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Prologue



Under the terms of the Paris Peace Accords signed on January 27, 1973, the United States and all foreign governments agreed to withdraw their combat troops from South Vietnam within sixty days; the South Vietnamese government agreed to negotiate with the National Front for the Liberation of Southern Vietnam—the Vietcong—toward a political settlement; and reunification of Vietnam was to be, in the words of the document, “carried out step by step through peaceful means.” Exempt from the American military drawdown were the detachments of U.S. Marine Corps Security Guards (MSGs) posted at the U.S. Embassy in Saigon and at several U.S. consulates in various provincial capitals.


Less than two years later, the North Vietnamese broke the terms of the accords when, in late 1974, the North Vietnamese Army’s chief of staff, General Van Tien Dung, began his push into South Vietnam with the intent of conquering it once and for all. To the surprise of most observers, General Dung marched his army though South Vietnam’s fir-clad Central Highlands nearly without a fight. Dung had expected to triumph, but not against so little resistance. When U.S. forces pulled out of South Vietnam in 1973, they had left behind for their ally $5 billion worth of military equipment, including hundreds of tanks, 500 fighter bombers, 625 helicopters, and enough arms to equip a 700,000-man army. Thus, the initial ease with which his armies progressed south made Dung wary of a trap. Even when Dung’s scout units returned to report that the South Vietnamese Army had, in fact, quit the fight for the Highlands, the general moved forward cautiously. It was only after his divisions captured Pleiku that he, as one of his subordinates wrote, “decided to chase them as far as we could and as fast as we could.”


Within days of Dung’s first attacks, South Vietnam’s president, Nguyen Van Thieu, recognized that he did not have the manpower to defend the Highlands. Instead, he ordered a defensive perimeter formed along the northern border of Da Nang in preparation for a counterattack, sacrificing the ancient city of Hue in the process. But Thieu had not counted on his army collapsing in on itself like a black hole. As Dung’s divisions pressed onward, thousands of mauled Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) soldiers surrendered or deserted. For those remaining, the “orderly withdrawal” to Da Nang became a mass exodus, the poet’s rueful “Convoy of Tears.”


Ill-disciplined and starving South Vietnamese foot soldiers, many of them abandoned by their commanders, joined terrified throngs of civilians fleeing south. They plundered hamlet after hamlet, clogging roads, raping women, and stealing vehicles. Within days Da Nang was transformed from a once-thriving port city into an armed and desperate refugee camp seething with resentment—against the North Vietnamese, against Thieu and his cronies, against the U.S. allies who had abandoned them. In the minds of the 1 million Vietnamese overflowing Da Nang, hate and fear had replaced faith and hope.


On March 29, 1975, artillery shells began falling on Da Nang, in central Vietnam, as 35,000 North Vietnamese Army (NVA) troops prepared to attack. It was not necessary. Panic had done their job for them. Two days earlier, plane and helicopter airlifts had been cancelled when American pilots reported taking withering fire from rogue ARVN units; now these same South Vietnamese soldiers turned their guns on civilians as the latter clawed to reach rescue ships. Women, children, and the elderly were trampled in the rush to the sea. Fishing boats packed with civilians were confiscated by South Vietnamese soldiers, who tossed their countrymen overboard before shooting it out among themselves for the precious berths.


The six U.S. Marines detached to the Da Nang consulate, attempting to help people board at the docks, watched in horror as mothers who did manage to reach the water’s edge set their babies adrift in small pails, hoping the tide would carry them out to boats, or toss them at already-moving barges. Most fell short and were drowned. One Marine witnessed a South Vietnamese Army officer shove women and children into the space between the dock and a boat, where they were crushed against the pilings as he scrambled aboard. Another Marine noticed several elderly Vietnamese disappear beneath a sea of bodies in an overflowing barge. By the time he dragged them out from the pile, they had been smothered to death.


That night, a deadly face-off between the Da Nang consulate’s MSGs and an ARVN company was narrowly averted when the Marines, surrounded by their erstwhile “allies,” joined the civilian consulate staff hiding in the back of a stolen garbage truck that made its way to the docks, from where they escaped on a leaky barge.


The final blow came when Thieu’s top commander in Da Nang, Lieutenant General Ngo Quang Truong, abandoned his post to swim for the last U.S. naval vessel sailing from port. One hundred thousand of Truong’s troops surrendered. With Da Nang gone, the southern coastal provinces soon followed. Within weeks, the North Vietnamese and their Vietcong comrades surrounded the capital city of Saigon and prepared to invade. For all intents and purposes, the long war in Vietnam was about to come to an end.


Except, that is, for a small number of Marines at the U.S. Embassy, who were not about to lay down their arms.





Part I
Dominos



We could be looking at an Alamo situation here.

—Major Jim Kean, addressing his fellow Marine Security Guards at the U.S.
Embassy in Saigon





One



Saigon, 0300, 29 April 1975


The monsoon rains had arrived early.


They blew in from the southeast, and Marine Staff Sergeant Mike Sullivan stood on the roof of the U.S. Embassy watching the towering storm clouds scudding up from the South China Sea. He marked the difference between the distant bursts of heat lightning—sudden, silent detonations of white iridescence illuminating the jungle to the horizon—and the tiny pinpricks of orange artillery shells detonating near Bien Hoa, just twenty miles away. Tonight, however, the light show held little interest for Sullivan until he heard the North Vietnamese rockets whiffling overhead—heard them before he saw them, recognized their distinctive whine from long experience in the bush. One-Two-Two-millimeters, he knew. A 122’s peculiar sound always reminded Sullivan of the muscular hiss of a narrow-gauge diesel locomotive. Shhkerthunk-shhkethunk-shhkethunk. The veteran staff sergeant knew his artillery, and he knew his railroads.


From instinct Sullivan pictured their makeshift launchers, ingenious ladder-shaped devices fashioned from thick bamboo stalks that could be toted up a steep mountain trail or across a muddy rice paddy. But, no, he realized suddenly. Not tonight. There were too many rockets. Which meant they had to be fired from the flatbed of a Russian-made six-by-six truck. Which meant a road. Which meant they were close. He craned his neck, scanned the sable sky, and pointed. Got one. He traced an index finger in a slow arc, southeast to northwest, following the red tail fire as it sailed in a graceful parabola toward Tan Son Nhut Airport.


“Hundred-pounder,” he said to the scrum of young Marines knee deep in shredded paper and barely visible through the smoke drifting out of the stifling rooftop blockhouse that housed the brace of cast-iron furnaces. “Smooth-bore launcher. Hard to control where that lands. Like a shotgun blast.”


Within moments more rockets were overhead, and the half-dozen Marines of Sullivan’s “burn squad,” who had been destroying embassy documents on the rooftop, dropped their shovels and gathered about him, looking to the sky and bathing themselves in the soft, warm rain. For weeks the heat and humidity had lain over Saigon like an illness, sapping the will of the few Westerners left to do anything but find a cool room and a cold beer. Yet for seven consecutive days and nights, Sullivan’s rotating teams of sleep-deprived embassy Marine Security Guards had taken shifts feeding all manner of documents into the maws of the white-hot furnaces: coded carbons of ambassadorial cables and secret CIA memoranda, classified military teletypes, American and South Vietnamese personnel records, some dating to 1954, when the French left. They were even burning paper money; thick, bundled stacks of crisp, new $100 bills. Five million worth was the rumor, a fortune in cash turned to gray ash.


The crimson glow from the unlatched furnace doors cast a sheen across the Marines’ soot-streaked faces as they followed Sullivan, who now edged toward a pile of sandbags stacked haphazardly across the northwest corner of the asphalt roof. The staff sergeant took a breath and held it. The Tan Son Nhut airfield was six miles away. He knew he would see it before he heard it. Flash. Boom. He thought of the 3,000 Vietnamese refugees still crowding the airport—and the handful of U.S. Marines defending it.


For the past eight days Tan Son Nhut had been the busiest airstrip in the world, host to an assembly line of big-bellied U.S. military cargo planes landing empty and taking off with a menagerie of passengers—fleeing South Vietnamese men, women, and children fortunate enough to have landed a slot on the evacuation’s “endangered” list. Some were worthy, and some had begged or bribed American sponsors, but 40,000 had exited the city over the past month. These refugees had mixed with American civilian contractors getting out: machinists, aircraft mechanics, weapons maintenance men, most of them retired military personnel, dragging clans in their wakes to form a sweaty, reeking ball of humanity. The smell was fear—and avarice. There was good money to be made ferrying newlywed “brides” and their families out of the disintegrating country. The last gold rush of Vietnam. As with all other gold rushes, this one, Sullivan sensed, was a tragedy waiting to happen.


Unlike his young MSGs, Sullivan had seen up close what a 100-pound rocket could do to a human being. Tear a person apart like a meat grinder, is what it could do. He remembered the jungle bases where he’d fought years earlier, directing artillery fire called in by the LURPs, the long-range Marine reconnaissance patrols. One night in particular stuck in his mind—the river camp at Hoi An, the North Vietnamese Army and Vietcong swarming over the wire from every direction. That attack had also begun with the whine of incoming 122s fired from bamboo launchers. The next morning he’d waded through mounds of American body parts scattered about the elephant grass.


The burn squad formed a semicircle around the veteran staff sergeant as the detonations from Tan Son Nhut came in rapid succession. The gunners were good. Sullivan had no doubt these were trained and experienced NVA regulars, and not VC farm boys. They “walked” their artillery from the U.S. Defense Attaché’s Office (DAO) adjacent to the airport in a direct path toward the dual flight lines and then out to the helicopter landing zones beyond.


The Paris Peace Accords of 1973 had led to the withdrawal of all but a handful of U.S. troops from Vietnam as well as a general cease-fire between the United States and the NVA and VC. In the two years since that treaty, the DAO—an assemblage of huge gray buildings behind a high wire fence from which the generals William Westmoreland and Creighton Abrams had once commanded 1 million fighting men—had become home to hundreds of American civilian contractors and scores of U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine personnel managing technical programs in support of South Vietnam’s armed forces. They also worked on the agreed-on release of prisoners of war and, when and if possible, acted as official observers to adherence to the terms of the cease-fire. This included the withdrawal of U.S. and other non-Vietnamese troops from the country.


By 1975, as more POWs, or their remains, were accounted for, the U.S. military presence had drawn down at the DAO. According to the Paris Accords, officially titled “An Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring the Peace in Vietnam,” there were now fifty military officers living at the vast, multibuilding facility, sometimes known as the “Pentagon East.” The MSGs preferred another nickname that someone long ago had dubbed the DAO compound: Dodge City. Tonight it was living up to that provenance. The muffled crump-crump-crump of the explosions resounded like the echoes of a cowboy movie gunfight.


The Marines on the embassy roof stared dull-eyed as rows of South Vietnamese aircraft erupted in churning gouts of dirt, concrete, and steel. Suddenly Sullivan detected the hum of the heavier 130-millimeter shells accompanying the rocket fire. A moment later he saw an American C-130 cargo plane burst into flames midway between the munitions storage area north of the runways and the airport’s main terminal. He instinctively flinched and took a step backward.


“How many of us out there?”


Sullivan did not even turn. He recognized the sharp Boston accent of Corporal John Ghilain, his voice thick as chowder—Big Blond John, perhaps the strongest man in the outfit. Four days earlier a platoon of Marine infantrymen from the Seventh Fleet had choppered into the DAO compound to provide extra security for an evacuation everyone knew was coming. But Sullivan knew that by “us,” Ghilain meant MSGs.


“Seventeen,” he said. “Including the two newbies.”


Ghilain wiped his dripping forehead with his sleeve. “Jesus Lord,” he said.


The “newbies” or “snuffys”—young Marines of low rank—were Lance Corporal Darwin Judge and Corporal Charles McMahon, who had only recently been deployed to Saigon straight from the MSG School in Quantico, Virginia. The twenty-one-year-old McMahon, eleven days in-country, was particularly raw, and Ghilain had taken a special interest in him when he discovered that they were practically neighbors back home in Massachusetts. McMahon had grown up in Woburn, a blue-collar mill town north of Boston that had already lost twelve of its sons to Vietnam. Although Ghilain was only a few months older than McMahon, his plan was to mentor the new Marine on the ins and outs of Saigon to ensure that number never reached thirteen. But his pet project was scotched a mere twenty-four hours after McMahon’s arrival, when he and sixteen other MSGs, including the other new man, Judge, were transferred to the DAO to buttress the Fleet Marine presence.


Although loathe to let the others see it, the twenty-nine-year-old Sullivan was also worrying over the safety of the newbies. As the second-ranking noncommissioned officer in the detachment, it was his job to gauge each Marine’s strengths and weaknesses. Yet he had never gotten a feel for McMahon. He just hadn’t been around long enough. The eighteen-year-old Judge was a different story. The son of an Iowa mailman and looking every bit the part, Judge had been in Saigon seven weeks. On his second night in-country, he’d been posted to stand sentry as an adjunct to U.S. Ambassador Graham Martin’s six-man personal security unit, or PSU, at Martin’s residence on Dien Bien Phu Street, four blocks from the embassy. The next morning at chow, Sullivan had been corralled by Marine Staff Sergeant Dwight McDonald, a former MSG who had joined the ambassador’s PSU. McDonald said that Judge had asked him if he ever gets scared.


“Told him, damn right I do. Then gave him a pat on the back and told him to keep his head down.”


Sullivan had nodded and said nothing. The PSUs were a cocky bunch who looked down their noses at the embassy security guards. They dressed in civilian clothing, were allowed to let their hair grow over their collars, and were issued exotic automatic weapons such as Israeli Uzis. In addition, their multiple identification cards gave them nearly diplomatic privileges to roam freely all over the city and the surrounding countryside. To the MSGs, they projected an air of entitlement. Much of this, Sullivan suspected, had to do with the ambassador himself. The MSGs did not care for Martin. When he deigned to speak to them, or even acknowledge their existence for that matter, they found him off-putting and arrogant. But the Marines in his PSU were, by necessity, practically attached to the diplomat’s hip. They adored him.


Yet to Sullivan, what McDonald had told him made sense. The same question Judge had asked crept often enough through Sullivan’s mind, as well as: Why were we still here? In Sullivan’s case, the answer was difficult to articulate. The winding trail the wiry, red-headed bantam rooster had taken from the rail yards and logging camps of Washington State to a foreign city under siege had been an adventuresome journey. It had not been so long ago, after all, that he had been a kid himself trying to avoid any military service that involved combat in Vietnam. Yet now here he was, a gung-ho Marine, willing to lay down his life for a disintegrating regime he neither liked nor respected.


It would have been one thing, Sullivan reasoned, if America’s evacuation plan was all a ruse—if somewhere deep in the bowels of the Pentagon, the generals and admirals were planning a surprise invasion, an Inchon redux that would drive the North Vietnamese back across the Demilitarized Zone. But Sullivan was not a stupid man, and he knew this was not in the cards. Now, tonight, watching the NVA rockets sail over his head, thinking again about Judge and McMahon and the other MSGs out at the airport absorbing the bombardment, he simmered with anger. If we’re getting out, why wait until now? Why had we allowed our advantage, and our capability to do the job right, slip away? To Sullivan this entire evacuation was simply a train wreck waiting to happen. And American Marines were standing on the tracks.


In his mind’s eye, he pictured the tow-headed Judge with his piercing smile, and the long, gangly McMahon, the corners of his mouth still scarred from teenage acne. He tried to convince himself that they could fend for themselves. After all, they would not have been selected for the MSG battalion had they not had their wits about them. Marines had been protecting U.S. embassies and consulates since 1949, and the embassy guards were the elite of the Corps. Plucked from the top of their units and taught to handle situations as diverse as table etiquette and hand-to-hand combat, they were all smart men who knew how to think on their feet. Nonetheless, Sullivan had called in enough artillery strikes, much like the one now lighting up Tan Son Nhut Airport, to realize that incoming rockets played no favorites.


He wondered, not for the first time, if it had been a mistake to keep his conversation with the PSU McDonald to himself. He had never mentioned Judge’s apprehensions to his immediate superior, Master Sergeant Juan Valdez. He and Valdez were the only two noncoms among the detachment who had served and fought during the war—the only two who had personally seen how a single strand of fear could steal a man’s life.


“Like a light show out there, eh?”


Sullivan started at the voice. Valdez was standing beside him at the edge of the roof, the barrel of his M-16 rifle, its safety on, flush with the seam of his right pants leg. The gun looked like a child’s toy in his huge hands. Sullivan had never heard him coming.


“Like old times,” Sullivan said.





Two



Juan J. Valdez, the thirty-seven-year-old noncommissioned officer in charge, or NCOIC, of the Saigon MSGs, had been furious when Judge and McMahon were shipped into Saigon so late in the game. A notoriously understated Marine, Valdez had nonetheless griped loud and long to the MSG company commander, Major Jim Kean, about having to baby-sit a couple of newbies in the midst of . . . well, Valdez was also a religious man and did not like to curse, no matter how often the word clusterfuck crossed his mind.


“We have all we can do getting ready for the evac, and they’re still sending kids over who don’t have a clue about the operation,” he told Kean when the major had flown in from the MSG company’s Hong Kong headquarters a few days earlier. “I asked Battalion back in March not to ship anyone else over. Said they’d just get in the way, and I couldn’t spare extra men to show them the ropes. They ignored me.”


Kean understood and was more than a little sympathetic. He too saw no reason to be adding a trickle of inexperienced men to an already lost cause. If they were going to continue sending Marines to Vietnam, in Kean’s opinion, they should have made it a couple of fighting divisions. The major also had a great deal of respect for his “Top,” Master Sergeant Valdez, and the quiet authority he brought to his job. If Valdez said something was a mistake, then it was a mistake. But in his fourteen years in uniform, Kean had witnessed plenty of mistakes, some of which had cost men their lives. As much as he loved the Corps, he understood that it was not perfect. So as Valdez paced smartly before him—low-centered, irrefutable—he’d allowed the NCOIC to vent, all the while, and once again, taking the measure of the man.


Valdez, a twenty-year veteran, stood a trim six feet tall, his 190 pounds as hard as a sandbag. Despite his bulk, he moved with a pantherish grace, and though innately gentle and retiring—an odd combination to find in a Marine master sergeant, now that Kean thought about it—when angered he could be menacing and gruff, his deep baritone voice hardening into a snarl and his cleft chin, large enough to grind stumps, jutting into the next county. He wore a jet-black mustache, as thick as a fruit bat and the envy of every young Marine in the outfit who had yet to start shaving. In his teens, Valdez had boxed as an amateur in his home town of San Antonio, Texas, and his time in the ring had left him with a cantilevered brow and flattened nose that Kean felt lent him the air of a man who had been run over by a tank and not fully reassembled.


Which was nearly true. Ten years earlier, Valdez had landed on a Vietnamese beachhead as the sergeant in command of a Marine amphibious transport craft, or AMTRAC, platoon. He’d served eighteen months in the bush at the height of the war, leading his forty-ton vehicles through hot spots from Da Nang to Chu Lai and points in between. Like Kean, who had seen his share of jungle fighting, Valdez knew well that men without proper training too often risked becoming dead men walking.


He remembered one inexperienced boy in particular, an AMTRAC driver just transferred into his platoon. One night, after they’d “swam” their vehicles ashore following a report of VC activity, the kid’s tractor ran over a mine, rolled over, and sank into an NVA tunnel. It turned out to be a huge, underground field hospital, and the AMTRAC just disappeared from sight. Before anyone in the outfit could reach him, the young Marine had panicked and crawled out through the hatch—exactly what Valdez would have taught him not to do if only he had the time to train him. Wounded enemy soldiers sat up in their cots and riddled him with bullets.


Valdez put the thought out of his mind. Like Sullivan, he told himself that Judge and McMahon were trained MSGs, schooled too well to do anything so foolish.


Valdez had transferred into Saigon from the Budapest Embassy the previous September and did not talk much about past combat. But he never demanded that a Marine perform any task that he wouldn’t do himself, and word spread among the detachment that he had seen hard action. The nickname that the men gave him was the Quiet Man. Kean had done his homework on his top sergeant; he had learned that Valdez’s battle résumé and ramrod physical presence belied a tender heart. Valdez was an animal lover who could not pass a stray dog without wanting to adopt it, and as a Seventh Day Adventist, he did not countenance rodeos or horse racing or even the circus because of what he felt was their exploitation of God’s lesser creatures. Once, as they’d watched Olympic highlights together over the Armed Forces Television Network, Kean did a double-take when Valdez confessed that his two favorite sports were gymnastics and ice skating. And the big NCOIC also had a weakness for syrupy Sinatra ballads and the schmaltzy black-and-white television fare of his youth such as Father Knows Best and The Andy Griffith Show. Knowing all this, it was not hard for Kean to appreciate Valdez’s mother hen tendencies, particularly toward the youngsters Judge and McMahon. Hell, Judge even looked a little like the television character Opie.


“Do the best you can with them, Top,” Kean said when Valdez had finished his rant. “Just try to keep them out of the shit.”


To that end, Valdez had already opted to assign the new men to the small squad of MSGs headed to Dodge City to assist with the refugee stack-up. It was not an easy decision, but someone had to go. The terms of the year-old Paris Accords had by the middle of 1974 limited the number of armed U.S. military personnel in South Vietnam to fifty, exempting the embassy MSGs. In a Rube Goldberg–esque adherence to this decree, the platoon of Fleet Marines recently flown into the airport had left the helicopters dressed as civilians, in leisure suits no less, concealing their uniforms and weapons in bulky green duffel bags. Valdez had rolled his eyes. Forty young, military-aged men in buzz cuts wearing mufti. As if that was going to fool Charlie.


Yet despite this influx of firepower, the U.S. State Department still deemed security at Tan Son Nhut lacking, and ten days earlier, Ambassador Martin had specifically requested that Valdez supplement it with a squad of MSGs. The MSGs often worked posts at the DAO, and Martin reasoned that they were more familiar with the lay of the land. But Valdez sensed immediately that obeying Martin’s request and splitting his command so near to the end was lunacy.


“They’ll never make it back through the chaos come time to bug out,” he told Kean. “And what if we have to fight? When it hits the fan, they’ll be stranded out there T.U.” Tits Up. “Doesn’t anybody around here remember Da Nang?”


Kean knew the “Top” was right. But he also recognized that what was occurring in South Vietnam, in Saigon, was no longer America’s war. It was a civil war the South was destined to lose. Kean walked a tightrope: his job was to protect American interests while keeping his young Marines as far away from the cross fire as duty allowed. Making his position more difficult was the fact that unlike any other unit in the United States Marine Corps chain of command, MSG detachments around the world reported exclusively to, and took their orders from, the U.S. State Department.


This meant that Valdez, and now Kean, were technically under the supervision of a civilian named Marvin Garrett, whom State had appointed as the embassy’s regional security officer. From the moment he’d been interviewed by the RSO on his arrival seven months earlier, Valdez had considered the pink-faced Garrett a blister of a man, his personality unencumbered with charisma. He had also come to suspect, not without reason, that Garrett was incompetent. He’d kept that opinion to himself when Kean arrived and asked about Garrett. Valdez had merely warned the major, “Smiles like he just closed an orphanage. Just reason with him, drives him crazy.” He’d read that line somewhere, and always liked it.


Kean understood. He nonetheless had to deal with the fiction of Garrett’s authority as best he could. Which is why, after conferring with Valdez, he’d asked Garrett to accompany him to the office of Wolfgang Lehmann to plead his case against dividing his MSG detachment.


Lehmann, whose family had fled Germany and the Nazis when he was thirteen years old, was the embassy’s deputy chief of mission, Ambassador Martin’s number two, and a skilled bureaucratic infighter with a reputation for carrying out Martin’s more furtive orders with a stiletto as opposed to a hatchet. When Kean entered his third-floor office, a blue fug of cigarette smoke hung over the room, and despite the whirring air-conditioner, it smelled like the inside of a powder magazine. The Marine major made his case. Lehman acted commiserative but could not help.


“If State wants MSGs at the airport, they get MSGs at the airport,” he said with a shrug. Like nearly every other diplomat Kean had ever met, Lehmann seemed to speak in italics. As Kean turned to leave, Lehmann added, “Don’t worry, Major; they’re Marines. They’ll be okay.”


Kean frowned at the civilian’s insouciance. His men were Marines, all right, but as tight as new boots. Hours later, when Valdez handed him a list of the sixteen MSGs peeled off for the DAO posting, he pulled out his duty roster and compared the names on the transfer orders to their length of service in Saigon. Valdez had done as he had asked: they were predominantly the men with the least experience in-country. He wanted his most savvy Marines here at the embassy. The major found a telephone and called the DAO. He was looking for an old colleague, a colonel he knew from Marine Corps headquarters in Quantico who was now billeted at Dodge City as a military liaison to the South Vietnamese Marine Corps.


“I need a favor,” Kean said when he got him on the line. “Keep an eye on my kids for me. Make sure they don’t slip through the cracks come time to evac. I know for a fact there is no way they’re going to be able to get across town when this thing blows. Hell, we’re just trying to best-guess everything here as it is.”


The colonel promised to look after Kean’s “kids,” and in the meanwhile Valdez tapped a tough and cocky gunnery sergeant named Vasco Martin to command the DAO-bound squad. Martin himself had arrived in-country only two weeks previous, en route to become NCOIC of the Da Nang MSG deployment that no longer existed. Valdez tried mightily to rationalize his decision. After all, he told himself, Major Kean had directed him to keep the new troops out of harm’s way, and the DAO might be the safest place in Saigon at the moment. If the North Vietnamese truly wanted every last American out of the city—“the enemy’s last den,” Ho Chi Minh had famously called it—there was no way in hell they’d be stupid enough to bomb the airport.





Three



The thirty-three-year-old Jim Kean was what the Marines called a “Mustang,” an enlisted man who had been promoted through the ranks to officer and thus carried a worldview from the mud as well as the saddle. Two weeks earlier, as the situation in South Vietnam deteriorated faster than anyone in Washington had expected, he’d arrived in Saigon from Hong Kong to oversee America’s withdrawal from the embassy, the last sliver of U.S. territory in Vietnam.


It was Kean’s third trip to Saigon as commanding officer of Company C, a post that also included oversight of the MSG detachments across a broad swath of Asia. But the Saigon MSG detachment was the largest and most important in the world, and Kean was cognizant of the legacy he had been sent to sever—a legacy that stretched to the Corps’ first amphibious landing near Da Nang a decade earlier.


At that time, when Marines came ashore on Da Nang’s Red Beach in March 1965, Kean had been a $200-a-month “punk corporal” planning to elope to Reno, Nevada, with the former Rosanne Sorci, the daughter of an Italian-American fisherman from Monterey, California, he had met two months earlier. Eighteen months later, after successfully completing Officer Candidate School, he became one of them: a green second lieutenant—a “Butterbar” in Marine slang—trekking through the bush as an artillery forward observer for Delta Company of the 1st Battalion of the 7th Regiment of the renowned “Old Breed,” the 1st Marine Division. The experience was simultaneously the greatest, the saddest, and the most terrifying adventure of his life. It was also nothing like what his dad had ever described.


The Keans were the progeny of a clan of hard-drinking and hard-fighting Scots-Irish who had emigrated to western Pennsylvania’s steel country a century earlier and found jobs in the Carnegie mills. World War II broke the generational chain, and Kean’s father, Donald, landed on Guadalcanal as a Navy Seabee in 1942, and two years later fought in southern France. Donald Kean went on to become one of the Navy’s first frogmen, and his war stories held his oldest son, Jim, in thrall. Kean once wrote to his bride, “The drama of war was emblazoned in my mind forever through my focus on my father.”


When Donald Kean chose to make the Navy a career, he moved his wife, Elizabeth, and five-year-old Jim to San Diego. Although Jim Kean was to return to visit his Pennsylvania relatives often throughout his lifetime, the winter bone-chill and smoky haze that overlay the rugged Allegheny hill country was forever supplanted in his mind by the smells of southern California’s orange blossoms, honeysuckle, eucalyptus, and portulaca—as well as the constant sight of squared-away Marines in their sharp dress-blue uniforms entering and exiting nearby Camp Pendleton.


Though in time the Kean family was again on the road—Donald Kean’s Navy deployments took him from New Orleans to Alaska and points in between—the electric memory of those Camp Pendleton Marines never left young Jim. After graduating from high school in Alameda, California, and attempting a brief, if futile, one-semester foray through college, he walked into the Marine recruiting office in Santa Barbara in 1961 and enlisted. Throughout his childhood, perhaps because of the family’s frequent moves, he had always been a loner and rarely a joiner. But he considered this the best decision of his life.


Never much for book work, he had sailed through Encinal High as a star baseball athlete on a team that fielded three future major leaguers, including Hall of Famer Willie Stargell. But once in the Corps, Kean discovered in himself an aptitude for languages and, of all things, mathematics. He combined these skills to carve out a military niche in both Russian language studies and artillery training. He re-upped for a second four-year hitch and was sent to Vietnam in summer 1966. On one of his first reconnaissance patrols, he was cutting through a hedgerow with a dog trainer by his side when the dog triggered a booby trap. The explosion killed the dog and blew the trainer’s severed hand into Kean’s chest. “It happened so fast I didn’t even puke,” he wrote afterward.


As a young Marine back in the States, Kean had listened to the war stories told by the crusty veterans of World War II with an envy bordering on relish. He envisioned his Vietnam deployment in the same heroic terms, much like the violent old Irish sagas his grandfather and older uncles told—where good men always prevailed and the enemy was nameless, faceless, and dead. The booby trap incident was his initiation into the realities of war.


A month after the severed-hand incident, he contracted a severe case of dysentery and lost twenty pounds. After his recovery, Kean returned to his field artillery unit near Chu Lai and, feeling homesick, received permission to borrow a Jeep and visit his best friend from Basic School back in Quantico, another young Marine lieutenant named Sandy Kempner. Kempner was stationed only ten miles away, but the muddy slog across the only dirt road connecting the two outposts took Kean most of the morning. When he arrived, he was informed that Kempner had been critically wounded hours earlier when his convoy rolled over a minefield, and he had died of shock before he could be medevaced out. Kean was devastated. By this time in his deployment tour, he had seen men die before, but not someone so close to him.


On November 24, 1966, it was nearly Kean’s turn. His unit had just off-loaded onto a hot landing zone when the Marine next to him stepped on a mine. The Marine lost his leg, and Kean was knocked unconscious by flying shrapnel. Flown to a field hospital in Chu Lai, he awoke with a severe case of amnesia. For five days he could not remember who he was, where he was, and why he was there. On the sixth day he awoke to a vision of his wife, Rosanne, and thereafter his memory gradually returned. He was back with Delta Company in time for Christmas.


Two months later, in February 1967, he added a Bronze Star to his Purple Heart when he returned to the scene of an ambush to rescue a wounded Marine inadvertently left behind after the firefight. But any such heroics—and he didn’t think he had done anything any other Marine wouldn’t do—were not what lingered in the recess of his mind about the incident. Instead, the exchange he had with his radio operator during the heat of the firefight was the story he came away with and loved to repeat over cocktails.


His platoon was pinned down atop an elevated causeway, several of his men were wounded, and Kean ordered everyone hunkered down to await the artillery fire he’d called in on the enemy positions. He then turned to his radio operator and jokingly hollered to the man to extend the device’s long FM whip antenna in order to draw fire toward the radio and away from Kean. Whether the radio operator knew Kean was employing his morbid sense of humor or not, Kean found his response priceless: “Sir, fuck you, sir.”


When he made it back to his base, he was informed that he was the father of a baby girl. He and Rosanne named their daughter Paige.


It was with mixed feelings that Kean departed Vietnam in fall 1967. He was anxious to see his new daughter, but he was also leaving good men and good friends behind. He recognized that America’s war aims were far from being fulfilled, and he felt that if anyone could help secure victory, it was experienced soldiers such as himself. But the Marines had other plans for him.


Promoted to captain and serving as a Special Courts Martial Officer in San Diego, he fought through his restlessness by supplementing his Russian language expertise with courses in Mandarin Chinese. Much to his wife’s dismay—the Keans were by now also the proud parents of Paige’s younger brother, Edward Michael—Kean finagled a deployment back to Da Nang in 1970, first as a translator and POW interrogator and, later, as an artillery officer attached to a flattened hilltop shorn of vegetation, named Fire Support Base Ryder, southwest of the city. It was there, while riding shotgun in a reconnaissance helicopter, that he was hit in the butt by a sniper and earned his second Purple Heart. He was embarrassed by the location of his wound—“more holes in his ass than originally issued”—and at a small party after the award ceremony, his friends surreptitiously situated the commendation so that the medal was under the ribbon of the Purple Heart and thus the “cheeks” were down.


With the Marine drawdown from South Vietnam in full swing by 1971—the war was the Army’s to win or lose now—Kean began a kinetic journey through the Corps that included Asian Studies courses and Amphibious Warfare School. He wasn’t sure where his future lay when, two years later, he was offered a job as the executive officer, the second-in-command, of Company C in Hong Kong. He jumped at it so quickly he volunteered to swim over. He moved his family to Hong Kong, where a second Kean daughter, Pamela Anne, was born, and settled into a routine of military diplomacy and travel on embassy and consulate inspection tours.


At the time, Company C oversaw MSG detachments at twenty-three embassies and various consulates, ranging from the Indian subcontinent to Beijing to Tokyo. The travel informed Kean as both a man and a Marine officer. Because of his security clearance, he sailed through a cryptic, alien world. Conversations with local political officials, CIA operatives, and U.S. State Department employees allowed him to gain a much broader perspective about what was the truth behind the headlines coming out of Asia. The prognosis for South Vietnam was grim.


From his new posting, he also followed the progress of the Paris Peace Talks with a chary eye. He felt Henry Kissinger had been fleeced by North Vietnamese Foreign Minister Le Duc Tho, and it hadn’t surprised him when South Vietnam President Nguyen Van Thieu had to be pressured to sign off on the document. Thieu might have been corrupt to the marrow, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew that the United States was now free to abandon his country. Kean also recognized that the psychological effect on the South Vietnamese was almost as devastating as the physical reality.


When a solemn President Nixon promised to prosecute any cease-fire violations by Hanoi, Kean had almost believed him. Perhaps, he thought, Nixon even believed it himself—until he was forced to resign in August 1974 over the Watergate scandal. When Congress cut the new President Ford’s legs out from under him by slashing the Pentagon’s Vietnam budget by two-thirds, Kean considered it the final stab. The enactment of a subsequent bill that prohibited the use of U.S. military force “in or over Indochina” was, in the major’s view, Washington’s way of twisting the knife. It was the word over that caught his eye.


The Americans had reconfigured South Vietnam’s armed forces in their mirror image in terms of organization, logistics, and even maintenance. The one thing they could not provide for them was an effective air force. Unlike in 1972, when Hanoi’s full-bore spring offensive had been beaten back by Operation Linebacker, the first sustained B-52 bombing of North Vietnam by the United States in four years, this new congressional bill meant the end of U.S. air support.


In the summer of 1974, Kean took over Company C—at about the same time Hanoi began rearming and refurbishing the more than 130,000 soldiers, Russian-made tanks, and untold pieces of heavy artillery a controversial clause in the Paris Accords had allowed the North to keep in South Vietnam. Simultaneously, North Vietnamese work crews began construction on a network of roads to enable those troops to shift rapidly from sector to sector. When these acts of belligerence drew no U.S. reprisals, despite Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger’s congressional testimony that Hanoi was breaking the Paris Peace Accords, North Vietnam’s Defense Minister General Vo Nguyen Giap and his chief military commander, General Van Tien Dung, realized that America’s response was all motion without action.


In December 1974, Kean made his second trip to Saigon to introduce himself to Sergeant Valdez and inspect the troops. “Adult supervision,” the MSGs called it. They saw an officer only twice a year.


Kean took to Valdez from the moment they met and shook hands; he noted that Valdez’s grip was like a hickory stick covered with sandpaper. The feeling was mutual. Valdez and a few of the MSGs had arranged a small welcoming party in one of the topless bars on Tu Do Street, but the major had shown no inclination to partake of the women. Instead, he drank each one of his Marines under the table. The next morning, looking no worse for wear, Kean warned his NCOIC that Dung’s armies would not wait long before making an all-out sprint to Saigon: “With Nixon gone, all bets are off. I’m guessing a spring offensive. Almost worked for them last time.”


To Valdez’s questioning looks, Kean could offer nothing beyond the suggestion that the top sergeant ramp up weapons training as well as trips to the target range. He sensed that Valdez was underwhelmed by the directive. Three months later, not long after Kean’s promotion to major, the dominos began to topple.


Reading the classified reports of the Communist surge south through Da Nang and the coastal provinces, Kean felt a particular throb in his gut when he saw the ease with which the North Vietnamese had driven ARVN units from his old hilltop artillery camp, Fire Support Base Ryder. Not a single shot had been fired. He recalled, with a little bitterness, his carefree days as a Marine grunt yearning to be deployed to that hilltop artillery redoubt. Now the major was a man whose fire had been banked to an ember, but an ember carefully tended as he watched the destruction of a country he had seen so many young men die for. He couldn’t quite articulate what bothered him more: the nearly 58,000 wasted American lives or the fact that here, today, his beloved Marine Corps was in retreat. He wondered, How could this be?





Four



One of Jim Kean’s first orders on landing in Saigon was to abandon the Marine House on Hong Thap Tu Street, a converted hotel less than a mile from the embassy where the MSGs were billeted. The Marine House had been officially designated Marshall Hall in honor of an embassy guard, Corporal James Marshall, who had been killed during the 1968 Tet Offensive, and the Saigon MSGs had lived on Hong Thap Tu Street since 1969. Leaving it was a clear signal to all that the “bug out” was close.


It was not without sadness that Master Sergeant Valdez and Staff Sergeant Sullivan ordered the detachment to inventory and pack up all of its weapons and military-issue gear in large wooden crates and truck them to the embassy compound. The men were also allowed to take whatever personal belongings they could stuff into a single duffel bag, and as they filled their rucksacks, they moved at a desultory pace, stopping often to swap stories: about the time one MSG had scaled the outside of the locked building to sneak in an unconscious French hooker draped over his shoulders; about the marathon poker games; about the rowdy barbecues and fish fries they’d hosted on the roof. On their way out, the MSGs plied their longtime Vietnamese cooks, housekeepers, and drivers with gifts and thick wads of piasters. Sullivan made sure they also received whatever was left of the liquor from the fourth-floor bar after his Marines had combed through it.


“Don’t want it going to some ComSymp,” he told Valdez.


The NCOIC laughed. Half the Marine House staff probably fell into the category of Communist sympathizers.


Late in the afternoon, Valdez paced the sidewalk outside Marine House as the last of the boxes and bags were loaded onto trucks. Above him, the last flecks of the fading day mottled the twin spires of the Notre Dame Basilica, the great red-brick cathedral erected by the French. Streams of traffic merged and hooted and swirled along Hong Thap Tu Street as a few of the MSGs jotted stateside addresses for the local help should they manage to make it out. That no one truly believed this possible only added to their general gloom.


And then they were gone. Valdez stood alone before the empty building. He felt that he should make a gesture, perhaps salute, like they would in the Hollywood movies. Instead he turned, jumped into his Jeep, and drove away.


The Marines stowed their personal gear in a corner of the now abandoned canteen in the embassy’s combined recreation area, or CRA, separated from the Chancery, the compound’s main building, by a low wall, and spread their sleeping bags in the swimming pool dressing room on cots hauled up from a basement storeroom. On nights when it didn’t rain, they carried the cots to the building’s roof and slept under the stars. Kean, Valdez, and Sullivan found space in the Chancery itself, along the narrow hallways, in near-empty storerooms—wherever they could find an empty piece of floor. Valdez commandeered a small guard’s office near the lobby elevators to use as an office.


Kean realized that the move was as symbolic to his Marines as it was to the Vietnamese, North and South, who surveilled them constantly. In the confusion and anarchy of these final days, the city had become a swamp of rumors and half-truths, and his men were not immune to them. There was already talk among the MSGs that the Communists had slaughtered every male over the age of twelve when they’d captured Da Nang. Kean knew this was not true, and he was determined to confront the hearsay head-on when he summoned Valdez the morning after they’d abandoned Marshall Hall. The straight dope wasn’t much more comforting, but at least it was the straight dope.


“Men secure, Top?”


Valdez nodded.


“You, too?”


“I’m out.”


Although Valdez kept a room at the Marine House, as the NCOIC he was also allowed to maintain separate quarters in a rented home closer to the embassy on Gia Long Street. He had lived there with his Vietnamese girlfriend, and after helping to secure her an exit visa, he had crammed all his personal belongings into a battered old steamer trunk and arranged for it to be shipped to the city’s Newport Pier, on the Saigon River. There, barges leased to American contractors were supposed to be ferrying material out to the Seventh Fleet. The trunk contained all his memories from Budapest: personal photographs, a beautiful traditional Hungarian porcelain sword, a hand-embroidered arras depicting the sixteenth-century Ottoman siege. When he had locked up his home on Gia Long Street, the trunk was still sitting in the foyer. He knew he would never see it again.


“What have you told the men?” Kean said.


Valdez’s shoulders shrugged ever so slightly. “Since the Highlands fell, Sullivan and me been pulling them together in small groups, reminding them to keep everything buttoned up. Since Da Nang and Phnom Penh, well, not much to say.” The Cambodian capital had been captured by the Khmer Rouge on April 12.


“They know the shit’s coming. Can’t hide it. Refugee lines out the door and ’round the block every morning, longer each day. All the papa-sans trying to get in here to exchange piasters for dollars. Hell, the hookers downtown know more than we do. Still, we’re taking the squad leaders aside all the time just to drill it in. You hear about Lehmann?”


Valdez nodded. The deputy chief of mission had been quoted the day before on Armed Forces Radio declaring, “Militarily, the North Vietnamese do not have the capability of launching an offensive against Saigon.”


“That’s bullshit, of course,” Kean said. “General assembly tomorrow morning. Third-floor conference room.”


Valdez shot him a questioning look. Who would man the posts? “All of them?” he said.


Kean smiled at his mistake. “Two assemblies, then,” he said. “First one, an hour before shift break. Get half in. Then after shift break, the other half.”


Kean added one more thing. “All liberty cancelled, Top. From now on, nobody leaves the compound except on official business.”


At 8 A.M. the next morning, thirty-odd drowsy MSGs straggled into the large conference room adjacent to Ambassador Martin’s office. The air-conditioning, powered by generators, was on full blast. It lent the atmosphere the clammy feel of a morgue. A moment later, Kean entered with an unfamiliar man wearing a tropical bush jacket, khakis, and desert boots. The major introduced the civilian as Frank Snepp, a long-time Saigon-based CIA operative.


“We could be looking at an Alamo situation here,” Kean told the Marines. They all laughed. It died down quickly when the major did not smile. “I’ve asked Frank to give you the SitRep.”


Snepp, worldly and confident, ambled to the front of the conference room, ran a hand through his thick, wavy brown hair, and opened a small notebook. He wasted no time getting to the heart of his situation report.


“Saigon is now encircled by at least ten, and probably fifteen, NVA divisions,” he said. “Between 100,000 and 150,000 professional, battle-hardened soldiers. They outnumber the ARVNs three to one. They will not wait much longer for us to leave voluntarily.”


Snepp paused to let the image sink in. He was describing ants picking a carcass clean, and the MSGs knew it. Then: “Another thing: a significant number of VC cadres and NVA forward artillery observers have already infiltrated the city.”


This was no secret. The Marines knew that small, mobile flying squads of Vietcong had been roaming Saigon for months, if not years, to say nothing of the Communist sympathizers. A few weeks earlier, three MSGs—Corporal Ghilain, Corporal Steve Schuller, and Corporal Stephen Bauer—were returning to the Marine House from a night on the town when they’d paid off three cyclo-rickshaw drivers to let them stage a race. Ghilain ran his rickshaw into a wall, and when it tipped over, a cache of rifles and revolvers spilled out from under the seat. Fucking Cong. The rickshaw drivers all took off—the Marines were in no condition to chase after them—as the MSGs cursed and laughed.


Moreover, each night Valdez posted MSGs to the ambassador’s residence to reinforce Martin’s PSU, and each morning these men would return and detail for him the firefights they’d overheard, and sometimes witnessed, from the guard tower. Skirmishes between the VC and ARVN units had become commonplace in the huge cemetery across from the ambassador’s front gates, and Valdez could only marvel over the fact that there remained any South Vietnamese soldiers still willing to engage the enemy. He had issued an across-the-board order that no MSG was to fire his weapon unless fired on, but he also knew that his frustrated young Marines, juiced on adrenaline and squatting helplessly behind sandbags, were itching to join the fight.


Now the CIA man, Snepp, brought the MSGs up short with the latest bit of intelligence: “Some of these NVA infiltrators have been apprehended wearing South Vietnamese army and police uniforms.”


The MSGs exchanged glances. They worked side by side every day with the Vietnam National Police, the Canh Sat who had been nicknamed the “White Mice” by the Americans for their white gloves and the white stripes and large white precinct numerals on their helmets. The White Mice even patrolled the outside perimeter of the embassy.


As Snepp broke down the NVA divisions by the latest estimates of their strength and locations, Kean studied the faces of his men. In the days since his arrival, he had traversed Saigon often enough to sense the physical and emotional fatigue permeating the besieged city. Gone were the legions of strollers out for their evening faire le promenade through the town’s grand boulevards; in their places trudged a small army of invalid war veterans—legless, armless, scarred by napalm, begging alms with tin cups. On his previous visits, he had been seduced and charmed by the fragile beauty of the Vietnamese people—particularly the women, whom he found brisk rather than chic in their flowery, form-fitting ao dais beneath bright parasols—and the sensuousness of their culture. But now a pall lay over the cafés and bars, the backstreet shrines and temples—what the local French had taken to calling le petit mort. The little death.


It was not, however, figurative deaths that made him anxious. It was the very possibility of the real thing. For despite the diplomatic dance about negotiations and last-minute cease-fires, he had studied the North Vietnamese well enough to understand them. He felt that once they had advanced this far, they had no intention of stopping. Frank Snepp said they had ten to fifteen divisions. Jim Kean had sixty-two Marines.


When Snepp finished speaking, he called for questions. The young Marines squirmed in their chairs, and then Kean saw a hand shoot up in the back. It belonged to Corporal Stephen Bauer, a handsome, dark-haired twenty year old who had transferred in six months earlier from his posting in Vienna. Bauer had been brought up short on his first day in-country when Valdez issued him a loaded M-16 rifle with an extra magazine and casually told him not to lose it. In Austria, the embassy security guards were unarmed most of the time. But here, Bauer soon learned, “regs” were a bit looser.
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