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In memory of the unknown trooper who wrote these words on a scrap of paper at a premission briefing before his LRRP team’s insertion into Laos, from which he never returned:

I see as the eagle, clear and all

I listen as the deer, alert, head cocked

I think as the snake, unblinking, silent

I walk as the panther, soft and sinuous

I crouch as the lion, ready and muscled

I kill as the mongoose, swift and sure

I die like a man

I am Mike Force

NKP/CCN

5th SPF


This book is humbly dedicated to all FACs who flew the skies of Southeast Asia during the war in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia—especially to those of the 23rd TASS stationed at Nakon Phanom Royal Thai Air Base, Thailand, and to our groundcrews who kept us in the air.

It is also dedicated to the pilots and groundcrews of the Nimrods, Sandys, Candlesticks, Hobos, Knives, and Jollys, who, under the most difficult of conditions, assisted me in our mutual service to our country.

Last, but not least, it is dedicated to those who will remain in Southeast Asia forever. May God always look after these heroes’ souls who did not come home.

I give thanks to the guardian angel who rode with me through the terror, chaos, and hell of Southeast Asia on The Trail.
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Preface




 

Webster’s International Dictionary, 2nd edition, defines the word narration as “an act of telling or relating the particulars of an occurrence, or course of events. That which is related: a story.”

This is my story, a story of becoming an Air Force forward air controller (FAC). The events I recount are but a few of the combat missions I flew in the skies over Laos, North Vietnam, and South Vietnam in support of U.S. and allied military forces against the North Vietnamese, the Viet Cong, and the Pathet Lao during 1968 and 1969. I flew 229 sorties: 42 in South Vietnam, 21 in North Vietnam, and 166 in Laos. The missions in North Vietnam were flown in support of the 5th Special Forces, MACV-SOG. They, as well as all the missions in Laos, were top secret.

Laos was a land of inhospitable factions, political turmoil, armed insurrection, and invasion by another country. It was an extremely dangerous place to be. Like the tigers that walked its green jungles and misty karst mountains, it would consume the careless and unwary without so much as a hiccup. I unwittingly threw myself into this arena of mystery, secrecy, and danger when I volunteered to become a SCAR FAC. If I were young again, I’d do it all over.

I freely admit that I found myself as I flew the skies of Southeast Asia. I found my limitations, my abilities, my weaknesses, my strengths, and I found a belief in God I had never had before. As missions and events unfolded, I became strongly convinced that a guardian angel had attached herself to me to guide and protect me—from myself perhaps—to whisper to me as I flew, to keep me right-side-up.

I also freely admit that, flying my O-2 under the call sign of Nail 31, I came to believe I had a hunting license for an unlimited bag limit. I grew hard, and harder, as I witnessed what the enemy did to our people and their own people. I eventually reached the point where I relished the arrival of fighter-bombers who expended their munitions on the enemy at my call. I grew cold as stone and saw what I did the same way a guy back home might view catching the bus and going to work. Many of us had business cards printed up. At first it was a joke, but after three of my buddies—FAC Captains Bob Rex and Don Luna and my Special Forces covey rider, Sgt. Timothy Walters—were killed, I passed my cards out freely.

Having trouble with hostile neighbors? Need a change?

Call Nail 31, 23rd TASS.

Killing is my Business. Business is good.

Have O-2. Will travel.

Business had been good—too good—and each day saw me and the enemy’s AAA guns in a pissing contest with each other. I won each match, but I came to realize that, like in the Old West, sooner or later a faster gun comes along. My guardian angel began to whisper to me more and more, and one day, as I headed out on a MACV-SOG mission, I stopped in the little chapel set up there in the intelligence building. I knelt in my tiger stripes, laid my Swedish K submachine gun down beside me, and spoke to my angel. I promised that if I came back from this one, I’d quit the insanity.

The missions were very dangerous. It had gotten to the point where the NVA knew where our LZs were. Some 70,000 NVA troops were positioned along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. If they caught us, there was no doubt that they’d kill us. I’d been in Southeast Asia since 1968; it was now April 1969, and I felt as though my luck was wearing thin. We had lost eighty-six aircraft in six months, and with two months to go on my tour, I took myself off day flights and became a night fighter until my last flight on June 22, 1969.

When I first came to Thailand and began flying into Laos and North Vietnam, I saw several very old maps of Indochina. Great expanses of territory were labeled “Here There Are Tigers.” To the Orientals, a tiger was a demon, both feared and revered. That described Laos for me—beautiful as well as deadly.

The names in this book—except for those of Capt. Bob Rex, Capt. Don Luna, Sgt. Timothy Walters, and several photo subjects—are fictional and have no real-life connection to the events described. Call signs have also been changed, except the author’s.
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Any man who goes to war and says he is not afraid is a liar. Any man who goes to war and doesn’t realize why he is there is a fool. And any man who goes to war wanting to is an idiot. Those of us who flew and fought in the unpopular war in Southeast Asia were not there by choice. We would certainly much rather have been at home with our loved ones. But it was our duty to go—our duty to our country, to ourselves, to freedom.

We were trying to halt the spreading of the cancer of communism across Indochina. None of us was a mercenary or had a particular axe to grind. We were simply professional airmen serving our nation the best we knew how. Our job was to fly in a hostile environment and kill the enemy, though sometimes it was difficult to tell who the enemy was. There were no legions lined up on opposite sides of a field. Often, there weren’t even uniforms on either side. My own “uniform” carried no name, patches, or country markings; my planes had no markings except for the last three digits of its serial number.

The war in Southeast Asia was weird and unorthodox. It was a war of shadows, of confused rules, of political bickerings, of secrecy. Decisions about its conduct were often made far removed from the people it affected the most: the peoples of North and South Vietnam, of Laos and Cambodia. They knew nothing of communism. They wanted only to be left alone to live their lives as they had done for thousands of years. The communist masterminds saw them as putty to be molded to suit their needs, starting in South Vietnam and spreading to Laos and Cambodia and beyond. Many of these people resisted the communists and joined the efforts of the U.S. in fighting them.

Laos was supposed to be a neutral country, but in reality, it was dominated by the Pathet Lao guerrilla forces, assisted by the regular North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Minh, who were using Laos as a supply route to transport war materiel from North Vietnam to South Vietnam. They accomplished this using the Ho Chi Minh Trail, a network of trails and roads that paralleled the border of both Vietnams. Those of us who flew in Laos were tasked with preventing these supplies from reaching South Vietnam.

Had we pilots been left alone by Washington—specifically Lyndon Johnson and Robert McNamara—we could have ended the entire war in one week, but the rules of the game prevented us from doing so. We saw the ships in the harbors, the trucks coming into North Vietnam, the boats streaming into the ports of Cambodia through the Gulf of Thailand. But we could not strike. Instead, we poked and probed. We shot at the enemy here, burned him there, and then retreated, allowing him to regain his strength so we could fight him again the next day.

Under the rules of engagement in Southeast Asia, we were permitted to use our guns and rockets on uniformed NVA troops and to drop fragmentation bombs on them day or night, provided they were not in a village. Napalm could not be used during the day unless friendlies were engaged in direct battle with the enemy. At night, however, napalm could be used to burn the world down, except villages. Villages were off limits to air strikes unless you were taking fire from it—in which case you could annihilate the entire village. We could not bomb or strafe boats unless the boat was at least thirty feet long and ten feet wide and was in the war zone.

The war zone in Laos was the entire country except for a 200-mile stretch along the Mekong River that extended inland for another twenty miles. However, in order to attack in Laos inside the 200 by 20 mile area called “Free Laos”, a Royal Lao Army officer had to be on board the aircraft. U.S. Air Force forward air controllers regularly flew in this area with Royal Lao observers as part of the Cricket West Program. Highly experienced FACs from the 23rd Tactical Air Support Squadron (TASS), based at Nakhon Phanom Royal Thai Air Base (NKP) in Thailand, flew these missions. In addition to the FACs, the CIA also carried out missions inside Laos from NKP. According to the official position of the U.S., there were no American personnel in Laos.

NKP and Udorn Air Base to its northwest were the bases from which Heavy Hook and Prairie Fire missions were launched. Heavy Hook was conducted by the U.S. Army’s 5th Special Forces, part of MACV-SOG, and involved inserting teams and individual intelligence agents into North Vietnam. Prairie Fire missions began after the bombing halt imposed by President Johnson in autumn of 1968. These missions involved the insertion of five- to eight-member teams of Cambodian mercenaries into Laos to gather intelligence.

It was a known fact among squadron pilots of the 23rd TASS that there were 5th Special Forces road-watch teams being inserted into Laos on a frequent basis. Sabotage of enemy forces was commonplace. The capture and acquisition of enemy personnel and equipment was forever on somebody’s mind. An array of NVA equipment showed up at NKP with regularity—Chinese and Russian AK-47 assault rifles, SKSs, Russian trucks, Red Chinese equipment, and other Com-Bloc countries’ gear. Then it would disappear. Unmarked and strange green and black C-130 transports would come and go, showing up near dusk and rarely remaining overnight.

The International Control Commission would fly over Laos from time to time. Word would filter down to us, and we would simply stand down for the day. The “war” that was going on inside of Laos was supposed to be between the North Vietnamese and the Pathet Lao and the free Lao people, with the Royal Lao Army and Air Force led by Lao General Vang Pao and his Meo tribesmen. The real truth was that the CIA was Mr. Money Bags behind all of that activity, along with Air America and USAF pilots in civilian clothes and gear in unmarked aircraft. Those of us FACs who flew the unmarked Cessna O-1 and O-2 spotter aircraft in Laos were the eyes and ears of everything that was happening inside Laos.

The mission of the 23rd TASS at NKP—under call signs Raven and Nail—had many facets. The TASS did many things in its endeavors in the secret war inside of Laos. As attested to by its three Presidential Unit Citation awards for extraordinary gallantry in connection with military operations, such as controlling and directing ordinary strike and aerial reconnaissance missions using USAF, USN, USM, and Australian combat aircraft supporting the U.S. Army’s 5th Special Forces under MACVSOG, and the Royal Laotion Army under Gen. Vang Pao, and CIA forces. The 23rd TASS’s FAC pilots personally controlled and directed all search and rescue missions that went on inside Laos and often in North Vietnam.

Pilots of the 23rd were personally involved in the flying of 5th Special Forces personnel into North Vietnam as part of the Heavy Hook and Prairie Fire operations. These very dangerous missions were directly under sanction by Supreme U.S. Headquarters, Pentagon, through MACV-SOG, Saigon, and Da Nang, and involved “intelligence gathering” teams inserted into North Vietnam and Laos. Personnel used on these insertion teams were South Vietnamese and Cambodians, sometimes Thai, sometimes Meo or Montanyard. Pay—per man, per mission—was $50 American. Throughout SEA at the time, $50 was equal to about one year’s wage. Therefore, if a team member could survive the normal insertion time of four to seven days on the ground inside North Vietnam or Laos, and return to Thailand, he would be a rich man.

The U.S. 5th Special Forces, the “Green Berets,” had their own compound located at NKP. It was manned and guarded by 5th Special Forces personnel, and unless you were “one of them,” or were personally known to them, or showed official orders that you had a need to visit that compound, nobody got inside. The personnel were part of an A Team and were commanded by a Special Forces major. These Special Forces personnel operated and functioned totally on their own except for aerial support from the 23rd TASS and six specially selected FAC pilots.

Strange looking black and green USAF MC-130 aircraft that were equipped with the Fulton Skyhook system and assigned to the 15th, then 90th SOS, 1st Flight Detachment, Nha Trang, also came and went at will from NKP, on 5th Special Forces “business.” These birds resupplied the A Team and brought insert team members in and out of NKP.

When it came time for a team insertion into North Vietnam or Laos, a black and green MC-130 would arrive at NKP on a straight-in single approach, land, and taxi off the runway to an isolated spot on the airfield. A black Ford van would zip out from the sidelines and back right up to the side rear door of the bird. The insert team members would be escorted directly into that black van and driven straight into the 5th’s compound at NKP. The main building of the compound was built in such a fashion that it was four-sided and had a large open-air patio-like area in the middle, designed so that insert team members could enjoy fresh air and sun without being seen. Nor could they escape if so desiring. The insert team members were equipped with whatever variety of clothing and armament, food, and necessities that were needed for the programmed length stay of the team on the ground—assuming, of course, that the team would not make contact with the NVA or Pathet Lao, and could remain undetected.

It was the FAC’s job to supervise and direct the missions that put the teams into Laos and North Vietnam, though always with a 5th Special Forces Green Beret person on board with the FAC in a 23rd aircraft. That Special Forces man was known as a “covey rider.”

Strike Control and Aerial Reconnaissance (SCAR) missions of the 23rd TASS were the “normal” day and night time missions, aside from the support to the 5th Special Forces and the Royal Lao Cricket West missions. There also were the “specials.” These were one-time laid-on missions directed by higher headquarters for pilots of the 23rd. And who was “higher headquarters”? Who the hell knew? Pilots went to intelligence briefings and were told what the mission of the day was then. It was normal procedure for the 23rd TASS to keep a FAC “on station” over the Ho Chi Minh Trail constantly. Day and night, seven days a week. Such “normal” missions were scheduled by the 23rd’s squadron scheduling officer one week ahead of flight time.

“Special missions” were scheduled on the flying schedule for specific days and times, but the precise nature of the special missions was never revealed until the FAC walked into TUOC (Tactical Unit Operations and Control). Missions flown in support of the Royal Lao Army and General Vang Pao were, really, “normal” missions since they were flown everyday, Monday through Friday from 0800 to just before dark. Strange as it may seem, these support missions over “free Laos” were flown on a schedule like going to catch a bus. The “war” simply was not fought on Saturday and Sunday by the Lao Army unless under direct attack. And it was a normal routine for the FAC to have to “buzz” the Lao Army barracks in Laos in order to get someone awake to get on the radio and relay to the Royal Lao Army lieutenant on board the 23rd FAC aircraft just what was needed in a mission for that day.

Other FAC missions done by the 23rd TASS were sensor-marking missions, in which the FAC shot smoke rockets, Willie Pete white phosphorous rockets, marking starting and stopping points for F-4 fighter-bomber aircraft to drop receiver/transponder sensor devices at specific latitude and longitude map coordinates throughout Laos so that any movement by man or animal, especially vehicles, could be detected by Task Force Alpha, located at NKP. TFA was a sensor-monitoring unit with 30- and 40-foot parabolic noise receiving dishes mounted on top of a building at NKP where personnel sat day and night listening to movement in Laos. Laos was, like a recording studio, “wired for sound.” When specific sounds were detected by the listeners, an airborne FAC was directed to specific map coordinates to check the strange sounds out visually. Air-to-ground visibility, day or night, was an absolute must for FACs. The FAC had to be able to see everything that was going on beneath him and in the air. Strikes amounted to everything from fighter-bomber guns strafing targets to the dropping of bombs and napalm, to rocketing trucks, vehicles, boats, bicycles, animals, people, buildings, to catching enemy personnel and equipment. Air strike aircraft came from South Vietnam and Thailand or from navy aircraft carriers off shore.

None of what was actually happening in Laos was supposed to be happening, at least not on an official basis. Hanoi frequently claimed to have shot down several thousand American aircraft in Southeast Asia. Washington staunchly refuted these figures, claiming that North Vietnam was inflating loss rates. However, the North Vietnamese were shooting down the numbers they claimed—but they were doing so in Laos, where the U.S. could not admit that planes had gone down. At NKP alone, we lost eighty-six aircraft between January and June 1969. The Department of Defense would never admit that an aircrew was lost inside Laos. The fate of such a crew was always described as “lost in hostile action in the extreme western DMZ.” Of course, the extreme western DMZ was Laos.

The bottom line was that American forces were in Laos, from 1966 until the 23rd TASS flew its final FAC mission on August 15, 1973. On July 23, 1962, the United States and other nations had signed an agreement at Geneva prohibiting any military alliance—including the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO)—inconsistent with the neutrality of Laos. The U.S. violated that treaty.
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CHAPTER 1




A Call to Go to War

The Laughlin Air Force Base Officer’s Club was always a center of activity on Friday afternoons from four o’clock until at least a shade after six. Happy hour at the club always saw a jam-packed audience. Located at the “Queen City of the Rio Grande,” as we called Del Rio, Texas, Laughlin was a very active base under normal circumstances. Formerly a secret base for the U-2s and B-57s, Laughlin was now an Air Force Undergraduate Pilot Training base, full of young pilots and their instructors, and Friday was the day of the week when the Air Force Military Personnel Center (AFMPC) at Randolph AFB in San Antonio informed us who had been picked for an assignment to Southeast Asia.

This particular Friday, the last Friday of January 1968, I’d finished conducting the two academic classes I taught and had gone to the flight line to solo one lieutenant and do a “contact ride” on a second one. Then I hustled my butt via my Cushman Eagle motorscooter up to the O Club. I was sucking suds with fifty-six other jocks in sweat-stained flying suits when the personnel officer, an old lieutenant colonel, rushed in, a bit out of breath. At 5:20 he climbed up on a chair. “Gentlemen,” he began, “we have reason to believe the enemy forces in Vietnam will be increasing activity and destruction; therefore, accordingly, AFMPC has decided rather than pick the usual four to five members of you gallant warriors, it will double the number of pilots selected to receive a tour for one year to the Republic of South Vietnam. I have a list of ten names on it.” There were grumbles and mumbles: “Ahhh shit!” “Ohhh me!”

There were three names read for F-105s and four for F-4s, then three for FACs in O-2s. A chorus of cheers would erupt after each name was read. Then, just as I was taking a swig of Pearl Pop with the Foam on Top, I heard “Hathorn, Reginald Harris, Major type, Bien Hoa, O-2s, forward air controller.” I almost gagged. A cheer went up, “Yeah, Cajun! Low and slow. Yeah!” Two other majors were named for the same duty, FACing. One said, “I think I’ll go cut my wrists.” The other one replied, “Hey, man, you get to have a bird’s eye view of the Gomers from treetop level—if you live long enough.” My stomach churned. I sure hadn’t expected the FAC job. I’d felt confident I’d get a “Thud.” I asked the PO how people got picked for various aircraft jobs in SEA. His answer was, “Damned if I know. I think they throw darts at a personnel board. . . . Hey! Shit! They don’t tell me anything. They just Twix me a list every Friday, and I have the most unpleasant job of telling you guys who has been selected. And you, major, have been here almost five years. You are ripe, man, to go do your part.” I told him, “Yeah, I know, sir, it is time to go answer the call to go to war.” The PO held out his hand and said, “Good luck to you.” I replied, “Thank you, sir.”

So the die was cast. I had a set of orders coming that would make me an FAC, a forward air controller flying the Cessna O-2A aircraft.

Meanwhile, the situation in Vietnam left no doubt about the severity of conditions there. Early on the morning of January 31, 1968, the 6th North Vietnamese Regiment of the 800th and 802nd Battalions launched attacks in Hue on the Old Imperial Citadel. It was the Tet Offensive. In fact, all over South Vietnam battles raged with the Viet Cong and NVA. Back on January 5, the buildup of enemy forces indicated that something big was coming. And on January 21, 1968, the NVA launched its attack upon Khe Sanh. Khe Sanh was under siege and Lyndon Johnson was yelling he didn’t want another Dien Bien Phu. The shit had hit the fan.

By mid-February I had orders in hand. There was no fooling around. I was to be in Florida by March l, 1968, at Hurlburt Aux No. 9, Eglin AFB, to undergo O-2A transition training and familiarization. It was to be a concurrent assignment, which meant that my wife and two young daughters could accompany me. The course would take me up through March, April, and most of May. I’d then travel to Travis AFB, California, for departure on June 1 to Clark AFB in the Philippines for Jungle Survival Training (“Snake School”). This meant I’d have to leave my family over the Memorial Day holiday. While everyone else was celebrating and barbecuing, I’d be heading to California aboard an American Airlines 707.

Once in California, I drove to Travis to board a plane for the Philippines. The Flying Tiger Stretch DC-8 was a big mother, lean and long of fuselage, a long-haul bird. We were headed to Guam Island in the Marianas in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. As a co-pilot on a B-36 out of the 95th Bomb Wing, Biggs AFB, at El Paso, Texas, I’d been to Guam several times before. Including me, there were 265 souls on board the Stretch Eight for the long ride.

Once the pilot levelled off and the seat belt sign went off, the hostesses brought out drink and peanut carts and began going up the aisle. Soft drinks or alcohol drinks were offered. The majority of the personnel on board were young “grunts,” Army or Marine troops in their late teens or early twenties who probably had not ever been very far from home, and this was all one big adventure for them. Most ordered some sort of an alcoholic beverage, but the hostesses, all experienced ladies, held the young guys to no more than three drinks.

Compared to these young troops, I was an old man, a thirty-four-year-old “senior officer” (a relatively new one, though, but nobody here knew that). I’d made it a point to select a seat near the tail of the bird, more for my safety than anything else. As a pilot, I reasoned that the tail section most usually survived a crash if one happened. I fully realized more fatalities happen from stupidity and carelessness than an actual shooting engagement. I had transitioned from B-36s to B-47s, then on to RB-47s at Forbes, and back to B-47s and EB-47s. The Suez crisis was behind me, as was the Francis Gary Powers crisis, and the Cuban crisis. So was alert duty to England, Spain, Newfoundland, and North Africa, as well as gathering intelligence on Russian radar sites over the Berents Sea. Gone were months of TDY to Tripoli, Algeria, Sidi Slimaine, Tel Aviv, and a prelude to war between Egypt and Israel. I considered myself an “experienced” pilot with 2,000 hours in the B-47 series alone, with another 1,000 in the Cessna T-37 trainer, and over 1,000 in B-36s, F-84s, and another seven aircraft.

Manila International airport was a very busy place. Airline aircraft from world carriers were in evidence no matter which way one looked. Our aircraft taxied up to a special military unloading dock away from the commercial carriers with nonmilitary personnel and cargo to unload. Gray military buses were lined up for our ride to Clark Air Force Base.

Once at Clark, we were directed to our barracks. Twenty-one other officers were there for Snake School, and to my surprise, all the other candidates were first lieutenants and captains, except for me and one other major, who became my roommate. He was headed to Korat to be a “Thud” jockey.

“Snake School”—or more formally called Pacific Air Force Jungle Survival School—was a basic three-week survival school intended to keep aircrew members alive until being rescued. Experts talked to us about jungle warfare as well as creatures we might encounter there. They showed us snakes of all poisonous and non-poisonous varieties, insects, reptiles, and a wide variety of fish and marine life. We were taught how to find water, make protective cover from vegetation, construct weapons, and hide without leaving traces. We spent a full week in the Philippine jungle, being instructed by the most notorious jungle people of the Southwest Pacific, the Nigritos. The two Nigritos who instructed my group of seven pilots had fought the Japanese during World War II. Their warfare was pure guerrilla: sneak in, be quiet, be deadly, and sneak away.

Overall, the training we received in Snake School was terrific, beneficial, and practical. Some of us would put those skills into practice. To illustrate what we faced, the chief instructor had all twenty-two of us count off. “Gentlemen,” he said, “look at the third, sixth, the ninth, and every other third man in your class. I guarantee everyone of you that by the time you complete your one-year tour in Southeast Asia, one third of you won’t be going home.” I would find out just how right he was.

My arrival in Saigon, at Tan Son Nhut airport, was like I had just landed from a space ship from another planet. The regulated pace and organization at Clark gave way to the chaos that was Vietnam at war. As our C-130 turned off the active runway, the crew chief lowered the aft cargo panel door. The heat and smell of Vietnam popped me like a left to the jaw. Being from Louisiana, I had thought the humidity would be no problem. I was wrong. And the smell of Vietnam was like the smell of a rattlesnake you never forget. The scene out the back was pure pandemonium. Helicopters, C-130s, and fixed-wing aircraft and F-4 and F-100 fighter-bombers could be seen everywhere. Even above the whine of the Herky’s four engines, other noises filtered in strange and alien to us. I marveled how aircraft, vehicles, and people did not kill each other in the hustle and bustle of this place.

Into this melee of people and machines, I dragged my two bags off of the 130. I asked someone behind a counter how to get to Bien Hoa. “Sir, you can fly there or drive there. Distance is about forty miles. But I suggest you not go by ground because the VC have been shooting up buses and vehicles on both Route 1 and Route 15. One goes to Bien Hoa. Fifteen branches off. One just short of Thy Duc. The VC just shot up a USO bus yesterday.” I flagged an MP going by in a jeep and asked him if he could drive me to an officer’s club if he knew of one close by. “Sure thing, major, hop in, just four blocks away.”

At the officers’ club, I managed to stash my two bags in a cloak room and prayed they’d still be there when I got back from dinner. I managed to get seated in a dining room of sorts and got a reasonable meal, a steak. I shared a table with an Army colonel who’d been in Saigon for three months. We talked, and I told him I was a new bean, had just come in earlier today, was trying to get to Bien Hoa, and at the moment needed a place to bunk. Glory be! He told me he was staying in an open-bay barracks not far away, and if I didn’t mind double-bunk beds, he thought there was one available for a night or two. After dinner and a drink, which I treated him to, he helped me with my gear and even had a jeep himself. I was delirious at my luck. The barracks was open-bay, half-screened, same as in the Philippines. I spotted a bottom bunk on a “two-decker” with the mattress rolled up. I took it. I unrolled the cotton G.I. old-type mattress and even found a set of sheets, a pillow with no cover, and an olive-drab blanket. I was set. Despite the orange-colored flares that floated in the skies all night and the krumppp, krumppp, krumppp of artillery fire and the bump, bump, bump of .50-caliber machine guns shooting at who knew what, I just passed out.

It was bright day when my eyes came open. I was in a sweat, but the noises of firing artillery and heavy machine guns had given way to the whup, whup, whup of helicopter blades and the whine and roar of jet engines. People were yelling and talking, vehicles were moving—all of it mixed up and blended together. Then this sing-song voice yelled at me, “You get up, I need clean, you get up.” I reared my head back to try and saw this old-looking Vietnamese woman clad in pink shower clogs, black pantaloons, and white short-sleeved blouse. She hollered at me again, “You get up now, I hooch lady, need clean, hokay?” I replied, “Yeahhh, sure, just hold on and I’ll get up.”

A goose, lost in a snowstorm, would have had an advantage on me as I stood outside the barracks. I had absolutely no idea where anything was except maybe the runways, because of the engine noises. Mess hall? Officers’ club? Transportation? Signs? A phone? I spied two young airmen and yelled, “Hey, airmen, hold up a minute. I need to talk with you.” They saluted; so did I. I told them of my predicament. They were most courteous and told me not to try to take a bus, or drive, to Bien Hoa. The VC were shooting up any vehicles that tried to drive the highway to Bien Hoa and Long Binh. They said to go by air. “Well,” I told them, “that is fine and dandy, but I don’t even know where base operations is to try to get a ride.” One of the pair said to me, “Major, we have to take this mail over to the Army Helo Operations hut, and they have Hueys that run regular mail runs to Long Binh. Maybe you could bum a ride with the grunts? You may have to wait a few hours, but we think there will be a chopper going that way after lunch, and if you’ll get your stuff, we’ll be happy to take you there. That’s where we gotta go now.”

We drove up to a very large olive-drab squad tent that had a huge hand-painted sign on two posts, which read: “The mail goes come the VC, rain, VC, snow, VC, drunkfronts, VC, or any other nuisance.” Everyone seemed to be wearing pistols, and I asked one of the airmen about it. “Sir, we never know who is the enemy around here, and which of these dinks is not. Any one of the Vietnamese workers you are seeing here on base could very well be a Viet Cong member and decide to throw a grenade, pull out a pistol themselves and here, for instance, hijack the mail—which contains official orders, maps, and even operational plans. We need to be prepared, and if you’ll look around, you’ll see we are on the edge of the base, with the civilian countryside just a few hundred yards away. The enemy would love to grab our mail.”

About 2 P.M. a Huey came whup-whupping in, landed in a marked-off area on the edge of the concrete ramp, and shut down. Two Army pilots got out of it, as well as a left and right door gunner. All four came to the tent, went inside, and were in and out in less than six minutes. One of the young warrants walked up to me, saluted, and said, “Major, I hear you are looking for a ride up to Long Binh?” I returned his salute and answered him, “Yes, I am, I’m new in town, and I need to report in at the 504th Combat Support Group at Bien Hoa by or before midnight tomorrow and I’m sort of lost around here.” He laughed and replied, “New in town, huh? Well, welcome to the war, sir. We’ll be happy to give you a ride. Get your stuff and throw it on that bird there and we’ll be gone in a cat’s hair.” He stuck out his hand. I shook it, looked him in the eye, and saw tiredness. He motioned to one of the gunners to help me. My bags and I were strapped in on the rear bench seat of the Huey. I was in my 1505 Air Force summer uniform with flight cap tucked in under my web belt. The Huey whined to life.

I soon realized that this was no pure “mail run.” We’d no sooner gotten airborne than both door gunners jacked a cartridge into the breech of their M60 machine guns. The pilots barely cleared the coconut trees that lined the river, and the Huey twisted and turned as it followed the snake-like course of the river. Once over the river, the door gunners started raking the banana and coconut trees along the river’s edge with their M60s. The .308-cal guns deafened me. I watched in silent amazement. They later explained that if there were bad guys below, a firing chopper would make them keep down.

Long Binh had a pierced steel helo pad. In late June, as it was, there was also more than enough red dust as we came in for a “running” landing, hovering at the last minute. The chopper crew walked off into a small Quonset building with their mail bags and left me to my fate. I knew the distance between Bien Hoa and Long Binh was only a few miles—heavily guarded and mostly fenced in—and I decided to try to use one of the Army’s phones long enough to call the 504th TASG at Bien Hoa.

After dialing the number, a professional-sounding voice came on the line, saying, “504th Tactical Air Support Group, Senior Master Sergeant Culpepper speaking, how may I help you?”

I informed the senior master sergeant who I was, where I was, and what my orders said.

“Major, welcome aboard. We have been expecting you. You are a little earlier than we had thought, must have had good luck in getting here maybe?”

I replied, “Sergeant Culpepper, you have no idea about the pure confusion I have experienced to get here, and had it not of been for some very cooperative U.S. Army personnel, I would damn sure still be at Tan Son Nhut lost in the crowd there. Ahhh, and while I have you on the phone, can you give me the number for the 604th SOS AT-37 organization? I have an old buddy there and maybe he can come get me. Save you guys a trip. I want to see him anyway.”

After I finished my business with the 504th sergeant, who told me to check with him the next day before noon, I phoned the 604th. As fate would have it, my buddy, George Koohman, had just walked in at operations and was scheduling some pilots for a mission on the morrow.

“Hey there, we knew you were headed this way. Where you be right now?” he yammered at me.

“George, I am standing over here in Long Binh at the Army’s mail helo office and I need a ride to where you are there at Bien Hoa,” I told him.

“No problem,” he came back with and instructed me, “Stay where you are. I got a jeep, and I’ll be there within the hour to fetch you to the rip roaringest best damn Super Squeak Fighter outfit you ever did see.”

“George, I haven’t ever seen any AT-37 Fighter outfit, much less a rip roaring one,” I reminded him.

George was his usual exuberant self. Tall, a bit stooped, hairline like a monk, bald on top with an otherwise decent mop of dark hair. But this time, when I spotted him behind the wheel of the jeep, he sported a huge “Yosemite Sam” mustache. He grabbed my hand and pumped it up and down. I filled him in on the details of my assignment and explained I had to check in with the 504th Group the next day.

He asked me if I needed a place to stay, and I told him I did. I got invited to share his room for a few days as his roomie was gone on R & R for two weeks. I gladly took him up on that kind offer. “Home” was a one-story white cinderblock building with a tin roof—neat, clean, air conditioned, and with hot and cold running water and indoor facilities. It felt good to relax and know I was with friends.

Two days later, about midnight of my third night as a guest of the Rip Roaringest Squeak Fighter Squadron in ’Nam, the VC launched a rocket attack on the base. Roaring explosions lit the blackness. A 122mm hit shook the building. Sirens blared, whistles screamed, people were yelling. Whumpp—a rocket slammed into the far end of the barracks building. Lights went out. It was as black as inside a whale except for the flashes outside. There was a gigantic karumppp just outside the sandbags against the side of our room. Glass shattered. I heard, “I’m hit! Oh, my God, I’m hit. I feel my blood running down my neck.” I threw back the cotton mattress, under which I had taken refuge instinctively, and grabbed the pen light flashlight I habitually carried and used when in strange quarters. Who was hollering?

I found George in the tiny beam of light, on his back, his mattress partly over his legs, one hand feeling the back of his neck, him moaning he was dying. A can of Burma Shave, with its red, white, and blue stripes, was lying on the floor against the wall by George’s head. I saw a big jagged hole in the can. Foamy shaving cream was everywhere. I wanted to laugh out loud but didn’t, because I was greatly relieved that my old buddy wasn’t going to die at all. I whispered to him, “George, the slopes blew up your Burma Shave can, and what you are feeling is hot lather from that can.” He was very still for at least thirty seconds. Then he yelled, “Those sonsabitches! Sonsabitches. It took me two months to find a can of Burma Shave and now they’ve ruined my shaving. Oh, shit, shit, shit.”

We snatched our flying suits and made a dash outside, climb ing over debris, choking on smoke. What we found as we came into some light was pandemonium. I grabbed his arm and yelled in the blasts of sounds, “Let’s go to the bunker, come on.” I tugged his arm and pulled him with me toward a large sandbagged bunker. We had no sidearms or carbines and had no idea how we’d protect ourselves if a VC came around the corner of a building.

Daylight came and the target of the attack was clear: the main flight line. Medics and doctors were working on three people who had been pulled from the barracks. By an ambulance lay four body bags. I gulped. Not too far away, the perimeter wire around that part of the base could be seen. Air Police were working to cut four VC bodies out of the tangle of concertina wire. A lot of the shooting we’d heard was from the base perimeter guards as VC were trying to get over the wire. Some did but were killed as they ran helter-skelter in their dash to throw their satchel charges.
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