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Foreword by Gary A. Linderer

During the three decades since the end of the Vietnam War, hundreds of biographies have been published relating to the individual experiences of the men and women who fought it. Some were poorly written accounts, while others were literary masterpieces. Cyclops in the Jungle shares company with the latter.

After every war, there are those who are able to overcome the natural inhibition of warriors to talk about their experiences. It’s not an easy thing to do—opening your soul for all to view, revealing the good, the bad, and the ugly. It is so much easier to bury it in the dark spaces where it can’t resurface to remind you how close you once came to losing your humanity and, indeed, life itself. However, interment doesn’t work with bad memories. Just when you think you’ve beaten this thing that soaks your sheets and wakes you trembling in the middle of the night, it rises up again and slaps you across the face.

Dave “Varmint” Walker is my brother. He is a fellow F/58th LRP, although our paths never crossed in the service. He lost an eye with the company just six months before I arrived in country. But I knew many LRPs just like Dave. Aggressive, foolishly courageous young men, weighed down with enough piss and vinegar to take on an entire NVA regiment; battle-hardened, jungle-wise, full of machismo and bravado, yet still barely removed from teenaged innocence. Yeah, I knew a lot of young men just like Dave Walker, but he’s the only one I know who was medically discharged after a disabling wound, then turned around and maneuvered his way back into the service to do it all again.

Like most of us, Dave was a product of the World War II generation who raised their kids to believe that honoring the flag and serving your country was not only an obligation, but a rite of passage into manhood. We couldn’t wait to get out of school and join up. And when we did, most of us picked the infantry for its glory, and a few of us the airborne for its fame, because we had to prove that we were as good as our dads before us. We rushed to the call of the bugle, fearful lest “our” war end before we had a chance to get over there. The day of reckoning arrived sooner than we expected, and we found ourselves stepping off someone else’s Freedom Bird into the hot, steamy hell-hole of Vietnam.

It took a special warrior to venture off into no-man’s-land with three to six companions. You had to believe that no matter what happened out there, your buddies would never leave you behind. It was the motto of our breed, and we all swore an oath to ourselves never to violate that trust. Dying wasn’t so bad when it was for your teammates.

Now, nearly forty years after we slipped silently through the Central Highland triple-canopy jungles of Southeast Asia in pursuit of the enemy, we gather yearly to share a week together. It’s not to boast or prove that we are still the men we once were. Rather, we come together to honor the brotherhood and enjoy the camaraderie that only men who have faced a deadly foe and emerged victorious can share. But we also meet to honor those we lost, for they are always with us. Our own time grows shorter until we join them once again for the “eternal mission.” Every year a few more names are added to our roster of fallen warriors. Perhaps they are the lucky ones!

Gary A. Linderer
LRP/Ranger, Vietnam


Preface by Roger B. Brown

During my twenty-plus years of enlisted and commissioned active military service with U.S. Army Airborne and Ranger units, many colorful individuals crossed my path. A memorable example is David P. “Varmint” Walker, with whom I first became acquainted in October of 1967 at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. As a staff sergeant cadre member and senior principal instructor for the 101st Airborne Division Recondo School, I was tasked with the responsibility of training and evaluating candidates for the newly forming and Vietnam-bound Division Long Range Patrol Company, and Dave became one of among my twelve carefully selected final class graduates.

We shipped out for Vietnam on December 3, 1967, and a month and a day later, I was tossing Dave on a dustoff helicopter with a serious 82-millimeter mortar shrapnel wound to the left eye. The company soon afterward became engaged in a major combat operation in the Song Be area, and the last word on Dave was that he’d soon be medically evacuated to Japan and eventually stateside with the probability of losing the eye.

Fast forward to early November of 1970 and LZ English (Bong Son), Vietnam. By this time, I was a third-combat-tour sergeant-first-class platoon sergeant with Company N (Ranger), 75th Infantry, attached to the 173rd Airborne Brigade, and had just received a phone call from an old acquaintance, Sgt. John Fowler. Did I know a one-eyed individual named Dave Walker who’d served in F/58 LRP? Totally blindsided, I advised him that yes, I did in fact know Dave. Why was he asking? “He’s here with me in Cam Ranh Bay and en route to your rear area at Cha Rang Valley.” Thinking fast, I called our company recruiter at Cha Rang, Sgt. C. J. Johnson, and instructed him to drag Dave bag and baggage up to English. If he had the wherewithal and balls to come back here, I’d give him another shot at the big time. In the end run, it was a triple-win deal for Dave, the United States Army, and N/75 Ranger as far as I was concerned.

Dave drove on to serve twenty additional months in-country with N/75 Ranger and a recon platoon in the 196th Light Infantry Brigade. Varmint was one of whom I refer to as my successful LRP/Ranger end products, and I therefore take great pleasure and pride in introducing his Vietnam combat biography.

Capt. Roger B. “Hog” Brown,
   USA (Ret.)
LRRP-LRP-Ranger, Vietnam
U.S. Army Ranger Hall of
   Fame Inductee


CHAPTER 1

Enlistment and Basic Combat Training

My younger brother, Gary, rendered the “international salute” as I boarded the Greyhound bus from Stockton, California, to Oakland on July 12, 1965. Meanwhile, Dad and Mom both bawled like babies at feeding time. Except for occasional weekend scouting functions and overnight visits with relatives or school friends, this was to be my first solo flight out of the comfort and security of the family roost and, more significantly, would forever define my last day of civilian life. I was embarking upon a journey which, over the next eleven and a half years, would entail several trips around the world and provide me with a first-rate education in real-life coping and survival skills. At the young and impressionable age of seventeen, I was enlisting in the U.S. Army as a volunteer for the infantry and airborne.

Oakland’s Greyhound station was located in the seediest section of town. Being a streetwise man, Dad had repeatedly cautioned during the preceding days that Oakland’s inhabitants would not have my best interests at heart. Frankly, I was petrified.

In its generosity, the army had reserved a room for me at the world-renowned St. Mark Hotel, located on equally dilapidated San Pablo Avenue. During the short hike from the Greyhound terminal, I must have imagined a mugger lurking in every alleyway or waiting to pounce around the next corner. Abundant along the route were streetwalkers, drunken derelicts, panhandlers, and “professional” ladies with bleach-blonde hair, inch-long false eyelashes, and propositions. Paralyzed with fear, I weakly sputtered a polite refusal. They cackled like witches as I hastily retreated.

The elderly hotel desk clerk teamed me up in a room on the hotel’s eighth floor with an eighteen-year-old kid from Sacramento named Jimmy Micek, with whom I’d sweat out the reporting-time vigil of 0800 hours the next morning at the nearby U.S. Armed Forces Entrance and Examining Station (AFEES) on Grand Avenue. Jimmy had been declined for enlistment by the U.S. Navy on a previous occasion because of severe facial acne, and this was his final shot.

We conducted a thorough recon of the most expedient routes for exiting this potential conflagration and funeral pyre, decades overdue for spontaneous combustion. The rickety condition of the fire escape and elevators—not to mention the absence of a TV—immediately confirmed our suspicions that the military hadn’t put us up in the Waldorf-Astoria.

The following day, we arose at the desk clerk’s zero-dark-thirty wakeup call, and with meal tickets provided by our recruiters in hand, we wearily proceeded to Mel’s Drive-In Restaurant for breakfast. Immediately evident, even to neophytes such as us, was Mel’s dual mission not only as an eatery, but also a rallying point for prostitutes and their pimps. Despite this mixed company, we were starved and ate like Donner Party cannibals.

Reluctantly arriving at the AFEES, we assumed our places in a long file of enlistees and draftees. The prevailing mood likely matched that of the Bataan Death March. A small group of guys was discussing methods for failing the induction physical, thus achieving draft category 4-F (physical or mental ineligibility). “Just jump off a chair and land heels first! You’ll have fallen arches!”

From early to late morning, we completed endless forms and questionnaires. The physical exam seemed to last forever, with the medics prodding us like cattle along color-coded assembly lines and seemingly endless delays between stations. Hurry up and wait!

During the psychological interview, an army medical corps captain inquired about whether I’d ever abused animals, committed arson, attempted suicide, or been physically attracted to other boys, to which I truthfully (scout’s honor!) answered “No.” Excluding family hardship, sole-surviving-son status, or certifiably disqualifying medical and mental conditions, the gospel word was that the only sure-fire ticket back home was to declare oneself a homosexual.

Miraculously, I met all the exam criteria, and my new medical records jacket was stamped “PHYSICALLY AND MENTALLY QUALIFIED FOR MILITARY SERVICE.” Immediately prior to the swearing-in ceremony, we were provided a final opportunity to decline enlistment. Considering the total culture shock and fear I’d experienced since leaving home, I was damned near tempted to jump back on a Greyhound for home. Then the realization struck that I’d never be able to live it down with family and friends, forever being labeled a quitter and, worst of all, a coward.

An Air Force captain administered the oath of enlistment to our group in the late morning. I was now a private basic E-1, Regular Army. The transformation from a carefree high-school kid on summer break to soldier had taken all of about sixty seconds. I was prouder than hell, but still scared out of my wits.

Shortly following the swearing-in ceremony, I was provided a final opportunity to waive my enlistment options for Infantry II and Airborne I training. I’d scored well on the Armed Forces Qualification Test, and I was now told that I could train in the military occupational specialty of my choice, including missiles or electronics. I politely, but firmly, declined. The classification sergeant warned: “David, I hope that you don’t regret this farther down the road.”

FORT ORD, CALIFORNIA, JULY TO SEPTEMBER 1965

The chartered Peerless Stages bus rolled into the Reception Station at the U.S. Army Training Center, Infantry, Fort Ord, California, at approximately 2230 hours. The false bravado we’d shared and so dearly clung to abruptly waned with the opening of the bus’s door. For it was at that fateful moment that Sergeant Burton, our assistant drill instructor, “introduced” himself. “Cat-dogs”—Burtonese for “goddamn”—”you girls have five seconds to un-ass this cat-doggin’ bus and plant your feet on the painted white footprints on my company street! The last one of you to do so will be doing pushups until I get tired, and I never get tired, cat-dogs!”

Sergeant Burton herded our exhausted and terrified horde into an overcrowded and overheated classroom, all the while hollering, threatening, and making negative references to our lineages and sexual preferences. Standing before a small podium, he launched into a tirade about filling out forms and sending postcards to our families confirming our safe arrival. “You girls belong to me now, and today was the last day of your lives that you will walk anywhere, cat-dogs! For all of you, the ‘block’ [civilian life] is already ancient history, and when I tell you to move, you’re gonna move, cat-dogs!”

We were issued bedding and awkwardly marched to a two-story wooden barracks in an area of the reception station aptly referred to as “Splinter Village.” These buildings had been constructed during World War II and had supposedly been condemned for years.

Staff Sergeant Vibbard, our platoon sergeant and drill instructor, cheerfully greeted our ragtag crew at the barracks, informing us that we were now known as the 5th Platoon. He was a powerfully built Oklahoman who proclaimed his favorite pastime to be double-timing trainees to death on Fort Ord’s sandy hills. He patiently instructed us in the army’s method of making a bunk with hospital corners and where on the floor to align our soon-to-be-history P.F. Flyers and U.S. Keds. We finally had lights-out at around 0130. My last waking thought was that the new olive-drab wool blanket smelled like mothballs.

The 5th Platoon was rudely awakened (“first call”) at 0415, with Staff Sergeant Vibbard enthusiastically yelling obscenities and clanging the fire triangle at the platoon bay’s entrance. Sergeant Burton meanwhile flipped on the lights and literally kicked us out of our bunks, screaming, “Off your asses and on your feet, you maggots! I killed all of your mothers last night, and I’m your mother now, cat-dogs!”

The next five days, known as “Zero Week,” were devoted to receiving inoculations, drawing uniforms and equipment, learning elementary drill commands, and, of course, receiving the obligatory army “whitewall” haircut. The black-and-white mug shot on my new ID card could just as well have passed for a reform-school inmate.

On July 17, the 5th Platoon relocated “up the hill” into three-story, mid-1950s-vintage concrete barracks known as “New Division,” where we were assigned to Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 3rd Basic Combat Training Brigade, also known as H-1-3. The training cycle commenced with our acquiring basic military skills and knowledge, i.e., foot and wall locker displays, spit-shining low quarters (dress oxfords) and boots, learning the eleven general orders and the code of conduct, and performing physical training. We memorized the military’s phonetic alphabet and learned the twenty-four-hour system for determining local and “Zulu” times.

The army had an obsession for keeping everything neat and tidy, and so existed another revered fatigue duty (manual labor, in other words) known as the “GI party” and its accompanying “white glove inspection.” This entailed a microscopic floor-to-ceiling cleanup of our entire living areas, and we spent many an hour on hands and knees scrubbing floor tiles with a toothbrush and scouring powder or stripping old paste wax with a razor blade. If the inspecting officer or NCO found anything less than squeaky clean, we’d have to do the whole thing over again. Although officially forbidden (and unofficially sanctioned), another procedure for living area cleanup, known as the “blanket party,” existed for those soldiers disinclined to observe personal hygiene.

Ever since I first saw one on the early-Sixties TV series The Lieutenant, I’d eagerly anticipated getting my hands on the M-14 rifle. As a youngster, I’d made the normal transitions from a Daisy Red Ryder BB gun to a Winchester .22 LR five-round bolt-action rifle. Being a fairly good marksman, I incorrectly assumed that the M-14 would also be a piece of cake—my never having fired a high-powered rifle notwithstanding. During the first live “train-fire” session on the beach ranges, the harsh recoil and deafening report of the weapon were unexpected and gave me only ringing ears, a bleeding upper lip, and a bruised shoulder. Honestly, the thing had flat-out intimidated me. Staff Sergeant Buenrostro, our range-safety NCO, scornfully reprimanded me, reinforcing my frustration and misery. When he left my foxhole, I cried my eyes out. I eventually pulled it together and managed to score sixty-three out of seventy points on the final “record fire,” qualifying me as “expert.”

Within every group of young military trainees, there’s always the older prior-service “retread” who acts as a father figure. The 5th Platoon was fortunate to have Melvin Rose, a Korean War vet in his early forties and an oil field worker with Okie roots. A nineteen-year-old old draftee and airborne volunteer platoon mate had been experiencing inordinate emotional hardship adjusting to the army’s rigors, and Melvin provided him some “old army” wisdom. “Life in this here man’s army gits lots easier when ya finally figger out yer bein’ groomed ta be an animal, an’ start actin’ like one.” This rustic but meaningful advice set our newly born-again malcontent on the straight and narrow, further spurring on us other babes-in-arms who might endure a dark day.

Hand-to-hand combat and bayonet drill are skills vital to a soldier’s battlefield survival, and we were provided with what proved to be only rudimentary instruction in parries and jabs, pivot kicks, rear takedown and strangle holds, and hip throws. A real-life opponent probably wouldn’t stand politely still as the other attempted to inflict bodily harm upon him. I recalled an old axiom Dad had passed on to my brother and me years before: “Never bring a fist to a knife fight, and never bring a knife to a gun fight.”

The army steadfastly believed in movies as a training tool, and we endured endless World War II and early-Fifties black-and-white films on venereal disease, personal hygiene, drug abuse, the consequences of going AWOL, enemy spies, you name it. The films also provided an excellent opportunity to catch up on sleep in the overheated theater … that is, until the ever-present drill instructor snatched his nocturnal victim by the collar, rudely jerking him into a standing position.

Lengthy road marches with full field pack and combat equipment were a fact of life, and we routinely participated in a marching game known as “GI dominoes.” A soldier would stumble on an obstacle—such as a pothole, rock, or deadfall—and do a face-first swan dive to the ground. A chain reaction then usually brought down the soldiers to the first victim’s rear, especially at night.

My family paid me a weekend visit, and as she did when I departed Stockton, Mom was again crying. Dad beamed with pride, and Gary was simply awestruck. When Sergeant Burton suggested that I allow Gary to handle my M-14, I knew that I had him hooked. Dad committed a minor breach of protocol by asking Sergeant Burton how I was doing. With a wink, he whispered, “Okay.” Sergeant Vibbard feigned disagreement with Sergeant Burton, and Dad was unable to contain a laugh, as were both of my sergeants. In the meantime, I’d been praying that I wouldn’t catch hell when my folks left. (I didn’t.)

The last stages of training centered on rounding off rough edges and completing required tests. Before we knew it, graduation day was upon us. Only two in our platoon failed to march in the graduation parade. My family again appeared for the ceremonies, as did my old high-school buddy and quasi-adopted brother, Boyd Horn. Dad still beamed with pride, and Mom bawled as usual, while Gary and Boyd acted like what they were: kids (as if I still wasn’t one myself).


CHAPTER 2

Advanced Individual Training and
Jump School

I departed Fort Ord with permanent change-of-station orders for the U.S. Army Infantry/Military Police School at Fort Gordon, Georgia, for advanced individual training. I arrived after a ten-day leave, which I spent with my family, and was assigned to Company E, 7th Battalion (Airborne Infantry AIT), 3rd Training Brigade.

Obvious to all of us from the beginning of this phase was the relative lack of harassment compared to what we had endured in basic combat training. Every company trainee was an airborne volunteer, and the course centered on the attainment of vital skills and higher standards of discipline that we’d need later not only in an airborne unit, but also in Vietnam. We were still yelled at, but at this stage, it usually served as a reinforcement tool, rather than simply to harass, humiliate, or punish.

The airborne physical-training test was a hurdle we all had to surmount, and the cadre wasted no time implementing a grueling morning PT schedule, hilariously performed to a scratched 33-rpm LP record of the instrumental “Up on the Roof.” We ran a minimum of five miles every weekday morning, rain or shine, chanting gung-ho lyrics like “Two old ladies were laying in bed, one rolled over to the other and said, ‘I want to be an Airborne Ranger; I want to go to Vietnam; I want to live a life of danger; I want to kill some Charlie Cong!’ “

Our company commander, Captain Abraham, insisted on realistic hand-to-hand combat training, and to facilitate this, he’d constructed a replica of the Fort Benning Ranger Department’s Bear Pit. This was basically king of the hill played in reverse, the idea being to eject about twenty opponents from a six-foot-deep pit, leaving yourself as the sole occupant. Captain Abraham had no qualms about our employing dirty tricks or even full contact. “Winners live while losers push up daisies in cemeteries!” he repeatedly emphasized. My 160-pound frame was usually somewhere in the last third to get tossed, while the 190-pound bruisers were almost always the victors. Captain Abraham’s version of hand-to-hand training certainly had no parallel with the touchy-feely stuff I’d received in basic combat training.

Infantry advanced individual training maintained the M-14 rifle as the standard shoulder arm, but heavy emphasis was placed on other weapons, such as antipersonnel and antitank weapons. We fired the M-20 3.5-inch rocket launcher, an antitank weapon erroneously referred to by laymen as a “bazooka” (the actual bazooka was the 2.36-inch rocket launcher, years removed from the inventory); the M-18A1 Claymore mine; and the 40-millimeter M-79 grenade launcher (also known as “blooper,” “thump-gun,” or “thumper”). The Claymore was an especially vicious offensive-defensive weapon. With 1.5 pounds of Composition 4 (C-4) and approximately 800 00-buck steel BBs embedded within its fiberglass-resin case, its fan of effectiveness reached out and touched the enemy to a 100-meter clear area range. The M-79 was also neat, with high-explosive, white-phosphorous (“Willie Pete”), CS (tear gas), star-cluster, a really devastating 00-buck shotgun, and equally nasty canister (dart/flechette) rounds. Its only shortcoming was its 35-meter in-flight arming distance for the high-explosive round—a real problem in thick jungle rain forest. A Special Forces representative from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, demonstrated the M-16 rifle, which to most of us looked like a toy.

We also trained with the M-60 7.62-millimeter light machine gun (nicknamed “pig”) and the M-1911A1 .45-caliber pistol. I qualified as an expert with both weapons.

Knowledge of communications was a must, and intensive instruction was provided in radio phraseology and in the maintenance and operation of the AN/PRC-25 FM field radio, AN/PRC-7 (formerly SCR-536) walkie-talkie, and TA-312 field telephone. Directly related to combat communications and intelligence was the SALUTE report (size, activity, location, unit, time, and equipment) for the enemy’s status.

Vital for an infantryman is the ability to use a map and compass. Unlike the hasty glossing over we received in basic, we spent many hours in the classroom studying the 1:25,000-and 1:50,000-scale military maps, protractor, and M-3 Lensatic Compass. We learned the use of a “pace cord” as a cumulative distance memory aid—just tie a knot to record distance covered based on a given number of standard thirty-foot strides. Raising our land-navigation training a notch higher, Captain Abraham personally instructed us in the “sun-shadow-stick” and “sun-analog watch” methods of time and direction determination. Initiation and adjustment of indirect fire (naval gunfire, artillery, and mortars) and air strikes went hand-in-hand with map reading. The classroom instruction was followed up with day and night field orienteering courses.

A major training highlight was the escape-and-evasion course. We were paired off into two-man teams, and in the middle of the night, we forded swamps, crashed through thick bramble, and otherwise did all we could to avoid capture by the “aggressors.” Dave Edson and I had been partnered up, and although we passed within earshot of the mock prisoner-of-war compound, the aggressors struck out in capturing us. Those less fortunate were subjected to heavy verbal and moderate physical abuse by professional interrogators from the post’s military intelligence detachment. Dave and I were overjoyed at not being nabbed, and for the next few days, all of the POWs received endless ribbing.

Camp Crockett was an out-in-the-middle-of-nowhere auxiliary training area of Fort Gordon, and its mock Vietnamese village—complete with “villagers,” booby-traps, and “Viet Cong”—was a refreshing change. Master Sergeant Swilly (“The Deacon”), the NCO-in-charge, conducted his classes with a humorously religious flair. When one of us committed the unforgivable sin of getting himself “killed,” The Deacon would order the errant soldier to his knees and recite medieval gibberish, the meaning of which only he understood. He then blessed the newly departed soul with his “mystical scepter,” a GI bunk adapter with costume jewels cemented to the shaft and an authentically carved and painted wooden penis and testicles secured to the end.

Since the cycle had begun, we’d been preparing for two primary objectives. A pass or fail on the Infantry Skill Level One Proficiency Test determined graduation, recycling, or transfer to another training course. The maximum score attainable was 185, hence our motto, “Airborne, can do 185!” And successful negotiation of the airborne physical-training test was compulsory for shipment to the Fort Benning Airborne School. Captain Abraham and the cadre had been unyielding taskmasters, and virtually the entire class aced both tests.

We graduated as qualified and proud light-weapons infantrymen (“11B for you and me!”) on Friday, December 2, 1965, and bade farewell to Fort Gordon, bound for jump school.

JUMP SCHOOL

As the chartered Trailways bus approached Fort Benning’s Eubanks Field from the Lumpkin Road gate, everyone onboard gazed wide-eyed at the red aircraft obstruction lights outlining the ghostly shadows of the 250-foot free-training towers. Reportedly, the towers had been erected in 1940 by the same engineering firm that had designed the Chute ride at Coney Island.

We had heard all kinds of rumors about the greeting we’d get at the airborne reception center, and the mystery was resolved when two black-hatted airborne instructors stormed onto the bus, forcibly extricated the drive, and then kicked and screamed us into a four-rank formation outside the bus. They rudely ordered us into the pushup position, one black hat commanding, “And I’d better-by-God not see a belly touch my dear, darling Fort Benning, goddamnit!” This was followed by the “duck walk,” a form of harassment made no easier by the seventy-five-pound duffle bags we were carrying. We lost at least three people through these terror tactics, and we hadn’t even been on Fort Benning for an hour.

We were packed into a small auditorium and issued roster numbers. I drew 779 and was assigned to the 48th Company, 4th Battalion, The Student Brigade, Class 21, with the balance of my advanced individual training class. In a one-in-a-million chance of fate, two of my Manteca High associates, Charlie Luxner and John Fonseca, were present. The three of us agreed on the spot that mutual support from homeboys was priceless under the circumstances.

Having arrived on a Friday night, our only immediate concerns were dodging weekend details (like KP) and eluding the cadre (especially black hats). Naturally, we’d all long since deluded ourselves into believing that we had mastered the time-honored military skill known as “ghosting.” To illustrate this point, Gus Higdon hid in his wall locker during the manhunt for KPs early Saturday morning. Poor Gus spent the entire weekend on KP.

Monday morning began at zero-dark-thirty with a vengeance. We were fallen out onto the company street and placed into the “dying cockroach” position (on the back, with head, arms and legs off the ground—very painful), duck-walked, and given countless pushups. The black hats conducted yet another grueling physical-training session and run, after which we were finally double-timed to breakfast.

At Eubanks Field, we received a formal welcome from Col. Bill Welch, an airborne legend. He emphasized the hazards inherent in military parachute jumping and candidly informed us that serious injuries or fatalities, although not the norm, were distinct factors to consider.

A briefing on what would take place over the next three-week period followed. Week one (Ground Week) would focus on our mastery of front, rear, and side parachute landing falls; equipment familiarization; mock-door, suspended-harness (“suspended agony” or “nutcracker”) drag recovery using a vehicle-mounted wind machine; and swing-landing parachute landing fall (PLF) training. Tower Week concentrated on applying the skills we’d attained during Ground Week on the thirty-four-foot procedures and 250-foot free-training towers. Week three, not surprisingly known as Jump Week, would separate the men from the boys, we were told, as the previous two weeks would culminate in five parachute jumps on Fryar Drop Zone in Alabama.

Since the beginning of Jump Week, the instructors had repeatedly hammered home that any student observed executing a “stand-up” landing, which could be very dangerous when misjudged, would—at the very least—receive an Article 15 (non-judicial punishment) and fail the course. Any injury would be considered “not in the line of duty,” and the individual would be subject to possible court-martial under the “Failure to Repair” statute. Hilariously, to wantonly or negligently injure or kill oneself in the military constitutes “defacing and/or destruction of government property.” Naturally, along with most of my classmates, I vowed to try one on the graduation jump.

Jump Week finally arrived, and the harassment we’d endured over the preceding two weeks abruptly ceased. Our first four jumps would be executed in non-combat-equipment (“Hollywood”) configuration from Lockheed C-130 Hercules aircraft. Additionally, each jumper would perform an individual exit (“tap out”).

The class was marched to the nearby Lawson Army Airfield launch point. In sincere attempts to allay our doubts and fears, the instructors jested that on this fine, lovely morning, we’d all be taking a one-way airplane trip to Alabama. The catch was that although we’d be landing there, the aircraft wouldn’t. As a final measure to quell our apprehensions, they tongue-in-cheekily reminded us that night jumps were not included in the basic airborne training syllabus. Therefore, we were to keep our eyes open at all times during the jump.

The short flight to Fryar at 1,250 feet above ground level was nauseating for many of us. The C-130, like most military transport aircraft, has few fuselage windows, and the lack of outside orientation, combined with heat and emotional stress, can induce vertigo and airsickness in even lightly turbulent air. In hopes of preventing accidents with the associated cleanup, the air force loadmasters provided us with barf bags. Several students aboard our aircraft lost their lunch, and the reek permeated the cabin, creating in turn a limited chain reaction. The loadmasters instructed these unfortunates to seal the bags and exit with them.

The jumpmasters’ opening of the left (port) and right (starboard) troop exit doors came as a rude shock to all of us. The slipstream and the four Allison turbo shaft prop-jet engines weren’t only deafening, but overwhelming. It was totally unlike anything most of us had ever experienced and could best be compared to the roar of a titanic blast furnace in a steel mill. The C-130 carried sixty-four students, equally divided into two rows on each side of the aircraft, known as “sticks.” Since I occupied the number one (rear), or “stick leader,” position in the second stick on the port inboard side of the aircraft, I’d have the opportunity to observe sixteen jumpers precede me.

The left door jumpmaster issued the first six of the eight jump commands: “Get ready! Outboard personnel, stand up! Hook-up! Check static lines! Check equipment! Sound off for equipment check!” The last two commands—”Stand in the door!” and “Go!”—would be issued during each “tap-out.”

Having witnessed three jump refusals from the first stick, my number finally came up. I felt the jumpmaster’s obligatory smack on my butt and made a piss-poor exit (I was petrified!) into the violent 125-knot slipstream. The main parachute backpack struck the fuselage just aft of the troop exit door a light glancing blow, and I remember being momentarily inverted and watching the floodlit cabin interior rapidly decrease in size.

As abruptly as the chaos had begun, it ceased in the blink of an eye. All was relatively silent, save the departing C-130’s ominous drone, and I was floating in space. The opening shock hadn’t nearly matched the horror stories promoted by the black hats. Finally gathering my wits, I ecstatically realized that any challenging amusement park rides I’d conquered in civilian life paled in comparison to the one I’d just taken.

As per training, I checked canopy and was greeted with beautifully blossomed main panels, but moderately twisted suspension lines and risers, a consequence of my collision with the aircraft. I was in a slowly unwinding right rotation and began a bicycle maneuver combined with hand-spreading the risers to straighten things out. Undoubtedly stemming from the adrenaline rush and disbelief of having survived, we firsttime jumpers waved and yelled to one another, experiencing an elation known only to those who’ve been there. Instructors on the ground meanwhile chided us through bullhorns to slip into the wind, keep our feet and knees together, knees slightly bent, eyes locked on the horizon to avert anticipation of impact, and hit-shift-rotate in a proper direction upon landing.

I struck the hard-packed red Alabama clay on Fryar Drop Zone like a ton of bricks, executing a perfect two-point rear parachute landing fall (the balls of my feet and the backside of my helmet). Luckily, the drop zone safety officer hadn’t observed my substandard—and dangerous—landing. Four jumps to go!
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