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			To all my Marine Corps brothers who died on those Khe Sanh Hills in 1967.

			I will never forget you, brothers.

			—Bob Maras

			And to every Vietnam veteran who fought through his own hills.

			—Charles W. Sasser

		

	
		
			Authors’ Note

			Time has passed since the “Hill Fights” of Khe Sanh fought in South Vietnam during April and May 1967. And time, as in this personal narrative of Marine PFC Bob Maras, has a tendency to erode memory in some areas and selectively enhance it in others. People may see the same action from different perspectives. Where errors or conflict in recollection occur, the authors accept full responsibility and ask to be forgiven.

			Actual names are used throughout except in those instances where names could not be recalled or where public identification serves no useful purpose. Some dialogue and scenes have by necessity been re-created using the raw material of one Marine’s memory. We have attempted to match personalities with the activities and action while maintaining factual content. The recounting of some events and time sequences may not correspond precisely with the memories of all individuals involved.

			The authors apologize to anyone who may have been omitted, neglected, or slighted in the preparation of this book. While some interpretational mistakes are bound to have occurred, we are confident that the content of this book is true to the reality, spirit, and incredible courage of the brave US Marines who fought and died during the Hill Fights in the Republic of South Vietnam during that terrifying spring of 1967.

			I (Bob Maras) wish to thank my father, George, for instilling in me common sense. It helped me to stay alive.

			I should also like to thank Mike and Sharon Lewis of Farmington, New Mexico, who provided me the peace of their vacation home for three weeks in November 2015 to help put together this book.

			Most of all, I thank my co-author, Charles W. Sasser, for making me talk about my nightmares. You and Dr. Hoffmann were right; it did help. 

			The authors are indebted to the following authors and works for helping to provide a historical perspective to this narrative: The Hill Fights: The First Battle of Khe Sanh, by Edward F. Murphy; Last Stand at Khe Sanh, by Gregg Jones; The Battle of Khe Sanh, by Captain Moyers S. Shore II; War Without Heroes, by David Douglas Duncan; The Vietnam War Almanac, by Colonel Harry G. Summers Jr.; and NAM: The Vietnam Experience 1965–75, by Tim Page and John Pimlott.

		

	
		
			Preface

			In Washington D.C., “The Wall” of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, etched with the names of that war’s KIAs and MIAs, is designed with a black mirrored surface that looks back at you as you look into it. Symbolically, the effect is intended to signify reuniting the past with the present. Peering back from its depths in 2002 was an older Bob Maras so unlike the nineteen-year-old youth I was when I took my senior trip to Vietnam right out of high school in 1966 and was thrust almost immediately into what Marine Lieutenant General Victor Krulak, Commander of Fleet Marine Force-Pacific, called the “bloodiest and toughest fight we had in Vietnam.”

			Also reflecting out of the dark depths of The Wall beyond the 58,191 names engraved into it were the now-older images of former Marine Sergeant Ed Crawford and Private Tony Leyba, old comrades from what military history now calls the “Hill Fights.” For a long time the three of us stood there shoulder to shoulder, silently peering into the dark past, trying hard to see through The Wall, as though seeking something vital each of us had left in Vietnam thirty-five years ago.

			The names on The Wall. They represented what we lost there. James Hill, Jaggers, Roldan, Todd, Doc Heath, and the others. All there for future generations to look back on, even one hundred years from now, and wonder, as we in the present generation look back on Civil War memorials.

			Around three million visitors are drawn each year to the national Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Constitution Gardens adjacent to Washington D.C.’s National Mall. Like Crawford, Leyba, and me, the vets who come here have gotten older, but none of us outlive the memories of what happened in a violent land far away. Those memories come back fresh every day.

			Construction of the memorial was completed in 1983. It consists of two 246-foot gabbro walls filled with names. The highest point is ten feet tall, the lowest points at either end are each eight inches in height. The design is meant to express “a wound that is closed and healing.” One wall points toward the Washington Monument, the other toward the Lincoln Memorial.

			A short distance away, larger-than-life bronzes of three soldiers in full combat kit prepare to defend. Visitors pause before them. They demonstrate America’s diversity in war. One soldier is European American, one African American, and the third Hispanic American. In the Marines, there is only one color, and that color is Marine Green.

			Loved ones of the dead and missing bring sentimental items to leave before the wall. According to legend, the custom began when a Vietnam vet tossed the Purple Heart his brother received posthumously into the wet concrete of the memorial’s foundation. Since then, items as large as a Harley-Davidson motorcycle with HERO on its license plate down to a simple plain brown teddy bear have been presented to The Wall.

			Names of men killed in action are denoted by a diamond. Crosses next to the names mark some 1,200 soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines who are still missing in action. Tentatively, I reached trembling fingers toward a name with a cross next to it: Robert J. Todd. Tony and I recalled vividly the day Todd disappeared.

			The Wall and its names have generated a unique ritual called “rubbing.” Relatives, friends, and loved ones come to The Wall with a sheet of paper, which they place over the selected name and rub with wax crayon or graphite pencil to make a memento.

			Sergeant Crawford, Tony, and I were etching our eighteenth name from the stone when we heard sniffling and weeping. Startled, we turned to discover a small crowd gathered behind us to watch.

			“Did you know so many guys who died in the war?” someone asked.

			Tony turned away to hide the tears in his eyes. Sergeant Crawford’s face resembled stone. I lowered my head.

			“They were all from our battalion at Khe Sanh,” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Combat Landing

			Marines claimed they could already smell the cooking fires, rot, and human shit of Vietnam from aboard the USS Ogden off the coast as BLT (Battalion Landing Team) 2nd Battalion, 3rd Marine Division, prepared to combat land on Red Beach, located four miles from Phu Bai. Wherever the hell that was. Not that it mattered. Common grunts in the By-God Crotch were like mushrooms—kept in the dark and fed bullshit. We were life support systems for our rifles, nothing more. Why clutter our minds with unnecessary details? Some general moved a pin on a tactical map and we moved with it. It was that simple.

			“Your sergeant spots a gook over there,” an instructor at ITR (Infantry Training Regiment) said, pointing indefinitely into our future, “and tells you to shoot him, then, by God, you shoot him. That’s all you need to know.”

			Today, 22 April 1967, was what BLT 2/3 had trained to do over the past months. Everything was assholes and elbows aboard LPD (Landing Port, Dock) Ogden and her sister ship, LPD Monticello. USS Princeton was the third ship in the little flotilla. She was an LPH (landing port, helicopter), an aircraft carrier for choppers. LPDs and LPHs were to Marines what troop ships were to the fighting men of World War II—a method of transporting us and our gear to the war front.

			About a mile off Ogden’s bow stretched a thin green line of earth against the horizon of the South China Sea. The war front. That was where our pin was being moved. Looked peaceful enough from here, but a rumor spread among the troops that a regiment of NVA, the North Vietnamese Army, waited ashore to kick sand in our faces when we landed. 

			“Marines, get your shit together and saddle up!”

			Golf Company’s 3rd Platoon Leader, Lieutenant Andrew “Mac” McFarlane, seemed to be everywhere at once on the open deck as coxswains drove amphibious tractors (AMTRACs) from the ship’s wells into the sea and the battalion distributed among the three ships prepared to board them for the landing. AMTRACs served as both landing craft and floating armored personnel carriers. Bobbing on the gentle sea still tethered to their mother ships, they reminded me of giant alligator turtles on farm ponds back in my home state of Oklahoma. 

			Lieutenant Mac cajoled, slapped Marines on the back, moved easily and confidently among us like the true motivational leader he was. At about thirty-five, he referred to himself as “the oldest second lieutenant in the entire US Crotch.” A tall, lanky officer with a thin face and a sharp nose, he was a former enlisted man, a sergeant, who fought in Korea at the Frozen Chosin. He pulled double duty in Golf Company as 3rd Platoon Leader as well as commander of the Weapons Platoon.

			Tony Leyba, my assistant gunner (AG) on the M-60 7.62 machine gun, and I were assigned to Weapons. The Weapons Platoon, with less than half the manpower of a regular rifle platoon, was a Golf Company asset. That meant we could be piecemealed out to any of the company’s three platoons as needed. For control purposes, Mac and Company Gunnery Sergeant Bill Janzen were in charge of us.

			“Maras,” Lieutenant Mac said to me, “you and Leyba with the machine gun will be on the first boat to land. We may need your gun.”

			“Sir, yes, Sir.”

			In my mind, I pictured WWII Iwo Jima or Saipan with thousands of pissed-off little yellow men waiting ashore for a chance to waste our asses. I silently vowed to make John Wayne proud.

			“Gentlemen! Suck up your balls,” Lieutenant Mac shouted above the turmoil. “They need some men to kick gook ass. The Second Battalion is going to war!”

			A month ago, the entire 2/3, some 1,300 Marines, clambered aboard the three boats following “Vietnam Training” at Camp Schwab, Okinawa. Since then we had sailed up and down the Vietnamese coast eager for the opportunity to prove ourselves. We considered it cool, real cool, that 2/3 was a Battalion Landing Team, which, according to our leaders, meant we were specially selected. We were genuine warriors who policed the war zone, made everything bad good, and went ashore like the cavalry in an Old West movie to rescue the good guys just in the nick of time when they got in trouble.

			I was nineteen years old. A few of the other Marines were even younger. Not many though, since you had to be at least eighteen to be sent to Vietnam. So far, before reality set in, everything was a great adventure. We were an impatient lot, champing at the bit: Hurry up and let us loose in the war. It’s going to be over by Christmas when we get there and the enemy sees what we can do.

			We were a mixed lot. White and brown and black and from states, cities, towns, and rural areas all over the United States. From metropolises like Detroit and Los Angeles and my hometown, Tulsa, to dusty crossroads in Arizona or shacks in the hills of Kentucky and Tennessee where guys wore no shoes all summer. We had one thing in common and that made us brothers—the US Marine Corps and its uncomplicated warrior creed of Semper Fidelis. “Always faithful.”

			From the halls of Montezuma

			To the shores of Tripoli,

			We fight our country’s battles

			In the air, on land, and sea. . . . 

			You dug that kind of stuff when you were nineteen and had never been shot at.

			Nothing happened aboard ship unless the PA system first announced it: PREPARE TO DISEMBARK. . . . GOLF COMPANY TO RED THREE. . . . PREPARE TO LOAD AMTRACS.

			Decks on all three boats came alive with gray-green utility uniforms. They echoed with the clanking of rifles and E-tools and K-bar combat knives, vibrated with the shouting of sergeants and the stomping of boots as men scrambled over the sides of the boats and loaded onto AMTRACs. We were on our way to make the world safe for democracy. Like Marines had done in the Battle of Belleau Wood in France during World War I, on Tarawa a generation later in World War II, and at Inchon in Korea.

			The loaded tractors set out across the water for Red Beach like newly hatched baby turtles leaving their mamas. Hunkered inside the steel AMTRACs, all we saw were other Marines around us and perhaps a patch of blue sky directly above through an open hatch. Tony and I were wearing helmets and packs and were laden with ammo and grenades, me toting the M-60 machine gun, Tony with his M-16 rifle, both of us packing .45 sidearms. We occupied a place next to the ramp so that when it lowered we would be among the first out.

			The evening before the battalion loaded up a month ago and set sail from Okinawa, the battalion commander, Colonel Earl Delong, assembled everyone in the base theater at Camp Schwab for a pep talk. “Pappy” Delong was an old salt. At least he was old compared to most of his Marines. He had been well seasoned in the Marine Corps.

			“Remember your training,” he advised. “That’s critical. Everybody in this battalion is a good shot, so make your bullets count. We have the experience in this outfit. Some of your NCOs fought in World War II or Korea. Listen to them. They’ll guide you through. Most of all except for mission and duty, look out for one another. That’s the Marine Corps way. Make your battalion proud!”

			Semper Fi!

			Tony and I were privates, down near the bottom of the military pecking order. We had been together looking out for each other from boot camp on through ITR and BITS (Battalion Infantry Training School) where we drilled on unit crew-served weapons, everything from the M-60 machine gun and 3.5 rocket launcher to flamethrowers, 60mm mortars and the Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR). If a Marine company had the weapon, Tony and I could fire it. I suspected we were about to have an opportunity to prove our mettle.

			“Maras?” Tony whispered next to me as the AMTRACs charged toward Vietnam. “Are you nervous, man?”

			We knew each other too well to lie. But bluster and braggadocio in the face of pending danger was not the same as a lie. “I ain’t paid to be nervous, Tony. It’s out of my pay grade.”

			Tony sighed. “I think my pay grade stops at cleaning the pissers in the head.”

			He reminded me of the actor-comedian Buddy Hackett, but now a very anxious Buddy Hackett with cramps as we drew near Red Beach. He wasn’t fat like Buddy. No combat Marine was fat. But he was a solid block of a guy with dark bristle on top of a round head covered by his helmet.

			The closer we drew to shore, the quieter we became. Marines gave our weapons a last check, tightened our helmet straps, tapped each other on the shoulder or helmet for good luck. I gripped the machine gun tightly between my knees and waited, expecting at any moment a bombardment from shore, like at Iwo Jima. That was the way it happened in John Wayne movies.

			Quiet like this couldn’t be good; it was giving me time to think. I glanced at Tony. His head was lowered and I figured he must be thinking of Peggy. Or praying, like the good Catholic boy he was. I thought of Linda, my high school sweetheart. I married her on boot camp leave. A lot of boots before shipping out to Vietnam got married when they went home. Marriage formed a bond, an assurance of an anchor to bring us back, someone waiting for us.

			“Maras?” Tony lifted his head. “Maras, if I don’t make it, will you . . .?” He took a deep breath. “Will you tell Peggy what happened?”

			I tried to josh him out of it. Buddies did that for buddies. A mood was something you didn’t want to carry into combat. “Come on, Tony, don’t get your skivvies in a knot. We’re both coming back, okay? Peggy is counting on you to fart for her.”

			“You’re cold, Maras. Cold.” But he half-grinned, sheepishly.

			I chuckled, feeling the release of tension. Most of the time, you could count on Tony for a funny story or comment. One of his funniest was when his girlfriend Peggy had her heart set on becoming high school prom queen. She was afraid her chief rival, one of the most popular and self-centered girls in the senior class, would move in over her. Tony couldn’t let that happen.

			At the school dance where the voting and selection occurred, Tony whisked Peggy’s competitor onto the dance floor to whirl with Elvis. In the middle of a light-footed but complicated series of rock ’n’ roll steps, Tony passed wind in a gale that reverberated throughout the gym and rattled colored lanterns hanging from the ceiling. The dance went embarrassingly silent.

			Pretending alarm and disgust, Tony grabbed his partner and shook her. “You pig!” he scolded. “Farting like that and you wanna be Prom Queen?!”

			Peggy won the crown.

			“Coldest thing I’ve ever done to anybody,” Tony confessed to me as we heard breakers crashing against Vietnamese sand, his good Catholic boy persona crushed. “But I couldn’t let my girlfriend lose.”

			I slapped his helmet. We both laughed and relaxed.

			Lieutenant Mac’s standing up in the AMTRAC immediately got our attention. “One minute!” he announced.

			That brought back the tension.

			Half of BLT 2/3 consisted of raw greenhorns like Tony and me. The “old” 2nd Battalion had got fucked up bad in a deadly ambush northwest of Da Nang that left the outfit’s command sergeant major dead along with a bunch of other NCOs, men, and most of the brass. The battalion returned—what was left of it—from Vietnam to Okinawa to refit and seed in replacements. Golf Company, into which fate inserted Tony and me, had lost 26 dead and 46 wounded out of a company of 110 men.

			A Marine lance corporal who had survived the ambush balked at the prospect of having to go back to Vietnam. He had barely made it back the first time. Returning to give the gooks another shot at him was beyond his ability to cope. When the battalion was preparing to load onto the boats, the disturbed Marine took off for the showers and repeatedly bashed his head against a tile wall until he cracked open his skull. Medics carried him out on a stretcher. He giggled hysterically through the blood and gore on his face.

			“Don’t go back there!” he ranted. “Don’t go! You’re all dead if you do! God, don’t go!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Graveyard

			The battalion was ramped up, every grunt’s senses hyper-aware. “Red Beach” in gyrene lingo was a generic term indicating a possible hot landing with enemy opposition. The 9th Marine Regiment had done the first Vietnam Red Beach when it stormed ashore at Da Nang two years ago in March 1965 to kick this ragtag war into high gear. In all the old World War II movies, like Sands of Iwo Jima and The Fighting Seabees, a dramatic score with crescendos of drums and bugles accompanied landings. There was nothing like that now as our AMTRACs charged toward the sand. Just the rattle of weapons, some muted cursing, a few muttered prayers, nervous knees knocking together.

			PFC Gene Kilgore occupied a space in the track on the other side of Tony. He slapped the black plastic stock of his new Mattie Mattel M-16 rifle. “This piece of shit had better work,” he muttered.

			Up until Okinawa, we had trained with trusty M-14s that replaced WWII-era M-1s. They were heavy-caliber, heavy-weight semi-automatic rifles, and they were dependable. On Okinawa, however, officers collected our M-14s and issued black metal-and-plastic M-16s that resembled children’s toy guns. They were touted as lightweight weapons capable of fully automatic fire fed by 20- or 30-round magazines. Whereas the -14 fired enemy-stopping 7.62mm rounds, the new -16 loaded 5.56mm, a slight advance over the .222 rifles Sunday shooters used back home for plinking rabbits or squirrels. In selecting it as Vietnam’s rifle, the Pentagon apparently preferred its higher bullet velocity and magazine capacity.

			It had problems from the beginning. On the range at Camp Schwab, M-16s jammed every few rounds when the battalion took them out for a test run. Bang! Bang! Jam. Bang! Jam. Bang! Jam. Marines exchanged startled looks.

			“They’re sending us to war with these pieces of shit.”

			“So, I see this gook coming right at me,” Tony hypothesized. “I got him dead in my sights. Sight picture, sight picture. . . . Squeeze the trigger. Oh, fuck!”

			“I’ll shoot him,” I offered. The reliable ol’ Pig, the M-60 machine gun, always functioned.

			Same thing happened with the Mattie Mattels when we test-fired them off the Ogden’s fantail on the sea cruise to Vietnam. Seldom could you burn through a magazine without their malfunctioning. Failures were initially chalked up to our not cleaning the weapons properly. That didn’t fly. Even though we were issued only enough cleaning equipment and rods for every fourth or fifth man, a finicky New York Fifth Avenue socialite could have sipped coffee from the barrels. Marines always kept our weapons that clean.

			The unreliable status of the M-16 added to the tension as the amphib tractors rolled up on tan-white sand backed by lush tropical vegetation and low jungle hills in the distance. The AMTRACs dropped their “drawers” and excreted the battalion onto Vietnam soil. For perhaps the majority of Marines in 2/3, due to the previous ambush casualties, this was our first time on hostile shores.

			We charged off the armored boats like 1,300 John Wayne impersonators prepared to combat evil and save the world. It was 22 April 1967 and Operation Beacon Star, later called Operation Bo Diddley, was under way. Our debut turned out to be rather anticlimactic and inglorious. Nobody shot at us. Nobody said a cross or unkind word. Fact was, nobody said anything to us because nobody was there. Just a gull that flushed and winged off down the beach screeching his indignation.

			Marines had arrived ready to do battle with the hordes—and it was like we were on a day’s outing at Miami or Waikiki Beach. Confused, even a bit disappointed, we looked at each other, looked up and down the deserted beach. Somebody laughed out of nervous relief. It proved contagious and more sniggers rippled through the invaders.

			A private named Burnham figured it out. “Gooks heard the mighty 2/3 was coming and they split. They’re probably back in Hanoi by now.”

			Tony Leyba threw back his head and called out at the top of his lungs, “Good morning, Vietnam!”

			Platoon leaders and sergeants snapped us back into line. Golf Company’s Gunny Sergeant Janzen, thirty-six years old and still feisty and hard-core, roared, “Cut the grabass. You guys are sounding like a gaggle of geese. Shape up or my boot will be up your asses and you’ll have more to worry about than gooks.”

			The way I understood our mission at my lowly pay grade was that Viet Cong guerrillas supported by Hanoi and the NVA had established a presence in the ratty little villages in the Phu Bai area of I Corps. Communists moved into a village, generally the more remote ones, and took it over through a combination of stick and carrot. Go along with the program and the village elders were rewarded by not being assassinated; resist and they found themselves hung in the village square as a warning to potential opposition. Communists had been using this tried and true method since Vladimir Lenin—and along the way had slaughtered several million recalcitrants. Building communism was a brutal and bloody business.

			BLT 2/3’s role in Operation Beacon Star was to create a presence by patrolling VC-infested villages to search for and seize arms, combat rations, and other war matériel and, finally, to root out VC and kill them.

			The battalion quickly formed for a road march in force along a cart trail that threaded up and off Red Beach. Echo Company took point, followed by Hotel and Foxtrot. Golf brought up the rear. Grass hooches with either tin or palm leaf roofs caught the notice of naïve young Marines who soon came to realize that much of the Third World existed in squalor and poverty. Naked, dirty-faced kids played in the mud along with chickens, ducks, pigs, water buffalo, and, presumably, various parasites. Snaggle-toothed mamasans with babies on their hips and baskets balanced on their heads stared as the battalion tramped by. From the rice fields, papasans in black “pajamas” paused in the tepid water with their trouser cuffs rolled up to the knees and straw cone hats pulled low to shade their eyes from sunlight.

			Kids stood by the side of the trail hawking cans of warm Coca-Cola. “Joe? Joe, you buy Coca?”

			“They had Cokes ready for us,” Tony observed. “How did they know we were coming? I thought we were a secret operation.”

			“Nothing’s secret in this country,” said Gunny Janzen, who happened to be passing by checking on his men.

			Shortly, we approached a Buddhist cemetery that looked to be about a thousand years old. Ancient trees shrouded in gray moss stood sentinel over little cupolas, shrines, and tombstones crusted in lichen. A lizard watched us from the top of the stone wall that surrounded the graveyard.

			I expected the battalion to march on by. To my surprise, Echo and the Command Element turned in through the cemetery gate and proceeded to set up a battalion Command Post under a clump of gloomy trees from which to oversee and control the Area of Operations (AO). Darkness crept through the grave markers as the battalion established a perimeter and put out Observation/Listening (OP/LP) Posts.

			I surmised the site had been selected because of the protection afforded by the high rock wall. Still, it had to be the spookiest place in Vietnam, an assumption that proved premature the longer I remained in-country. There were a lot of spooky places in Vietnam. 

			Things got even spookier as the sky turned purple and full night slithered in. Tony figured Dracula with slanted Asian eyes would probably rise out of the grave next to which he and I set up our 50-50 watch—one of us sleeping and the other keeping an eye peeled for the enemy, ghosts, or Dracula, whichever arrived first.

			Foxfire glowed from a decaying pile of fallen trees nearby. Tony kept a wary eye on it.

			“It’s like eyes shining in the dark,” he ventured. “I have a feeling Vietnam is glaring at us, telling us it doesn’t want us here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Khe Sanh

			At first I was embarrassed busting into the little Vietnamese villages ransacking through people’s belongings without so much as a by your leave. Poor gooks in their grass hooches seemed so ignorant they probably didn’t even realize the world was round or that the sun didn’t rise out of the ocean as it seemed to. You could smell a village from a mile downwind.

			The kids were cute little critters, the younger ones naked, the older standing aside in their faded black cotton pants as they silently watched big, round-eyed foreigners wearing helmets and armed with exotic weapons invade and go from hut to hut, poking knives into barrels of grain, up-ending baskets, nosing around and taking no guff from the elders.

			Women in their woven-grass cone hats and baggy black pajamas were tiny things, and cute too. At least some of them were attractive when they were young. They aged fast working the rice paddies, became mamasans with their faces wrinkled and crusted in the hot tropical sun like cardboard left out in the weather. The withered crones they became glared silent resentment as we barged into their homes.

			The men with their wispy little beards all looked like Ho Chi Minh. I could have sworn one of them was Uncle Ho. He stepped aside and watched with a pained expression on his face as Bill Rainey, Tony, and I barged into his hooch and tossed it for contraband. A fat, crudely rolled cigarette burned down to his fingers; he grimaced and dropped it at his feet on the dirt floor. Instead of stomping it out, he squatted and carefully salvaged what few grains of tobacco remained.

			I stood over him. Poor bastard. I handed him a pack of cigarettes. Lucky Strikes. Little packs of six came with our C-rations. I didn’t smoke, so I mostly traded mine for C-rat fruit cocktails or white cake. I figured I always got the better of the deal.

			Uncle Ho seemed so grateful for a few butts that Rainey forked over a C-rat chocolate bar to a passing maiden to see just how grateful she might be. She snatched it out of his hand and kept going without looking at him.

			“Damn!” he huffed. “The bitch probably doesn’t even speak English.”

			It occurred to me that all these poor dirt farmers wanted out of life was to be left alone to grow their rice, bed their women on their woven sleeping mats, raise their children, and watch the sun rise and set. Instead, the commies came through promising a “workers’ paradise,” and anyone who refused it was shot and hung in the center of the village as a warning.

			Then here we came chasing the commies, tossing people’s houses, ogling their women, and further disrupting their lives. Poor fuckers were losers no matter what.

			“Third Herd’s” platoon leader, Lieutenant McFarlane, had fought in Korea and didn’t trust any gooks. He warned we shouldn’t turn our backs on them. Even the sweetest-looking little granny or a four-year-old kid might drop a hot Chicom grenade down our skivvies.

			“Search and destroy” in Operation Beacon Star, at least for BLT 2/3, seemed to be mostly “search” with the companies sent out separately. After a hard day’s work in the sun, we returned to the cemetery to set out OP/LPs and wait for the hordes to attack. Tony hunkered next to our tomb and shivered, still half-convinced that Dracula roamed the graves at night and would suck our blood.

			“You won’t doze off or nothing when you’re on watch, right, Maras?”

			“We could build you a crucifix or find some garlic to ward him off,” I teased.

			Nights after-action, such as it was, our squad and platoon leaders briefed us about hard-core VC and perhaps even NVA in the area. Already beginning to feel like old salts, our reaction was Bring ’em on! We were fresh, young, loaded with all this battle equipment, and raring to go. As Kilgore put it, “All dressed up and nobody to take us to the party.”

			Golf Company was on a trudge between villages, all strung out up and down a muddy road, when a sniper with a grudge and an old 50-caliber rifle took a pot shot at the lead elements, which included Tony and me. The machine gun always traveled near the front of a column. That 50-cal boomed like a cannon from out of a clump of mangrove on the other side of a rice paddy. I hit the dirt. I would have crawled under it if possible. This was my first experience getting shot at—or at least it felt like I had been shot at.

			“I can’t get any lower, me buttons are in the way,” I quipped to ease  the tension. That was the tagline from a cartoon in Bill Mauldin’s classic World War II book Up Front, which seemed apropos for the occasion.

			“I’m taking off all my buttons tonight,” Tony responded.

			Only that one shot and the sniper di di’d out of the AO. What we figured was the commie VC made some old guy shoot at us, or else they would gut his wife or first-born. Probably he didn’t actually want to hit anyone because then things got serious and we would have to kill somebody.

			Next day, a couple of guys in Hotel Company triggered a booby trap in one of the villes. Typical set-up with a trip wire attached to a live grenade slid into a discarded C-rat can. Stumbling into the wire jerked the grenade free, released the spoon and—Boom! The injured Marines were medevac’d out to the sick bay on Princeton waiting off the coast. Rumor had it that one of them may have died. Rumors also circulated that some other guys in Echo or Foxtrot were killed in an ambush.

			Rumors always made the rounds in a big outfit in which contact between men outside their own units was limited. Nights in the cemetery, each company held its own sector inside the rock wall perimeter and communicated with each other primarily through the CP—the Command Post.

			“If we had an FM/AM radio,” Tony commented, “we could listen to Saigon Sally and find out what’s really going on.”

			We had sometimes tuned in to Sally while aboard the Ogden. Sally played good rock ’n’ roll, interspersed with patter such as, “Marines of the 3rd Division, be aware that the Peoples’ Republic of Vietnam does not want you here. Colonel Earl Delong, this message is for you: Your men will all die as they died before. . . .”

			That girl did her research.

			“What we should do,” I proposed, “is kick ass, take names, get this over with, and go home.”

			“You tell ’em, Private Maras. I’m sure they’ll listen to you.”

			Supported by Golf Company, Hotel returned to the booby trapped village that had wounded our guys. Golf maneuvered to the back side of the settlement to sit on our duffs as the anvil while Hotel moved in as a hammer from the other side to drive any resident rats out to us. Lieutenant Mac placed Tony and me behind a rock pile in the center of the ambush line where our machine gun could cover the entire breadth of the village. So far, residents seemed unaware of our presence.

			We watched as some gook emerged yawning from his hut, totally unaware of our presence. Gook. A strange word. Marines in previous wars had had their own terms to designate the enemy: In WWII, it was Japs for the Japanese and Krauts for Germans. In Korea, the enemy was known as chinks. For us, we learned gook in boot camp. It became part of the way young Marines in combat thought and spoke. It dehumanized the Vietnamese and made it easier for us to kill them. In return, the Vietnamese called us round eyes or whatever for the same reason.

			The villager walked off a few paces from his hut and took a leak on Vietnam. 

			“That’s how I feel,” Tony approved. “Piss on Vietnam.”

			“Good morning, Vietnam,” I whispered back.

			So far in this strange war, I had been shot at once. Well, maybe I had been shot at; that wasn’t confirmed since the dude with the ancient 50-cal hadn’t hit anyone and boogied out immediately afterwards. Neither Tony nor I had yet fired a round in anger. The Pig, we joked, was still a virgin. As were we. That could all end in a baptism of fire within the next few minutes.

			I gave an involuntary start at the sudden crack of a rifle shot from Hotel’s side of the hamlet. This was a fair-sized town laid out along a small creek on one side, with rice paddies on the other side, and backed by a low range of hills. On Golf’s end lay the Buddhist cemetery. On Hotel’s end, an old stone Catholic Church marked the edge of habitation.

			As Hotel had spread out in combat formation and entered the ville, the rifle shot had snapped from one of the huts beyond the church. Hotel’s Weapons Platoon led by Sergeant Ed Crawford found itself directly in the line of fire and went immediately to ground. Sergeant Crawford, a combat veteran of Korea, instinctively noted the source of the assault.

			Ed was in his forties, which made him old in the eyes of nineteen-year-olds like me. He might even have been a grampa. Naturally soft-spoken with a laid-back disposition, he was a big man thick of shoulder and thin of hair with wise brown eyes and a rock jaw like that on any classic Marine recruiting poster. He had been previously wounded in combat a total of three times in Korea. After Korea, he went off active duty but remained in the Marine Corps Reserves, became a police officer in Upper Darby, Pennsylvania, married, and started raising three kids. 

			When the Marine Corps requested veterans return for active duty in Vietnam, Ed took a two-year leave of absence from the police department and shipped off to his third war. To the grunts of 2/3, Ed would always be Big Ed Crawford. I was fortunate enough to be one of the newbies Ed befriended and took under his wing during “Vietnam training” on Okinawa.

			Marine rules of engagement (ROE) prohibited employing automatic weapons or explosives on buildings in a populated area unless we received intense fire from them. More shots rang out from the sniper’s hooch as Hotel blew forward through the village. That did it for Ed. He was old school from a previous no-holds-barred war. Two or three rifle shots in his mind constituted “intense fire.” He snatched a 3.5 launcher from his rocket man—and the hut went up in a ball of flame.

			Hotel Company’s commander, Captain Ray Madonna, was furious. “Crawford, what in the hell do you think you’re doing? You’re not supposed to do that.”

			“Cap, that cocksucker was trying to kill my boys. As far as I’m concerned, automatic fire was coming from that hooch. Show me the order in writing where I’m not supposed to blow him up and I’ll adhere to it.”

			Echoes from the explosion were still rebounding through the village when all hell broke loose from around the old Catholic Church, which a hive of VC was apparently using as a sanctuary. From where Golf waited as anvil, it sounded like a real fight brewing. For us newbies, it would be our first real battle. We were eager to get in on it.

			Then, something unexpected happened. PRC-77 radios began chattering all over the AO. I heard some of it since heavy weapons teams with machine guns and rocket launchers were required to stay close under the personal control of platoon leaders.

			“Halt what you’re doing!” blasted from the radio. It was the old man’s voice—Colonel Pappy Delong himself. “Return to the CP area. We’re moving out ASAP.”

			Astonished Golf and Hotel commanders jumped on their radios in protest, neglecting call signs and radio protocol in their intensity to transmit their circumstances. “We’re under fire. We have an enemy element trapped inside a church—”

			“Negative! Negative! Break contact immediately. Roger that?”

			What kind of war was this? Right in the middle of an action and we’re being pulled out.

			Gooks at the church must have thought they were hot shit, standing off a battalion of Marines and driving it off. I glanced back at the village as a plume of smoke from Crawford’s burning hut rose into the air and our two companies assembled out of small arms range to road-march on the double back to where we came from. We could only assume something really big had come down to draw us away from a fight we could have won.

			Suddenly, all the old military drill about “stand around and wait” no longer applied. Before Jack Spratt could eat no fat, flocks of helicopters—CH-46 Sea Knights and smaller Sikorsky UH-34s—jerked us up and out of the cemetery and delivered the entire BLT to the airfield at Phu Bai. There, C-130s and C-123s waited with dropped ramps and props turning to deliver us to a place called Khe Sanh.

			“Where the fuck is Khe Sanh?” Tony wondered.

			What we were hearing was that some Marines were getting their asses kicked at Khe Sanh. BLT 2/3 was being sent in like the cavalry to save the day. In short order, in a frantic rush, Tony and I found ourselves stashed in web seating as our Marine-packed C-123 climbed into the sky and barreled north at thirty thousand feet. To help settle an anxious stomach, I twisted around to peer out the little window behind us. Like a tourist taking his first dry-mouthed airplane flight. Below, as far as I could see, green rolling mountains glimmered beneath the startling blue of the morning sky.

			“Tony, look at how pretty this country is from the air.”

			Appearances could be deceiving, as we were to subsequently discover.

			The Air Force crew chief, wearing a flight suit and a revolver belt strapped around his waist, hung onto a strap at the rear of the plane near its closed ramp. He stood spread-legged to balance himself against the sway and jolt of the fast-moving aircraft.

			“Listen up, Marines!” he shouted. “As soon as this tailgate opens, I’ll tell you to exit the aircraft. I will point in the direction I want you to go. Run to the stack of boxes you’ll see off the side of the runway. Do you hear me?”

			With that, the C-123 rolled over on one wing in a steep descent, leaving my gut at thirty thousand feet as the aircraft corkscrewed toward earth. It leveled out at the last minute and touched down hot on steel matting that planked the dirt runway. The ramp dropped even before the airplane came to a stop. For some reason, these Air Force guys were in a rush to get out of here. The crew chief waved his arms frantically and bellowed above the roar of reverse engines and air brakes.

			“People, get the fuck off my airplane! Right the fuck now!”

			I charged down the ramp carrying the Pig machine gun with a heavy pack on my back, Tony right on my ass and me on the ass of the guy in front of me.

			“Damn it, people! Your other right!” the crew chief bellowed.

			The airplane started to move again before the last Marine boot hit the ground. Tony and I stampeded with the others of Golf Company to a stack of boxes by the runway, which turned out to be crates of ammo and munitions.

			From what I saw of it, Khe Sanh Combat Base more resembled an inner-city ghetto than a military installation. Or a rodent warren of bunkers, bunny holes, and trenches, most of it underground. Construction consisted primarily of sand bags, with everything bagged from the chow hall where you ate and the head where you took a crap to Charlie Med that patched you back together if you got shot up or took artillery shrapnel. Mud was the principal color. Even the steel sheeting on the runway was sinking into mud.

			From the rush to get here I half-expected maybe the Alamo or the Battle of San Juan Hill. Instead, everything appeared deathly quiet. No signs or sounds of fighting. Anticlimactic. Like when we stormed Red Beach and found only a gull waiting for us. Except, here, even the gull was missing.

			“Hey, you Marines! Get over here. We got chow waiting.”

			A big tarp provided shade for a long table laden with hot cans of Coca-Cola and piles of sandwiches, each made up of two pieces of white bread and a slice of bologna with a pickle on the side. A thin patina of red dust covered sandwiches, table, Cokes, and the weary-looking Marine mess cooks. Tony picked up a sandwich and attempted, unsuccessfully, to blow off dust. He shrugged and gave up.

			“Maras, I got a feeling about this,” he said, with no effort to conceal his sarcasm. “Something bad happens every time the Marine Corps feeds us this good.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Saddle Up

			Elements of the hard-luck 9th Marine Regiment occupied the rat warren of trenches, holes, and bunkers that comprised the Khe Sanh Combat Base. In its nickname, “the Walking Dead,” the 9th displayed not only a certain blatant defiance but also the reason for its description as “hard luck.” It had been the first outfit to come ashore in South Vietnam in March 1965 to conduct open land combat against the communist insurgency inspired and supported by North Vietnam. Until then, the war had been by proxy with the United States aiding the South while China and the Soviet Union supplied the communist North. For the past two years, the 9th had slogged all over I Corps accumulating casualties and adding to its reputation as the Walking Dead.

			The newbies of 2/3 got our first look at these fabled warriors when several of them showed up with a forklift to transfer the boxes of munitions stacked by the runway to the ammo bunker. They bore that gaunt, mangy look of survivors, older than they should be and world-wise as they hustled about ignoring the cherry-cheeked FNGs—Fucking New Guys—who stared as though we had suddenly been slapped upside the head with a dose of reality. With my newly issued combat gear, I felt a bit envious of how tough and adapted these guys appeared.

			“Holy Shinola!” Private Ronnie Boggs gasped. “Slap my tender cheeks and call me ‘Boot Camp.’”

			Tony Leyba seemed at a loss for words, a rare occasion. Besides, his mouth was full of bread and bologna. He chewed and swallowed before he finally got out, “I knew there had to be a catch when they fed us first thing we got here. Look at these guys. It’s like they’re here but nobody’s home.”

			Colonel Pappy Delong and his battalion command element had flown in ahead of the rest of 2/3 to set up a communications/command network in one of the bunkers. The companies arrived one after the other on planes screaming in with power, dumping their human cargo, and screaming out again. Sergeant Crawford and Hotel Company exited the next plane behind Golf’s and took their places around the field tables loaded with sandwiches and Cokes. As an old battle-scarred vet, Big Ed had a way of taking charge wherever he appeared. He considered the entire Marine Corps, not just Hotel and its Weapons Platoon, as “my boys.” He ambled over to where I, Tony, Rainey, Kilgore, and several other “boys” were munching bologna and trying to look nonchalant as we struggled to make sense of things.

			“What’s going on, Sergeant?” I asked him. If anyone knew anything, Ed would.

			He indicated several green peaks rising as part of a major hill mass about four klicks (kilometers) or so northwest of the runway. A small aircraft circled high above the hills, a single-engine Cessna referred to as a “Bird Dog” because it functioned as an observer to gather intel and as a pointer of targets in coordinated air and artillery strikes.

			“The One-Niner needs our help up there on Hill 861,” Big Ed said, designating it with a thick finger that slowly swept past to identify its neighboring peaks, 881 North and 881 South.

			Hills were numbered militarily according to their height measured in meters. Farther north, Hill 1015 rose above the others in this sector of the rugged Annamite Range. It was known as Tiger Tooth Mountain because of its shape. Right now the green hills appeared quiet and peaceful. But suddenly I experienced a spooky premonition that we Marines were about to come face-to-face with whatever terror lurked up there waiting for us. I might have been even more unnerved had I known at the time the military history of the region.

			Khe Sanh, in the far northwestern corner of South Vietnam, lay fifteen miles from the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) that divided North and South Vietnam and about seven miles from Laos. In August 1962 while the war was still an “insurgency,” US Army Special Forces constructed a combat base on Route 9 at the site of an old French fort and dirt airstrip, the purpose of which was to train and incorporate local Montagnard tribesmen into a Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) to protect the local population and keep watch on North Vietnamese infiltrators. The Green Beret camp occupied a long, narrow plateau at the bottom of a bowl dominated by three hills—861, 881S, and 881N—that provided any enemy a perfect overlook, staging area, and artillery platform. Perhaps in hindsight the Berets might have selected a more secure location.
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