave ground. Collisions were common. It got so violent at times that reporters shouted from the sidelines, ‘Hey! Why don’t you wear your helmets?’ and claimed the Marines kept score by the number of fractures they inflicted. They rarely bothered with a referee. When civilians got in the game, the Marines were exceptionally gentle, gave way for our modest drives and layups, did not steal the ball, did not try to block our shots. With us, it was as if they were playing officers. With one another, it was combat without weapons.


Downtown Danang was full of bars: rows of crude, bright-colored joints that catered to Americans from the military bases and construction gangs. Men got drunk and affectionate and imagined the Vietnamese bar girls actually cared for their company. It was only a charade, choreographed to the last move, but the women were convincing actors. ‘Hey, man, you number one, you very handsome man,’ they said in their limited repertoire of English compliments. And in the mellow, soft-focused reflection of an evening’s drinking, far from the war, who could deny them?


At the big airbase south of town, Marine and Air Force pilots drank and sang and talked in the officers’ clubs until two or three in the morning. Occasionally, they invited reporters to join them. The pilots were accomplished storytellers, raconteurs, and almost all the stories were about flying airplanes. They peeled off when it got late, one or two at a time, saying they had to catch a few hours before they got up and climbed into the cockpits of their F-4s and F-105s still charged with alcohol and took their million-dollar weapons systems into the naked air over North Vietnam. Laughing, the pilots said the world’s greatest hangover cure was a lungful of pure oxygen from the tank in the cockpit. And nothing got you sober faster than discovering an inbound SAM on your radar screen.


Journalists drank too, some as long and hard as anybody, numbing themselves from the calamity they were covering. Coming in out of the field, drinking and smoking were what you did to shift the memory of what you’d seen to a place where it didn’t keep you awake at night. Sometimes it worked. If you drank or smoked enough, you didn’t dream. Certainly you didn’t remember your dreams, which was just as important. But the sleep did not bring rest. You often awoke as tired as you were the night before. After a few days, the need for rest became so acute the effects were as frightening as what you were trying to forget. Sometimes you didn’t get straightened out until you were back in the field.


Mèo’s confidence was as unshakable as its appetite. It ate hamburger meat, leftover fish heads, canned tuna, warmed milk from the Marine kitchen. The kitten ate like a lion cub, attacking the food four or five times a day, as often as it was put on the floor, like it might be the last. Then it found a safe place and curled into a ball and slept. Sometimes, late in the evening when it was quiet, I was allowed to pick lice and fleas from its fur. Once or twice it slept on the blanket at the foot of the bed. If I moved my toes in the night, it bit them.




FEBRUARY 26, 1968


 






We heard the news at the press center. The battle of Hué was over. The last North Vietnamese soldiers in the Citadel had withdrawn during the night or were dead. The survivors walked into the hills west of the city with their wounded, their weapons, their prisoners, and their local Viet Cong cadre who had taken part in the failed attempt to promote a popular uprising and had revealed their identities to the local population. The NVA soldiers who were ordered to stay behind and fight to the end were buried in the rubble of bricks and stone where they died. Some were hunted down in narrow underground fighting positions (Americans called them spider holes) that became their graves. Both sides took few, if any, prisoners. An official news release said Marines were pushing into the suburbs of Hué to sweep for stragglers. Reporters coming back from the field said the grunts were edgy and exhausted but grateful it was over.


Late that afternoon, a few reporters and photographers sat on the stone patio of the press center along the river, staring across the water. They were dressed in shorts, sport shirts and sandals, wearing floppy hats in the fading sunlight, drinking beer and soda. One of them rolled a joint. They were more reflective than talkative. The news that it was over in Hué hung there, dominating thoughts, difficult to accept. Memories of the fight were alive in their dreams. They had been under fire with tired frightened Marines drawing on diminished reserves of energy and determination. Over the twenty-six days, they had seen the combatants become more alike, more akin to the most primitive warriors than to modern-day soldiers with different races and cultures, more savage than civilized, reduced finally to the mechanical actions of hunting, hiding and killing each other. At the end, all that really separated the two sides were their loyalties.


Sitting by the shore of the slow-moving river, the reporters tried to reconcile the severity of Hué with the serenity of Danang at this moment. The sun was behind them, its reddish light sparkling on the water, palm trees on the other side swaying in the soft ocean wind. The joint went around. Dana Stone, the nonsmoker in the group, had stayed with the battle all the way through, from the fourth day to the end. Dana was not given to displays of emotion, so he joked about the absurdities he had seen, the poignancy. He had a good eye for it. Keith Kay, back from leave in Hong Kong, told the story of the Army captain at the MACV compound who invited Dana to take target practice and started a firefight. Everyone laughed. Mike Herr, a quiet, thoughtful writer, twenty-six years old, was working up a magazine article on the battle and made notes from time to time in a small notebook he carried in a shirt pocket. A few other journalists were there. Hué had been the longest, saddest battle any of them had covered, but it had also been the most thrilling, the one battle that had been like those in other wars. One of them shook his head.


‘It was bad, man, really bad.’


‘No shit, GI.’


‘You’re tellin me?’


‘One of the Marines in there had “Hell Sucks” written on his helmet.’


‘Hell sucks?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Far out . . .’


‘I don’t get it.’


‘It was just an observation he was making.’


‘Yeah, like, to hell and back.’


‘Where’s Audie Murphy when we need him?’


‘Watching on TV, man, by the pool.’


The joint went around. The air was mild.


‘I don’t believe they did it.’


‘Did what?’


‘Got it all back.’


‘Got what back?’


‘You know, the city.’


‘Yeah, for what?’


No one answered. The river moved slowly.


‘Somebody said the Marines are gonna put David Greenway and Charley Mohr in for medals, for carrying the wounded the other day.’


‘Is that a fact?’


‘It’s what I heard.’


‘Journalists aren’t supposed to get medals, man.’


‘What difference does it make?’


‘Hell, they probably deserve it.’


‘I don’t know, doesn’t seem right. Reporters running around playing soldier.’


‘They didn’t do what they did for a medal, man.’


‘Of course not. But if they offer you a medal and you take it, you’re playing the game. You’re in it. Know what I mean? It’s kind of a compromise. It makes you part of the story, in a way. We’re supposed to be apart from what we cover. Observers, not participants.’


‘Observer. That’s a laugh.’


‘So what do you do when you’re in some horrendous shit and your unit is down to the last few guys and you’re getting overrun? Stand up and say, “Excuse me, gentlemen, I’m an observer. I think I’ll go home now?”


No one spoke for long. Everyone was comfortable in the silence. Though they had been to Hué at different times and went in with different people, different companies, coming out of it they were attached to one another in ways they couldn’t explain.


‘What do you think they’ll call it? Historians I mean?’


‘Hey, that’s right. This’ll be one for the history books, won’t it?’


‘Battle of Hué, what else?’


‘Battle of Hué City, man.’


‘To distinguish it from what? Hué Province?’


‘There is no Hué Province.’


‘That’s what I mean.’


‘That’s what the Marines call it, man, Hué City.’


‘What the fuck do they know?’


‘Well, they’re not gonna call it the Battle of Danang, are they?’


‘They could call it the Battle of Lost Illusions.’


‘Or Lost Promises.’


‘Yeah, Innocence Lost.’


‘Paradise Lost, man.’


‘Hué? A paradise? You shittin me?’


‘They are never gonna put that city back together again.’


‘Not the way it was.’


‘You guys are fucking romantic. Hué is a shithole. Take my word for it. The Perfume River will always be filled with turds.’


‘Always the cynic.’


‘Realist, man.’


Another silence.


‘One/Five really got their asses kicked.’


‘Yeah, and kicked some too.’


‘Nobody was taking prisoners.’


‘Unless we were around.’


‘I wonder how many people got killed. All told, I mean.’


‘MACV will never tell.’


‘MACV will never know.’


‘Well, I heard the First Cav took as many casualties as the Marines. Got hit by all the NVA reinforcements coming down Route 1 tryin to get to Hué. Guy I met in Quang Tri said it was bad up there, really wicked, North Vietnamese had beaucoup rockets and shit.’


‘Glad I don’t have to go up there any more.’


‘Yeah, man, Khe Sanh’s bad enough.’


‘Who’re you kiddin? You love this shit. Couple a days you’ll be dyin to get out there again.’


‘Don’t believe it.’


‘Bored and restless . . . tired and scared. It’s one or the other.’


‘Name of the game.’


‘Yin and yang, man.’


Some of us had been around long enough to have learned a little of the history of the war: from the centuries of conflict with the Chinese and Khmers, to the long occupation of the French and then the Japanese and then the French again, and now we Americans and our friends (the Koreans and Australians)—an unparalleled record of conflict and blood, resistance and repression. Reporters continued to read Vietnamese history even as they witnessed this version of it, contributing to contemporary perceptions in their daily work. Some of them saw this war, going on seven years now, as a continuation of all the others, as part of an unending Vietnamese war of independence. Finally, without being aware of it, they felt the history of Vietnam in their working bones, as if the war was in them, refracting through the prism of their reading and experience what they saw and photographed and wrote. Some of us visualized the war as a fog, a low malignant cloud that floated across the land, relentless, systematic, seeping into jungle forests, hamlets, villages, now invading the cities, infecting all who came in contact with it, Vietnamese and American, poisoning and corrupting everyone in its glooming mists.
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