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			Praise for

			THE ODYSSEY OF ECHO COMPANY

			A Military Times Best Book of the Year

			“A highly readable, dramatic, often heart-tugging story of the Tet effort from an all-American grunt’s viewpoint.”

			—Military Times

			“An admiring history of men who fought in the Vietnam War . . . Stanton does not concern himself with the debates over the war or its legacy; his emphasis is on this group of men and their experiences then and since.” 

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Books like this remind us of the human cost of war and the sacrifices made by soldiers who answered their country’s call.”

			—New York Journal of Books

			“Doug Stanton, one of our most artful practitioners of literary nonfiction, has long had a knack for finding stories that put a human face on war. Here is raw combat captured in all its pathos, exhilaration, terror, and sense of brotherhood. Novelistic in detail and compulsively readable, Stanton’s searing tale of war and homecoming will soon find its place on a rarefied shelf alongside Matterhorn, A Bright Shining Lie, The Things They Carried, and We Were Soldiers Once . . . and Young—which is to say, among the classics of the Vietnam War.” 

			—Hampton Sides, author of In the Kingdom of Ice, Blood and Thunder, and Ghost Soldiers

			“From harrowing scenes of battle to those of heart-rending tenderness, I felt I’d joined the young paratroopers of Echo Company in their journey through the Tet Offensive of 1968. Doug Stanton writes about the personal for the millions. It’s an amazing story of a group of young men who lived history.” 

			—Karl Marlantes, author of Matterhorn 

			“The Odyssey of Echo Company is a majestic, masterful book. I couldn’t put it down, even in its most aching, tearful moments. War has such a dark heart, and Doug Stanton doesn’t shy away from that, but he also shows us the better hearts of human beings, and that’s what makes this book so profoundly moving and unforgettable.” 

			—David Finkel, author of Thank You for Your Service and Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist 

			“Although the characters in Doug Stanton’s newest book are ordinary Americans from unexceptional backgrounds, odyssey is the right word to describe their harrowing experiences in the Vietnam War. There was a Homeric quality in their battle to survive the Tet Offensive, as well as in their homecoming, when they found themselves strangers in their own land. In this tale of men at war, Stanton once again proves himself to be both a superb journalist and a master storyteller.”

			—Philip Caputo, author of A Rumor of War and Some Rise by Sin

			“Doug Stanton has done it again. In The Odyssey of Echo Company we go to war in Vietnam, up close and personal with patriotic young working-class Americans who take us through their daily lives of brutal face-to-face combat and how it changed them forever. This is a book for all Americans to read for the enduring lessons of what happens when we commit our precious young to the ravages of combat. It is a civic duty to read The Odyssey of Echo Company.” 

			—Tom Brokaw 

			“Doug Stanton is a superb nonfiction writer who grabs you and holds you from first page to last. Readers who follow him on this odyssey through Vietnam and the American psyche will never forget it.” 

			—David Maraniss, author of They Marched Into Sunlight

			“No one in the world does this kind of thing better than Doug Stanton. He’s a meticulous reporter, a fluent, propulsive storyteller, and this account of tragedy and triumph is an instant go-to text for those who want to know what their fathers and brothers—and America—were doing fifty years ago.” 

			—Lee Child 

			“Gathered in this fine book are the stories of a few soldiers in one reconnaissance platoon in one company who were in the worst of the fighting in 1967–68. Doug Stanton has captured the horror, the tragedy, the extreme courage, and the devoted brotherhood of these men in exceptional and sensitive detail. They are not stories for the fainthearted. But they are emotionally rewarding for a reader to experience.” 

			—John Laurence, author of The Cat from Hué: A Vietnam War Story

			“Doug Stanton has written a powerful story that not only delves into combat but what makes a real warrior. He discusses the intricate home relationships that help to mold soldiers, and their relationships within the unit that produce a cohesive combat unit. This was a page-turner that I couldn’t put down. You could feel the tension of the battle and the comradeship of the men involved. A tremendous book, I highly recommend it.”

			—Brigadier General (Ret.) Remo Butler, U.S. Army Special Forces

	

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: The Odyssey of Echo Company, by Doug Stanton, Scribner]



[image: Image]

    [image: Image]


For the men and their families of Recon Platoon, Echo Company, 1st Battalion (Airborne), 501st Infantry Regiment, 2nd Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, in honor of their service to their families, neighbors, and country

And for those still coming home, body and soul


For when the rambler returns from the mountain-slopes into the valley, he brings not a handful of earth, which would explain nothing to anyone, but instead some hard-won word he has gained, pure and simple.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, “The Ninth Elegy”



AUTHOR’S NOTE

The events recounted in this book are based on dozens of interviews with U.S. soldiers and civilians, as well as those living in Vietnam during the war. These interviews, some of which were in-depth and stretched over a series of days—and, in some cases, years—took place in the United States and Vietnam. Most dwelled on the subjects’ firsthand recollections of events related in this book. In addition, the author traveled to the region described in these pages. The author’s research also included examination of personal journals, previously published media accounts, contemporaneous photography, and official U.S. military logs and histories.

Many of the events described here transpired under traumatic circumstances. For this reason, and perhaps because memory is often imperfect, the recollections of some of the participants conflicted at times. While the author has made every attempt to present an accurate portrait of the events involved, he has related the version that seemed most consistent with other accounts.



THE RECON PLATOON IN VIETNAM, DECEMBER 1967–DECEMBER 1968

ECHO COMPANY, 1ST BATTALION (AIRBORNE), 501ST INFANTRY REGIMENT, 2ND BRIGADE, 101ST AIRBORNE DIVISION, U.S. ARMY

Of Recon Platoon’s original forty-six members—listed in bold—including forward observers in the Mortar Platoon, three were killed in action, twenty-three were wounded in action once, four were wounded twice, and four were wounded three times, totaling a 74 percent casualty rate.

Recon Platoon Headquarters

First Lieutenant John W. Gay, platoon leader, reassigned to Division LRRPs in late February, WIA May 23, 1969

Second Lieutenant David Lewis, platoon leader, assigned late February, WIA March 20, 1968

Staff Sergeant Freddie E. Westerman, platoon sergeant, WIA March 23, 1968

Specialist/4 Timothy R. Anderson, rifleman/RTO

SP/4 Thomas A. Soals, rifleman/RTO, WIA March 14, 1968

Medics from Headquarters & Headquarters Company 1/501

SP/5 Troy Fulton

SP/5 Paul Sudano, WIA September 17, 1968

SP/4 Daniel Bagley, WIA May 7, 1968

SP/4 Charles Fowler, WIA March 21, 1968

1st Squad

SSG Lee W. Bruce, squad leader, WIA March 29, 1968

Sergeant Anthony F. Beke, rifleman/scout, WIA March 22 and 29, 1968, and May 17, 1968

SGT Jimmy Benefjedo, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA May 6, 1968

SGT Larry Kass, assistant squad leader, KIA February 17, 1968

SP/4 Marvin S. Acker, rifleman/scout, WIA March 22 and 26, 1968

SP/4 Roy L. Cloer, M-60/rifleman/scout

SP/4 Douglas Fleming, rifleman/scout, WIA March 29, 1968

SP/4 Dwight D. Lane, M-60 machine gunner, WIA April 2, 1968

SP/4 Clifton G. Naylor, rifleman/scout, WIA March 7, 1968

SP/4 John W. Payne, rifleman/scout, WIA January 15, 1968

SP/4 Charles Pyle, rifleman/scout, WIA March 21, 1968, KIA March 22, 1968

SP/4 Luis Zendejas, rifleman/scout, February/March replacement, WIA March 22 and April 2, 1968

Private First Class Phillip Anthony, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA April 14, 1968

PFC David Bain, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA April 9 and 14, 1968

PFC Sam Cooper, rifleman/scout, late-February replacement, WIA March 20, 1968

PFC Harold Holt, rifleman/scout/RTO

PFC Warren R. Jewell, rifleman/scout, WIA March 22, 1968

PFC Eddie Johnson, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA April 2, 1968

PFC Richard Lape, rifleman/scout, February/March replacement, WIA March 22, 1968

PFC Allen Lawrence, rifleman/scout, late-February replacement, WIA March 16, 1968

2nd Squad

SSG Lindsey F. Kinney, squad leader, WIA February 18 and March 23, 1968

SGT Ronald W. Kleckler, assistant squad leader, WIA February 16, February 18, and July 26, 1968

SGT Michael A. Corcoran, rifleman/scout, WIA December 1968

SP/4 Ronald L. Bard, rifleman/scout, late-February replacement, WIA March 22 and April 2, 1968

SP/4 Donald F. Curtner, rifleman/scout, WIA September 17, 1968

SP/4 Albert W. Dove, M-60 machine gunner, WIA February 18, 1968

SP/4 John E. (Mickey) Evans, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA September 17, 1968

SP/4 Terry G. Hinote, rifleman/scout, WIA February 18, 1968

SP/4 Dennis P. Kilbury, assistant gunner, rifleman/scout, WIA March 22, 1968

SP/4 Brian H. Lewis, rifleman/scout, WIA March 22, 1968

SP/4 John S. (Stan) Parker, assistant gunner, rifleman/scout, WIA February 18, March 14, and April 29, 1968

SP/4 Angel L Rivera, rifleman/scout, WIA February 18, 1968

SP/4 Guido D. Russo, rifleman/RTO, WIA February 18 and March 22, 1968

SP/4 Albert L. Smyth, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA July 7, 1968

SP/4 Joe Weise, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA April 20, 1968

SP/4 Francis O. Wongus, rifleman/scout, WIA March 22, 1968

PFC Jerry W. Boutwell, March replacement

PFC Darryl Lintner, March 8 replacement, KIA April 20, 1968

PFC Charles R. Mansell, rifleman/scout, WIA June 8, 1968

3rd Squad

SSG Diogenes F. Misola, squad leader

SGT James Brown, assistant squad leader, late-February replacement, WIA March 20, 1968

SGT Tony Ramirez, assistant squad leader

SGT John A. Lucas, assistant squad leader, ETS early 1968

SP/4 John H. Arnold, rifleman/scout/RTO

SP/4 Jerry R. Austin, rifleman/scout, WIA March 29 and July 12, 1968, and May 21, 1969

SP/4 Michael D. Bradshaw, rifleman/scout

SP/4 Robert A. Cromer, rifleman/scout

SP/4 Ronald Darb, rifleman/scout, April replacement, WIA June, 8, 1968

SP/4 Jackie Foster, rifleman/scout, February/March replacement, WIA March 27, 1968

SP/4 Olen R. Queen, M-60 machine gunner, WIA March 21, 1968

SP/4 Brian D. Riley, rifleman/scout

SP/4 Dennis A. Tinkle, rifleman/scout, WIA February 18, 1968

SP/4 David S. Watts Jr., assistant gunner, rifleman/scout, WIA October 4, 1968

PFC John Geren, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA April 29, 1968

PFC Ricky Brooks, rifleman/scout, March replacement, WIA May 8, 1968

4.2-Inch Mortar Platoon Forward Observers (FO) from E Company to Recon Platoon

SGT Andrew M. Obeso, forward observer

SP/4 Ronald L. Kuvik, forward observer, WIA April 20 and June 8, 1968

SP/4 Marvin Penry, forward observer, KIA March 29, 1968

SP/4 David Williams, forward observer, WIA June 8, 1968



INVOCATION

January 31, 1968

Landing Zone Jane, Northern I Corps near Hai Lang, South Vietnam

It’s 4:00 a.m. when they attack.

Stan lifts himself up from the puddle, whiskered face dripping wet. He’s been sleeping in cold water, trying to pull an imaginary blanket over his aching shoulders, water filling his nose, his ears . . . He hears whistles. Shrill whistles, like a referee’s, the same sound he’d heard in high school when he was about to pin a wrestling opponent. But now soldiers are running past him. What’s happening?

He feels a blow to the head and he’s knocked dizzy.

He tries standing, but he can’t. He can’t move. His cold bed made of muddy water has left him numb. He’s scared. He’s so utterly embarrassed and ashamed about this. Who’s watching? he wonders. Who will know I can’t move? He sees an enemy soldier running in his direction. A sweaty face. Lit by flashes as it gallops toward him, coming into focus. Stan freezes. He sees the soldier’s silver bayonet riding toward him, the sharp point swinging back and forth in the damp air, hunting him, when the soldier pitches forward and the bayonet falls past Stan’s face, just missing. The enemy soldier crashes down on Stan.

He looks up and sees another soldier, an American, an older seasoned trooper, jerking his own bayonet from the attacking soldier’s back. The trooper yells, urging him to get up.

The dead soldier is dressed in khaki pants and shirt, the uniform of the North Vietnamese Army. He’s young, maybe Stan’s age, nineteen or twenty. Stan’s never been this close to or touched a dead person before, except when he said good-bye to his mother at her funeral a few months back. He pushes the body away and jumps up.

And he starts running.

He runs toward the concertina wire at the rim of the hill where the landing zone (LZ Jane) is situated. Stan knows the 101st Airborne soldiers have to hold the wire—but how? Artillery is blasting now, long shells crunching over Stan’s head, sailing into the dark. The ground is shaking. Illumination flares throw gray shadows against the trees, making enormous apparitions that crawl through the branches, limb to limb.

Stan looks down the hill and sees hundreds of NVA soldiers pouring up the scrubby draw at him. He’s afraid of dying. He drops to one knee and starts firing his M-16. And then he sees something even more amazing.

The enemy soldiers start pole-vaulting over the wire.

They run up the hill, bamboo poles bouncing on their shoulders, plant the poles, swing up into the night, illuminated by the flares, hang there, captured at this apex as if in a photograph . . . and fall back to earth on the other side of the wire. Others who leap across the sky disappear in red mist or an expanding cloud of bone as the machine gunners pour fire into them. The heavy rounds eat the men right out of the air.

The surviving pole vaulters run past Stan, headed toward the center of the LZ, clutching canvas pouches.

Stan hears someone yell, “Sappers!”

In the pouches are explosives. The sappers are headed on suicide missions to the command bunker.

Everyone in the platoon fires at these running men. When hit, the men detonate with a mighty force. Stan looks up—it’s begun to rain. He tastes blood.

It’s raining men, exploded men.

And then something flashes in him, some loom is unfolded in him, and the loom’s shuttle commences back and forth, across the soft treasure of who he is. Shuttle, whisper, weave; shuttle. Back in high school, he heard stories of nights like these, of U.S. soldiers overrun in their camp by the North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong soldiers. Around him, the long barrels of machine guns start to glow red. An NVA soldier, ten feet away, raises his rifle to fire—Stan shoots him. He lunges with his bayonet into another man as he rushes past him.

Stan catches a quick movement—something lands on his shoulder, light as a bird.

He turns and sees two detached fingers perched on his uniform, trembling as he breathes. Pointed upward, they grow still. He lifts his eyes.

The sky, the sky. Who is watching this? Who?
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PART I

THE GIRL WITH THE PEACHES



May 27, 2005

Kabul, Afghanistan

I first met Stan Parker in May 2005 when I was climbing into a Chinook helicopter on the tarmac at Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan. I was trying to get to a U.S. Army Special Forces camp in Khost, on the Pakistani border. Wearing wraparound shades and a keffiyeh, Stan was older by at least twenty years than many of the soldiers I saw walking around the airstrip. He was in charge of air operations at Bagram Air Base, and this meant that he had charge of me. Unfortunately, the weather was not cooperating, and we weren’t flying anywhere. But fortunately for me, Stan Parker started telling stories while we waited.

Short, sandy-haired, broad-chested, Stan had an easy smile and talked a lot like Robert Duvall in Lonesome Dove. He was wearing body armor, with an M-4 carbine slung across his chest. I wouldn’t want to mess with him. After thirty-five years of military service, he told me, he was finally thinking of “getting ready for retirement.”

His had been quite a career. In 1993, he’d been in the Battle of Mogadishu in Somalia. He’d been part of the Special Forces operation in Honduras, the Philippines, Korea, and Eritrea, Africa. He’d been in gun battles in Afghanistan. When I asked Stan how many firefights he’d been in, he could not come up with an answer—hundreds, perhaps. He had achieved the rank of sergeant major and had been assigned to U.S. Special Operations Command, at MacDill Air Force Base, in Tampa, Florida. He was one of the Army’s senior elite soldiers, and, on top of this, he was deeply wired into America’s counterterrorism fight across the globe. He knew things. He’d seen things, he told me, “beyond a civilized person’s comprehension.”

Yet when I’d asked him to name the scariest part of his military career, he said, “Coming home from Vietnam.”

And on the day we met, that’s what Stan Parker really wanted to talk about: what had happened to him thirty-seven years earlier when he was twenty, during the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Vietnam. 1968. January.

Stan had read my book In Harm’s Way, and this had given him an idea. He’d seen that story about World War II, and the sinking of a Navy ship and the ordeal of its crew, as a survival story.

Stan wanted to know if I would ever write about how he and his buddies had survived the Tet Offensive, when his forty-six-man Reconnaissance Platoon attacked and was attacked by well-trained North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong fighters. Stan’s odyssey had lasted ninety days, until he was wounded for a third time and forced to leave the intense brotherhood of his unit. A soldier awarded three Purple Hearts had no choice but to be shipped home. In order to stay in Vietnam, he’d refused the third award. (He was subsequently assigned to another unit.)

I took Stan’s suggestion about writing this story and filed it under “Maybe.” I didn’t think America was ready to hear that story while in the midst of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Maybe the country never would be ready. Part of this had to do with the age of the men who’d fought in Vietnam. Now in their late fifties and early sixties, they weren’t old enough to want to talk, not just yet.

In September 2012, seven years later, I gave a lecture to cadets and command staff at the U.S. Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, and I remembered that Stan Parker, now retired, lived nearby. We hadn’t spoken in several years, and I called him.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, surprising me. “I’ve told my buddies about you. We’re ready. We want to talk about Vietnam.”

The truth was that I’d never forgotten meeting Sergeant Major Stan Parker on that helicopter in Afghanistan. I still remembered the sunlight coming in through the green helo’s rear ramp as this old soldier asked me to write about something that had happened to him and his Recon buddies years earlier, something that had affected them deeply and that they didn’t understand.

Tom Brokaw, he’d said then, was the only civilian who’d ever looked at his Combat Infantryman Badge with star and recognized that he’d served in Vietnam. Stan had met Brokaw a few months earlier on a helicopter in Afghanistan when he was reporting an NBC News special. Stan had been tasked as his bodyguard. He proudly showed me a photo of their meeting. Back in the late 1990s, Brokaw had discovered the willingness of World War II veterans to unpack their secrets about their war as they turned seventy and felt perhaps that it was time to unburden themselves.

Maybe, just maybe, I wondered, the same might now be true of the more than 2.7 million Americans who had deployed in Vietnam, 1.6 million of whom experienced combat or the threat of attack. Their average ages now ranged from sixty-five to sixty-nine.

That’s a lot of people, I thought, a lot of untold stories. It seemed time for them to come home.

•  •  •

Even before he retired, Stan wanted to track down his former Recon 1/501 platoon-mates and ask them what they remembered. Some of them he found on the Internet didn’t want to be reminded of the past and hung up when we called. He spent a surreal dinner with a former Recon member who made the nervous admission that he’d never told his wife that he’d served in Vietnam. He pulled Stan aside and begged him not to tell his family. Stan made up a fib that they once worked together many years earlier.

This pattern of evasion troubled him. He wondered what it meant when a person couldn’t admit that a major chapter of his life, perhaps its most potent and transformative moment, had ever taken place.

And so Stan and I started to talk at great length over a span of several years. As with so many other stories about Vietnam, Stan’s would take a long time to tell. As he and I spoke, I occasionally saw a shadow in his eyes—call it memory, call it flashback. Something was there, traveling back and forth through his consciousness, unresolved. So many things, Doug. If I talk, I might be whole, I’ll be unburdened, I’ll be heard. I won’t be a better person, I know that, but I might be the person I am. Does that make sense?

It does.

I want to go on.

Go on.



May 20, 1966

Gary, Indiana

Watch him now, in this moment: It’s May 20, 1966, a sweltering, blue-sky afternoon in Gary, Indiana, and Stan Parker is crossing the auditorium stage at Calumet High, his tooled cowboy boots peeking and receding beneath the swirl of his maroon graduation robe. He’s slightly bow-legged, possessed of a high IQ, and flashes a friendly smile. From an early age, he’d always been ready to defend the bullied and lonely students in exile, the poor kids in class in their ill-fitting clothes ashamed of their uncombed hair. He reaches out now and grasps his high school diploma. Freeze. Watch him now as he looks out from the stage for his mother and father, the smiling, raven-haired Helen Laverne, and the tall, quiet John James Parker. He knows his entire life is ahead of him, yet he doesn’t know where this will lead. Will he be a good man? Is he brave? To answer these questions, he’s decided to enlist in the U.S. Army, a decision he’s kept secret from his parents.

Because he has an older brother, Dub, newly married and already a paratrooper (pending assignment to Vietnam), he knows his mother will disapprove of his decision. His father, he’s not so sure about. He figures his dad will think it’s fine. Whatever their feelings, Stan Parker can’t wait to become a paratrooper.

He hopes he’s heading to Vietnam, a small, rural country of 38 million people, 8,400 miles away from Calumet High’s gymnasium, a country that many of his classmates couldn’t find on a map in Mrs. Miller’s geography class. An A student, Stan was often bored by school and couldn’t wait to graduate and “see more of the world.”

Several days after he graduates, he and five buddies pile into a friend’s tiny Chevy Corvair and take off at dawn, so anxious are they that they can hardly sleep the night before. They pull up to the recruiting station and go inside.

Stan and his buddy Tom Gervais have decided they will join up using something called the buddy plan. The Army advertised this as a way for high school friends to stay friends even when they entered military service. It sounded like a good idea, kind of like going off on a long camping trip, except with live ammunition.

Stan first asks the Marine recruiter behind the desk, “Are you going to let me jump out of airplanes?”

The recruiter waits a bit and says, “Second hitch.”

“That’s what I thought. You sure?”

The recruiter says that’s the way it is.

Stan walks out of the office and across the hall into the Army recruiter’s.

“Can you guarantee me that I can be a paratrooper?”

“I can’t guarantee you will be one,” says the Army recruiter, “but I can guarantee you the training, if that’s what you want. Making the grade is up to you.”

“And I get to go to Vietnam?”

“As a paratrooper? Hell, yeah.”

“Okay,” says Stan. “Sign me up.”

Gervais steps forward and says he’s going too.

“We want the buddy plan,” says Stan.

The recruiter says that will be fine and explains that the plan allows them to go through basic training together. After that, depending on their ability and progress, he can’t promise they’ll stay together.

“That’s okay, Boots,” says Gervais. “We’ll go as far as we can.”

They next board a U.S. government bus to the Army’s induction center in Chicago, where they take an aptitude test and a physical, and are officially sworn in as members of the U.S. Armed Forces. Stan makes it home just in time for supper, tired but elated and still guarding his secret. He can hardly believe the adventure that awaits him.

His only disappointment is that the recruiter told him that he can’t begin boot camp, several hundred miles away in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, until August. He will have to wait. During the long, hot, ghastly Gary, Indiana, summer, he and his buddies broil in their impatience. To kill time, they cruise the streets, ogling girls, listening to the news on the radio in Gervais’s Camaro about a massive buildup of troops in Vietnam. There are 385,300 men already in the country. Stan can’t wait to join them.

•  •  •

When the day of departure arrives, August 8, 1966, Stan Parker silently stands in the bedroom doorway in his parents’ tidy mobile home, scanning his freshman football trophies (he was a decent running back), his junior and senior wrestling awards (he loved the desperate, solitary nature of the sport), and he wonders if he’ll ever return to this room. He knows he could be killed, but he also knows this won’t happen to him.

At the end of the bed sit his cowboy boots. He’d worn them so often during high school that he picked up the nickname “Boots.” On Friday nights, he and Gervais would pull into the Blue Top Drive-In for a milkshake with their girlfriends. Stan had believed his cowboy get-up let people know that he was his own man. He wants to take the boots with him to Vietnam. Out in the driveway, his father honks the car horn.

He closes the bedroom door and walks past his mother’s just-washed breakfast dishes, now in their drying rack, past the neat pile of his father’s magazines by his chair, as if seeing these details for the first time in his life. His mom is standing at the door, waiting for him. She’s crying. She says, “I know you are doing what you want to do. But please take care of yourself, Troop.”

Troop. That’s her nickname for him since he enlisted. She kisses his cheek. He promises her that he’ll be careful.

Stan opens the door for his mother and they descend the wooden steps and climb into the family’s Chrysler New Yorker. Stan slides in beside his high school girlfriend, Maureen, and his younger brothers, Bruce, sixteen, and Joe, six. Maureen lays her head on his shoulder and is quiet. They pull away from the house.

At the Greyhound station in downtown Gary, Stan spots Gervais right away.

“Boots!” yells Gervais.

The two boys run up to each other and hug.

“We’re doing it, Boots.”

“This is what we’ve been waiting for,” says Stan.

Stan thinks he catches a smile creasing his father’s solemn face. Stan knows his father is proud of him—proud and terrified, all at once. His father had been a decorated Army Air Corps and Air Force gunner aboard a World War II bomber, just twenty-three years earlier, which doesn’t seem all that long ago to Stan. How different can this new war be? John Parker had often described to his son the family’s history of military service, even in America’s Civil War. “If you get called and you don’t answer,” he told young Stan, “don’t come back home.” At the same time, he warns him to be careful what he wishes for, because combat does not resemble anything he’s seen in Gary’s downtown air-conditioned movie palace. Hearing this, Stan had told his father, “Yes, sir, I understand,” though he knew that he really didn’t understand.

As far as he can figure out, his father seems to be saying that a man is obligated to die for his country, yet he should hope that he will never have to fight in a war.

Over the summer, he and Gervais had agreed that joining the elite 101st Airborne Division was their best chance for survival. On D-Day 1944, the Screaming Eagles of the 101st had, among many feats of bravery, jumped out of airplanes into combat, fought at the Battle of the Bulge, and finally battled their way to victory in Hitler’s Germany. Stan and Tom want to be Screaming Eagles more than anything else on earth.

“Good-bye, Dad,” he says. “This is so long for now.” And then, seeing the worried look on his dad’s face, he says, “I’ll make it back, I promise.”

His relationship with his father is a potent mix of fierce love and mutual respect. They shake hands, then hug. He hugs his mother and tells her he loves her. He is grateful for their unconditional love of him. Stan understands that his father has taught him how to be a man, while his mother is a mirror in which he can see what it looks like to be that man.

Helen Laverne Parker tells him, “You stay safe, Troop.” Stan feels a lump in his throat. He knows his mother opposes his enlistment, especially with Dub serving as a paratrooper too. He kisses Maureen, studies her face, her straight blond hair, and tells her that just the thought of seeing her again is going to keep him alive. She manages a smile and nods through her tears. Stan snatches his luggage and bounds up the bus steps.

Plopping down next to Gervais, he looks out the window as Maureen blows him a kiss. Grinning, he reaches up and snatches it from the air, and, with a flourish, drops it in his shirt pocket. His father and mother are waving at him. He knows that neither of them is able to tell him anything more about the world to come.

•  •  •

In this new world, he knows that he’s going to be fighting something called communism, and he knows he’s going to be fighting people called the Viet Cong and the NVA. President Lyndon Johnson and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara have called this a “war of attrition,” meaning, as far as Stan can tell, that his job will be to kill as many of these people as possible. The idea is to hurt the enemy so badly that they’ll give up. Stan knows this war is different from his father’s war. His father flew bombing missions across Europe in order to destroy and capture enemy territory. Stan will be fighting to kill for killing’s sake, all by way of winning the war.

Most of what he knows about Vietnam he’s absorbed by watching TV. After supper he’d plop down in the stuffed chair and watch Chet Huntley and David Brinkley, their smooth voices brewing within the TV’s wooden cabinet, filling the living room with bad news and good news about the war, and with numbers—the “body count.” By the end of 1966, 6,350 Americans had been killed, and more than a few of them were from Indiana. The TV flickered with images: destroyed buildings; torn bodies; Vietnamese women in conical hats with children huddled at their feet, ducking and looking scared, as if birds of prey were descending. Through the winter of Stan’s senior year, President Johnson, the hickory curl of his voice filling the room, told him, “Yet, finally, war is always the same. It is young men dying in the fullness of their promise. It is trying to kill a man that you do not even know well enough to hate . . . therefore, to know war is to know there is still madness in the world.”

Stan thought about this: He felt that his world was not filled with madness. He did not know hate. He felt he was the kind of person his parents had taught him to be: someone who loved others and tried to serve them. He wondered how this war would change him.

•  •  •

As a student of military history, Stan also knew that during World War II, Germany defeated France and the two countries signed an armistice on June 22, 1940. France ceded its colonial administration of modern-day Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, to the pro-German Vichy French government. The new, weakened administration caved into Japan’s demands to move its soldiers into Vietnam in order to secure the Chinese border. Between 1941 and 1945, the French administration co-existed with a Japanese occupation of up to 35,000 soldiers.

But with the war’s end in 1945, a question arose: Who would control Vietnam now? France wanted its colony back, but there were forces in Vietnam fighting for independence. A revolutionary poet named Ho Chi Minh, born in 1890 at the height of France’s presence, had been organizing the cause of his country’s independence ever since leaving his homeland in 1911 aboard a steamer ship for France, where he joined the Communist Party.

Tireless and pragmatic, Ho had traveled through Europe and the Soviet Union, and during World War II, he had assisted the Office of Strategic Services on the side of the Allies against the Japanese. Ho believed that there might be a place for Vietnamese independence in a postwar world led by the United States and Europe, even referring to America’s Declaration of Independence as his inspiration. At an international conference in 1946, he asked world leaders to let the Vietnamese people govern Vietnam, but his pleas for self-governance fell on deaf Western ears.

The United States, eager to extend influence in Asia in the face of tightening Soviet tensions, aided the French and anti-communist forces in Vietnam during a nine-year civil war between Ho and his guerrilla forces, called Vietminh, or the League for the Independence of Vietnam, and French forces. The fighting began in December 1946.

This new aggression heightened U.S. Cold War anxieties, which worsened in 1949 when a Chinese revolutionary named Mao Tse-tung captured China and declared it a Communist state. The following year, the Korean War ensued, involving Chinese and Korean troops. Increasingly, the United States saw France’s colonial rule as a hedge against communism’s spread, particularly after China began providing Ho with weapons to fight the French.

In assessing the situation in 1954, newly elected President Dwight Eisenhower feared what he would come to call the “domino theory,” which posited that one nation after another would fall in a line to communism. Ensuring Vietnam’s success as a non-Communist state became an obsession of the United States. The following year, when Ho Chi Minh, alongside a military genius named General Vo Nguyen Giap, defeated the French, it seemed the United States would eventually be involved.

Ho Chi Minh and Giap had beaten well-equipped French troops at Dien Bien Phu, in northwest Vietnam. The French had failed to comprehend Vietminh’s ability to move their artillery onto the high ground around Dien Bien Phu, which put French positions in range. They found themselves under siege and were overrun and either killed or rounded up by the thousands as prisoners. They agreed to leave the country in a crushing defeat.

In 1954, both sides signed a peace accord in Geneva, Switzerland, guaranteeing the Vietnamese the opportunity to elect a government. Ho’s decades of struggle looked to be over. It was agreed that until elections took place, Vietnam would be partitioned at the 17th parallel, about 100 miles south of Hanoi, into two countries. South Vietnam would be governed by Ngo Dinh Diem, a French-educated Catholic bureaucrat whom many Vietnamese (and U.S. leaders) believed had manipulated a 1955 referendum to wrest leadership from the country’s emperor at the time, Bao Dai. Diem had promptly named himself president of the newly minted Republic of Vietnam, commencing an eight-year autocratic rule. The modern political state of Vietnam, which Stan Parker would helicopter into thirteen years later, was born.

Diem would rule in the South, and Ho Chi Minh, or “Uncle Ho” as his followers called him, would govern the North. His ancestral homeland and its capital, Hanoi, would remain a hotbed of revolutionary activity, increasingly Communist inspired.

President Eisenhower opposed the upcoming Vietnamese elections. He feared that the immensely unpopular Diem would not win and that Ho Chi Minh, supported by the Soviet Union and China, would gain control of a unified Vietnam. Diem in fact did not support the elections, claiming they had not been sanctioned by his new South Vietnam government. The tragic result was that the elections of 1956 were never held.

Consolidating power, Diem enacted laws banning dissident activity, executing or jailing as many as forty thousand agitators, Communists, and Buddhists, whose persecution the Buddhists blamed on Diem’s Catholicism. Ho Chi Minh’s soldiers intensified guerrilla attacks on civilian and military targets, many of them carried out by the newly organized National Liberation Front—peasants, farmers, teachers, and workers drawn from the North and South, successors to the Vietminh who’d beaten the French. The South Vietnamese and U.S. governments called these guerrillas “Viet Cong,” which, loosely translated, means “Vietnamese Communist,” or, more pejoratively, “Communist traitor to Vietnam.” American soldiers would call them “VC,” “Victor Charlie,” or “Charlie.”

In 1961, President John Kennedy, worried that Diem would fail, sent the first of what would be hundreds of “advisors,” including specially trained U.S. Army Special Forces Green Berets, to prop up the regime. On November 2, 1963, President Diem, failing to control the unrest, was overthrown in a coup by some of his own generals. (Two previous coup attempts had been made in 1960 and 1962.) Diem was arrested and, with his brother, Nhu, handcuffed and shot dead in the back of a military vehicle at Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut Air Base.

President Kennedy and his administration had been looking for a way out of the worsening situation with the unpopular Diem, but when he heard news of his death, he was shocked. Informed of the impending coup, he’d been under the impression that Diem would be arrested and escorted into exile in France. Diem’s death forced Kennedy to consider sending more U.S. military support to an ever-faltering South Vietnam. Three weeks later, on November 22, 1963, however, Kennedy himself was assassinated, and the question of what the country should do fell to his vice president, Lyndon Johnson. The U.S. relationship with Vietnam was conflicted, ill defined, and in flux.

Because conventional wars, often involving thousands, even millions, of troops, are expensive and because North Vietnam’s allies, the Soviet Union and China, possessed nuclear warheads, Kennedy had envisioned a less risky, and less expensive, projection of power as a series of small wars, by first deploying U.S. Army Green Berets.

President Johnson, who was most interested in enacting the domestic programs of his Great Society, resisted escalating U.S. involvement. Running for reelection in 1964, he declared, “We are not about to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.”

Yet Johnson also feared being remembered as “the first American president who lost a war.” When he received a report that North Vietnamese boats patrolling the Gulf of Tonkin had fired without provocation on a Navy destroyer, the USS Maddox, and when this was followed by a report (later discredited) of a second attack on the Maddox and another destroyer, USS Turner Joy, Johnson ordered the bombing of targets in North Vietnam.

Along with most other Americans, Stan and his family supported Johnson’s decision, as well as the passage that week of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, giving Johnson the almost unlimited power to fight a war in Vietnam without formal declaration. As 1964 ended, 23,000 American “advisors” had landed in-country, and Ho Chi Minh more than matched the U.S. effort, maneuvering approximately 170,000 Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army troops into South Vietnam. Bombings, ambushes, and coordinated attacks were a weekly occurrence in Saigon and rural parts of the country.

In response, Johnson dug in. The first deployment of conventional U.S. soldiers landed in Da Nang on March 8, 1965. Thirty-five hundred Marines waded ashore from landing craft, ready for battle, and instead were met by local women who placed flowers around their helmeted heads. This anticlimactic landing, however, was followed by increasingly bloody combat.

On November 14, during Stan’s senior high school year, U.S. troops of the 1st Air Cavalry Division were caught in a battle at a place called Ia Drang. The division’s 7th Cavalry Regiment fought a thoroughly prepared North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and suffered deep losses. Ia Drang, the NVA would say years later, was its test of America’s capability to fight in Vietnam.

In the battle, the 7th Cavalry had brought to bear a new idea in fighting: using helicopters to insert men into combat, by which troops could arrive on the battlefield at any place of their choosing. The use of helicopters would change the war that Stan was about to fight. Helicopters made it possible to reach numerous battlefields in a single day, perfect for a guerrilla war in which identifying a symmetric front line was impossible. This air capability made it possible to fight without the need to declare that territory had been captured from the enemy. It was perfect for a war that counted dead bodies as a means of keeping score.

Yet it had its drawbacks. When the first cavalry soldiers landed at Ia Drang, they found themselves in an enormous ambush. Some 250 U.S. soldiers were killed; the American command claimed that at least a thousand NVA had been killed. Stan had read about the Ia Drang in the newspapers and, instead of being scared, the apparent adventure of combat had made him want to go to Vietnam even more.

As Stan made his way to basic training, more than 30,000 U.S. soldiers had been wounded and 5,008 had died in Vietnam. Each day, nearly 390,000 soldiers like him woke under the emerald glow of jungle canopy or beside the trembling mirrors of rice paddies to fight another day.

•  •  •

He and Gervais shuffle into a barracks at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, packed with hundreds of other recruits, many of them looking scared and unsure of what they’d signed up for. Angry drill sergeants patrol the floor, barking, “You, on this side! You, to the other side!”

Half of the crowd will be shipped several thousand miles away to Fort Lewis, Washington, for basic training there; the remaining recruits will train at Fort Leonard Wood. Stan and Gervais stick close together. A sergeant points to Gervais, motioning him to a different side of the barracks.

Stan protests, “Hey, Tom, get back over here.”

Stan explains to the sergeant, “We joined up the Army on the buddy plan.”

This seems to amuse the sergeant. “Really?” he says. “The buddy plan?”

“Yeah,” says Stan, “the buddy plan’s where you join with a good buddy and go through basic together.”

“So,” says the sergeant, “what you’re saying is, you’re queer?”

Stan, confused, says, “What I mean is . . .”

He sees Gervais making a motion with his hands: Drop this, Boots.

The sergeant says, “So where’s your buddy at?”

“He’s over there,” says Stan.

The sergeant asks Gervais, “Here’s your buddy, huh?”

Gervais nods.

“All right, you two, get in the middle.”

Stan and Gervais step forward.

The sergeant, addressing the crowd, says, “You want to hold hands or anything? Something you want to tell us to get out of the Army?”

Stan can’t believe he’s been so naive. The buddy plan? Right.

“No, sir,” he says, “we’ve got nothing to say, except we both have beautiful girlfriends.”

The sergeant isn’t amused. “You want to go to Fort Lewis or stay here?”

“I’ll stay here,” says Gervais.

Stan says, “Me too.”

That’s how they end up going through basic training together. The bullying infuriates Stan, but he keeps quiet. He’s an Army man now, hoping to be a Screaming Eagle. He doesn’t want to do anything that will ruin this chance. He writes home to some high school buddies, warning them, “Do not, whatever you do, join up on the ‘buddy plan.’ It will not go well.”

•  •  •

Stan discovers that he enjoys the misery of basic training a great deal. The challenges of running, marching, and especially shooting, coupled with the psychological question of whether he can prevail with excellent marks, excites a part of him he never experienced in high school athletics. He graduates basic training with honors and scores at the very top of his proficiency test. (He will find even greater pleasure in the new hardships of Advanced Individual Training at Fort Huachuca in Arizona, practicing map reading and survival skills and how to stay alive in close combat. At Fort Huachuca, however, he and Gervais will be forced to split up. The buddy plan is not to be, just as Stan suspected.) He already feels wiser than the naive kid who’d left Indiana just weeks earlier.

In early September, while in basic training, his father writes to tell him that something is wrong with his mother. She’s been having bad stomach pains. The doctor thinks she probably has a case of gallstones. She’s young, just thirty-nine, and in otherwise good health, his father assures him. She’ll be fine.

A few weeks later, his father writes again. His mother has seen another doctor. It’s not gallstones, his father tells him. It’s cancer.

He tells Stan that he’d better be prepared to come home on emergency leave. Stan finishes the letter, stunned. He’s also worried. The Army, preparing to send more troops to Vietnam, is speeding up its training schedule and all two-week leaves, usually granted to basic training graduates, have been canceled. Stan knows he must find a way to see his mother.

His Basic Combat Training graduation day is October 14. The next day, he’s supposed to take two flights and a bus ride to Fort Huachuca. Stan notices that he’ll have a five-hour delay in Chicago, where his mother is being hospitalized. That should be long enough to pay her a visit.

He calls his dad to ask him if he can meet him at O’Hare Airport the next day, but he can’t reach him. He then calls Maureen, his girlfriend, and asks if she and her mom might be able to help. Her mom, listening in on the other line, readily agrees.

They meet Stan at O’Hare and quickly drive him to Chicago Hospital/Medical Center. Stan and Maureen find his mother alone in her room, asleep. He approaches the bed and leans close, kissing her cheek.

She opens her eyes and looks at him. After a moment, she says, “Troop. Is that really you?”

She gives Stan a long hug. She asks him how in the world he’s been able to visit. Stan is shocked that she looks so sick. They talk for several hours until, finally, a doctor pulls Stan aside and delivers some news. He doesn’t think his mom will survive until Christmas. Stan has to compose himself, then turns back to his mother.

She is smiling, looking so happy. She tells him that his father won’t believe that he’s stopped to see her! She says that he’ll think she’s only been dreaming again!

Stan thinks a moment, then tells her that he’s come prepared. He pulls one of his Army trophies from his bag. He’d like to leave a part of himself that would stay with her forever but this shiny piece of plastic will have to suffice. He places the trophy in her hands. His mother looks at it and starts to cry. She says she has something to tell him. She wants him to know that she’s no longer mad at him, that she’s forgiven him for joining the Army. Stan leans down and kisses his mother good-bye.

Less than a month later, on November 12, he is standing in morning formation at Fort Huachuca when he’s told to immediately report to his company commander. He’s informed that his mother is desperately ill, and that he’s been granted emergency leave. Eight hours later, he’s landing at O’Hare and a family friend drives him to Gary. It’s cold and raining as he stares out the car window, the rambling buildings and smokestacks of Bethlehem Steel sliding past. His mind drifts, and he wonders how long he and Maureen will last as a couple. Before he left for basic training, she started talking about how maybe they should date other people. Stan doesn’t want to date anyone else. He feels that as long as people like Mo exist in the world, the world has to be an okay place.

He pulls up outside their mobile home and Stan thanks the family friend and steps out into the rain. So many times as a boy, he’d come home after school to see his mother at the kitchen table, ready with a piece of pie and a glass of milk. She wrote him often at boot camp, letters he loved reading. She’d sign off, “Well, Troop, there’s chores to do. I’ll close now. Make us proud.”

Stan walks inside and sees his younger brother Bruce reading at the kitchen table. They greet each other and Bruce explains that their dad has left to pick up more pain medication for their mom. He nods toward their parents’ bedroom door.

Stan pushes it open and finds her in bed, her dark hair fanned on the pillow. Stan looks back at Bruce, who walks up and starts to cry. He mumbles that she’s been unconscious for two days, and Stan drops to one knee, taking hold of her limp hand. He’s holding it when their dad walks into the room. He and Stan embrace and stand beside her bed in silence, searching for any sign of renewed strength. The vigil will last four days.

•  •  •

On November 15, Stan is sitting by his mother’s bed while Bruce and Joe are still asleep. His dad has gone out for coffee. His brother Dub is due to arrive from Fort Bragg later in the day. Stan is holding his mom’s hand and she takes a deep breath. Silence, and then another breath. Now she isn’t breathing at all. She’s quiet for a few minutes, but Stan can’t be sure for how long. He’s so distraught, he can’t keep track of time. He feels for her pulse and then for a heartbeat. Nothing.

He looks up as his father enters the bedroom and their eyes meet.

“She doesn’t look too good,” his dad says. “How is she?”

“Well, Dad,” Stan says, after a moment, “I think she’s gone.”

Stan watches as his father opens both hands and the white Styrofoam cups of coffee drop to the floor. He runs to the bed and puts his head to her chest.

“She’s not breathing,” he says and starts crying.

Stan has never seen his father cry. He’s always told Stan to fight any hardship, no matter how difficult. Stan feels a hole open within himself, which he decides, without really being aware of it, that he will fill by going to war.

•  •  •

That night, his father gathers the four Parker boys and tells them that their mother is going home to Texas. Stan’s dad will accompany the body by commercial airline with Stan’s youngest brother, Joe.

Stan, along with Dub, his wife, Sheila, and younger brother Bruce, will drive the family car on the 813-mile cross-country trek to Queen City, Texas, in the state’s hilly northeast corner. Stan’s father grew up in Queen City, population eighteen hundred people, and Helen Laverne had lived in the west Texas town of Muleshoe, near the New Mexico state line. She’ll be buried in the Parker family cemetery.

Arriving in Queen City, they encamp at his grandparents’ farmhouse, where Stan and Dub spent some of their childhood summers. His grandfather W. O. (William Owen) Parker had paid them a nickel for every melon they brought in from the fields. W.O. always seemed to know just how many melons were still unpicked, telling Stan and Dub they’d left one or two behind. He said this even when he knew there wasn’t a stray melon in the field. None the wiser, Stan and Dub always resumed their hunt, always coming back empty-handed. Whether it was cruelty, or perhaps a macabre sense of humor, his grandfather taught Stan to have patience and forbearance and not to complain about situations he hadn’t created or couldn’t control, a lesson that would serve him well in Vietnam.

When his father explains that their mother will be buried on November 20, Stan realizes he has a problem. He’s supposed to return to Fort Huachuca that very day. In order to attend the funeral, he’ll need to extend his leave. He phones his company commanding officer in Arizona, expecting to fix this problem quickly.

The CO doesn’t take long to think it over: No, he says, most emphatically. “And if you’re not back here, Parker, you’re AWOL. So your ass will be grass! And I’ll be the lawnmower!”

Well, that’s clever, Stan thinks. He pleads for more time, believing that reason will win here. But it’s no use. His request is denied.

He tries thinking the problem through, believing that no matter the circumstance, there’s a solution. He walks into the living room, its oak floor covered with a braided rug, its walls bearing pictures of generations of Parkers, and sits down next to his father, who, Stan thinks, has suddenly begun to look older.

A news story on TV catches Stan’s eye. The report is that President Lyndon Johnson will be at his Texas ranch for the Thanksgiving holiday. Stan has an idea—a crazy one, he thinks. But what does he have to lose?

He picks up the phone in the hallway and dials the operator on the local party line. The operator’s name is Sarah, and the Parker family has known her as long as Stan can remember. The party line connects the Parker household to all other houses in Queen City and to the rest of the world.

“Why, Stan Parker,” says Sarah, hearing Stan’s voice. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, Sarah. I’m in Queen City.”

“I was sorry to hear about your mother.”

“That’s kind of why I’m calling.”

Sarah asks him what he means.

“Well, I have a strange request. My company commander won’t let me stay in Texas for the funeral. And I need to be here for my dad.”
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