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			Dedicated to the 227 All Americans of the 82nd Airborne Division who perished in Vietnam, the 1,100 who were wounded and their brothers in the Golden Brigade who have preserved their memory. All The Way!





PROLOGUE

			Last Man’s Club

			I found the beginnings of this story the way a genealogist discovers an overlooked branch of a family tree. It was there all along but had been orphaned by history as a bough best forgotten. Even those who were part of it never spoke of it. Yet it remained alive because part of their code compels them to remember their fallen brothers. As part of a unit that fought in Vietnam, they had each other’s backs in the crucible of war and will have each other’s backs until the day they die. It wasn’t just any unit either. Their identity stems from the battle flag of the 82nd Airborne Division, the renowned Army organization that considers itself family and lives by the motto All The Way. Despite everything ever written about Vietnam and the Baby Boomers who came of age in the 1960s, their sacrifice and the way they have honored their comrades has never been fully acknowledged. They are as proud to be part of their parent organization as any generation that ever served. More than a missing chapter of Airborne history, they hold within their hearts an untold piece of Americana.

			The back story began with the 100th anniversary of the founding of the division, one of the best known but least understood clans in the world. It’s not a family one is born into but rather one in which a place is earned, the bond of shared sacrifice having the same cohesive quality as a bloodline. From far and wide, even from overseas, comrades-in-arms made a pilgrimage in 2017 to the Rosen Centre Resort Hotel in Orlando, where the only thing thicker than the August humidity of central Florida was the pride of those who regard the 82nd Airborne as their parent organization. Hats, shirts and vanity license plates bore the family crest of a Double A patch that stands for All Americans.

			The coat of arms originated in World War I when it was noted that the original members of the 82nd Division came from every state in the country. The All Americans spent more consecutive days on the front line than any other Army unit in that war to end all wars. Its most famous character was Sergeant Alvin York, a sharp-shooting Presbyterian elder from Tennessee who was awarded the Medal of Honor for single-handedly overcoming an entire German battalion. York’s motivation for fighting and killing was to put an end the fighting and killing, the eternal paradox of war.

			A generation later, the Airborne tab was added when the division became the first Army unit trained to reach World War II battlefields in gliders or under the canopy of parachutes. The All Americans made four combat jumps in the bloodiest war in history, the third of which was the night drop into Normandy ahead of the amphibious landings on D-Day. They also fought in the climactic Battle of the Bulge, during which one grizzled All American said of the German advance, “I’m the 82nd Airborne, and this is as far as the bastards are going to get.” Within months, division commander James Gavin accepted the surrender of an entire German army in the war’s final days. The Airborne acquired the additional title of America’s Guard of Honor, so named because General George S. Patton said the division’s honor guard was the best he had ever seen. Insiders refer to themselves as the Brotherhood of the Silk, except females now jump and parachutes are made of nylon, but the Family of Synthetic Fabric doesn’t have the same poetic ring. By whatever name, they are the best soldiers in the world. Just ask one of them.

			A third crop of All Americans, the sons of the Greatest Generation, got the mission of Vietnam, and their story was obscured the politics and policies surrounding America’s most unpopular war. At the time, the 82nd Airborne was America’s 9-1-1 force, a combat unit that was ready, willing and able to respond on a moment’s notice to any emergency anywhere in the world and capable of parachuting out of airplanes, if necessary, to take the fight to the enemy. The Pentagon had no plans to send the Airborne to Vietnam, but an emergency in the form of the Tet Offensive forced the hand of decision-makers.

			By happenstance, I was in Florida to have dinner with retired three-star general James H. Johnson Jr., the former division commander who was the first one out the door during a combat jump into Panama in 1989 and who led the division when it drew the original line in the sand in the ramp up to Operation Desert Storm. As a New York City-based war correspondent with The Associated Press, I had witnessed war at the foxhole level with the 82nd Airborne and published a journal about that experience entitled Drive On: The Uncensored War of Bedouin Bob and the All Americans. Having read the book, the general wrote me a letter saying that it was first-rate history. He also called me the Ernie Pyle of the 82nd Airborne, a reference to the famed war correspondent who told the story of World War II from the point of view of the infantrymen who fought it. A writer could have no higher praise, and a man could have no higher honor than to be called a brother by an Airborne paratrooper. For me, it felt like a long overdue welcome home.

			In retirement, Johnson was also the Honorary Colonel of the association representing the 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment, known by the motto H-Minus because it jumped in before everybody else. He invited me to speak at the regiment’s business meeting in one of the hotel’s hospitality suites. As humbling as it was to talk about the life-changing experience of going to war with the 82nd Airborne, I said that my time with them was the most meaningful episode of my professional life. The All Americans were the most colorful characters, and the people with the most character, that I ever met.

			At the same time, inside a brotherhood within a brotherhood, the dwindling survivors of a last man’s club attended to their own business in the same room. In a quaint custom, they had already set aside a pricey bottle of Woodford Reserve Kentucky Straight Bourbon so that the last living member could make a final toast to the sacrifices of his deceased comrades. The amber-colored spirits, along with a ceremonial sipping glass, were encased in a custom-made wood cabinet adorned with handles and hinges hammered out of melted shell casings and gun barrels. This last man’s club represented the Golden Brigade, the name given to the 82nd Airborne in Vietnam.

			What’s more, the members of the Golden Brigade Association, with money from their own pockets, were in the process of creating something to remember them by. The concept was a Legacy Bowl, an oversized silver chalice adorned with gold inlets and 15 goblets representing the subordinate units that were like the spokes inside the wheel of the brigade. The plan was to unveil the bowl at a 2018 reunion marking the 50th anniversary of the unit’s deployment to Vietnam. Their big event, named Operation West Point, would be held at the U.S. Military Academy.

			The elements seemed like the stuff of stardust—graying soldiers in their golden years planning a golden anniversary for a Golden Brigade tested in the hellfire of Vietnam. Yet, as Jim Johnson pointed out, the story had never been fully told in context, and that I would be the best person to gather the names, dates and places for this branch of the family tree. He, more than anyone else, set the story in motion.

			The first question was whether the Golden Brigade was some sort of Army irony, like the guy who has the nickname Lucky because he had the last lottery number in the last draft ever held. No, the survivors said, the name was authentic. They had even trademarked the phrase: All They Touched Turned To Gold. That’s a splendid sentiment, but Vietnam and the Midas touch are seldom mentioned in the same sentence. Still, the precious yellow metal is renowned for its ability to survive the harshest of acid tests. Gold is what remains after caustic solutions dissolve away all the rocks hiding the treasure.

			The next question was whether Vietnam veterans would want to re-open the internal scars associated with the war. The answer was that the time had come to tell it. They weren’t asking for anything. They didn’t think they were owed anything. But five decades after the fact, having reached the age of average male life expectancy, they agreed to talk. Otherwise, they would take their experience to their graves.

			“We are in that stage of our lives where our ranks grow thinner with each passing year. We’re dying off. We didn’t talk about Vietnam except among ourselves. It’s time to tell it now before we’re all gone, even if some of it is painful,” said Richard O’Hare, an amateur historian who shepherded the Legacy Bowl project. “This was the seminal event in our lives. These men saved my life. I had their backs. They are my brothers. The valor—I saw it with my own eyes.”

			The very existence of the Golden Brigade Association, which was formed while the unit was still in Vietnam, speaks to the Shakespearean bond of brotherhood. It’s why men who experienced deprivations and danger gather together, not so much to revel in war stories but to relate to each other in a way nobody else can.

			“It’s a need. I perceive it as a need. You need to feel that cohesion again,” O’Hare said. “People say we weren’t joiners, but nobody asked us to join anything. We were looking for a home. We didn’t have a home because nobody really wanted us. We were the orphans, the bastards, the red-headed stepchildren.”

			As a child of The Sixties, just slightly younger than most of them, I felt an instant connection. My oldest brother was wounded twice within 10 days in Vietnam while serving in the Air Cavalry Troop of the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment, and he was spit on when he came home. I was also drafted into the U.S. Army, but the war was over by the time I took the oath of enlistment, and I never left the States. Of all those who say they got a raw deal during that era, the worst was reserved for those who held up their end of the contract and did their duty as they saw fit. Having once gone to war with the All Americans, I was also aware of the disconnect between what really happens and what is remembered.

			One reason that so little is known about the 82nd Airborne in Vietnam is that their war began as a classified mission, then morphed in a 22-month slog in two major areas of operation. What’s more, the unit operated under the control of larger military units who required extra firepower but gave little recognition to the 82nd Airborne, the very definition of what the Army calls a bastard brigade. Returning soldiers fought an additional battle on the home front when they were greeted with scorn or the cold slap of indifference. The rebellious segment of the sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll generation likes to say that those who can remember the Sixties weren’t really there. Those who went to Vietnam can’t forget, no matter how hard they tried. A fly on the wall at a gathering of Vietnam veterans might overhear one say to another, “How was Vietnam to you last night?” Or if asked when exactly they were in Vietnam, survivors might answer, “Last night.” The war lives in their subconscious and surfaces in their sleep.

			“A lot of people think the 82nd Airborne wasn’t even in Vietnam. Our story gets lost. This was our Battle of the Bulge,” said Paddy Barry, a retired lieutenant in the New York City Police Department who was then chairman of the Golden Brigade Association.

			The man in charge of planning for the 50th reunion, Barry balked at having his name in a book, but he agreed to talk as a way of honoring the 227 All Americans who died in Vietnam.

			“Those 227 are our Forever Young,” Barry said. “If you look at our casualty list, you’ll find cooks, clerks, typists, you name it. Everybody fought.”

			The names of those killed are listed on the 82nd Airborne Vietnam Memorial at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, home of the Airborne and Special Forces. The monument pre-dates the Vietnam Memorial Wall in Washington, D.C., where those 227 are among the 58,300 names etched in black granite. But more than just numbers or names, the All American casualties were flesh-and-blood human beings ranging in age from 18 to 43, from the lowest rank of private to lieutenant colonel. They were 5-foot-6 and 6-foot-5, from big cities and small towns no one’s ever heard of. Some weren’t even U.S. citizens. One of them, Staff Sergeant Felix Modesto Conde-Falcon, was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor, the country’s highest award for valor, 45 years after he was killed fighting to save the lives of his men. His name is flecked with gold on the Fort Bragg monument, and his gilt-edged story deserves to be told.

			This book is also a tribute to unsung heroes—the mothers, fathers, siblings, wives and children who lost loved ones and paid the dearest price demanded by war. If there is one thing everybody can agree on about Vietnam, it’s that those who died should be remembered.

			Two years’ worth of research began with an invitation from Richard O’Hare to visit his Virginia home, where two American flags flank the entrance to a driveway marked with a sign saying Proud Veteran. His house sits on a secluded lot where acorns can be heard falling from the oak trees, and deer, squirrels and hummingbirds proliferate on the premises. With a vanity license plate that reads 82ABVN, O’Hare had gathered so much military memorabilia that it takes two man-caves to store it all. He keeps a two-volume history of the 82nd Airborne in Vietnam, each written by a different military author and each covering different years. Both volumes helped provide a timeline, but both are incomplete.

			O’Hare also had the foresight to videotape interviews with two key officers before they passed away—Richard Seitz, who commanded the 82nd Airborne in 1968, and Alexander R. Bolling Jr., the commander who took the combat punch of the 82nd Airborne to Vietnam in the form of its Third Brigade. Both provided inside information essential to the story.

			“Our leaders were veterans of World War II, Korea and earlier tours in Vietnam. Without them, I am convinced our casualty rates would have been double,” O’Hare said.

			O’Hare also kept maps of South Vietnam with its different war zones. In a war without front lines fought against a foe who blended in with a population Americans fought to keep free, O’Hare preserved the locations of the brigade’s major fire bases built in a country about the size of Florida.

			“Vietnam was like no other war,” O’Hare said.

			More details emerged a few months later when the Golden Brigade and the 82nd Airborne Division Association honored its dead at Arlington National Cemetery on Veterans Day of 2017. Led by the flashing lights of a police escort, former paratroopers and veterans of the division performed their annual rite of laying wreaths at All American monuments, including one for the Golden Brigade. Its plaque, dedicated 24 years earlier, is inscribed with the same words adorning the Vietnam monument at Fort Bragg: “Nothing is dearer than life, but nothing is more precious than to live it in freedom.”

			Flowers were also placed at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall. In doing the honors for the Golden Brigade, Rick Dalton of Illinois made a special effort to look up the name of Benjamin Perry Benton on Panel 34 West, Row 31.

			“I don’t care if I ever have my name written in a book, but I want people to remember him,” Dalton said. “He took over my squad when I was wounded, and I always felt guilty about coming back alive. I think about him every day. Whenever I reach a point where I don’t feel like doing something, I think of him and I keep going.”

			Then at Christmastime, in keeping with the Vietnam veterans’ pledge that no generation should ever be forgotten, the Golden Brigade Association donated gift cards to those in the 82nd Airborne currently deployed.

			Contributing to this story are declassified documents and after-action reports, along with personal letters, journals and diaries. Information was gleaned from sources available online, especially the records kept by those who founded the Vietnam Memorial Wall and its Wall of Faces, which puts images next to the names of the fallen. Photo albums were a time machine back to the days in the field. The main source for the good, the bad and the real of Vietnam came from scores of interviews with those who were there.

			“I owe it to the guys who were killed. Here’s the last opportunity I may get,” said John Szczepanski of East Chicago, Indiana, who was wounded twice in Vietnam before embarking on a career in human resources with the Indiana-based White Lodging hotel company. His mission to honor fallen brothers continued for more than five decades.

			Others figured it would be therapeutic to unburden themselves of memories they bottled up. War is a different experience for everyone, but ask anybody who’s ever been to war, it is so intense that not a day goes by without some reminder of it.

			“It’s time to get it out of your system. The worst thing you can do is hold it in,” said Frank Cunane of Gloucester City, New Jersey.

			Les Museus of Brainerd, Minnesota, expressed similar feelings.

			“I buried it. When it comes back, it comes back in pieces. If you would have asked me 20 years ago to be part of a book project, I would have thrown the request in the trash,” said Museus, the father of three sons. “We were ostracized anyway when we came home. I was totally ignored. Nobody cared. But maybe people should know what it was like. It does you good to talk.”

			Life for those who fight for it has a flavor the protected will never know. An unvarnished account, as told through the eyes of those who saw Vietnam for what it was, has a way of shattering stereotypes.

			Putting the story in context requires a trip back in time.





Chapter 1

			Unexpected Letter

			Nothing other than the peace and joy of the holiday season was on Richard Conde’s mind on the final day of 2004. A savory aroma wafted from the kitchen, where his wife Terri, expecting the imminent arrival of their first child together, prepared his favorite dinner of spaghetti and chicken. Opened packages lay beneath the fresh-cut Christmas tree in the living room of their ranch-style home, situated on a cul-de-sac adjacent to a pasture in central Texas. Bathed in the sparkle of holiday lights, Richard opened the front door for a 50-step walk to his mailbox. Then an unexpected letter set in motion a series of events that changed his life in a heartbeat.

			In the mail was an envelope from an unknown person with a return address that Richard failed to recognize. It was from Leslie Hayes in Kentucky, and the first thought that flashed through his mind was that it might be a female admirer from his past. He tucked the envelope into his back pocket, and while his wife put the finishing touches on the evening meal, he went into the bedroom to read a two-sentence, one-paragraph sheet of paper. Leslie (Les) Hayes wrote that he was with Richard’s father the day Felix Modesto Conde-Falcon was killed in combat in Vietnam 35 years earlier. If Richard wanted to know more, he was welcome to respond.

			Just like that, a portal opened to the past. Richard was three years old when his father died, too young to have any memory of him. All that he knew from his mother, who was left to grieve her loss while raising Richard and a younger sister, was that his father was a good man. Richard was aware that his father was in the Army from the granite headstone placed in the Rogers Cemetery in Bell County, Texas, but not once could the son recall asking any questions about his father. A child growing up in the aftermath of Vietnam knew little more than a stigma existed about war and the soldiers who fought it. Still, without being consciously aware of it, a void had existed for decades inside Richard’s heart. In trying to bury his past, Richard had felt alone, lacking a father’s guidance and denied a relationship his childhood friends took for granted. But the letter, as succinct as it was, uncorked a flood of emotions that had been bottled up.

			Returning to the kitchen, Richard picked up the phone, and with trembling hands, dialed the number provided. On the receiving end, Leslie’s wife Diane heard him say, “Hello, this is Richard Conde.” With that, a Niagara of tears burst forth.

			“You don’t know how many years we’ve searched for you,” Diane said, sobbing. “Les is at work right now, but he has so much he wants to tell you. He’s just going to flip out. Your father was his platoon sergeant. He just had to find you.”

			After talking for a spell, they arranged for Richard to call Les the next day. A catharsis that had been a long time coming would take a long time to complete. In the process of meeting his father for the first time, Richard was also about to discover that he also had a second family he never knew existed, a family that lives by a code of remembering the fallen even if everyone else wants to forget. His journey of discovery meant getting to know his father’s unit, the Golden Brigade of the 82nd Airborne.

			To uncover every precious detail, a trip back in time was necessary.





Chapter 2

			Changing Times

			Blessed with the freedom of choice enjoyed by every U.S. citizen, an ambitious young man who could throw, catch and hit a baseball began The Sixties with the dream of playing in the major leagues. At a time of Camelot and the Cold War and the dawning of the Age of Aquarius, Felix Modesto Conde-Falcon was willing to uproot his life in the pursuit of his happiness.

			Honored to have his father’s surname and his mother’s last name in the hyphenated form of Hispanic tradition, Felix was born in the town of Juncos in the eastern part of the U.S. territory of Puerto Rico. Known for its sugar cane and tobacco fields, Juncos was a hotbed of baseball, a game introduced by American troops stationed on the island following the Spanish-American War. The town fielded its own team in the Puerto Rican amateur league, and its best known product was Roberto Clemente, a Hall of Fame right fielder and humanitarian who donned his first baseball uniform in organized competition playing for a team named after Ferdinand Juncos. Although four years younger than Clemente, Felix and every other native son idolized Clemente for the grace, skill and tenacity he needed as a pioneer that earned him a place in on the biggest stage in American baseball. Pride swelled when Clemente and the Pittsburgh Pirates beat the New York Yankees in the 1960 World Series. If Clemente could shatter barriers, a stocky, left-handed hitting catcher decided to give it his best shot too.

			With his uncle Angel Falcon serving as his guardian, Conde bid farewell to his island home and ventured to Chicago for a tryout with the White Sox. The organization’s talent evaluators, however, told him he lacked the right stuff. But having already made up his mind to remain on the mainland, Conde figured his next best chance of achieving the American dream was to enlist in the U.S. Army. At a recruiting station in Chicago, on March 30, 1962, Conde signed his name on the dotted line and went off to basic training at Fort Knox, Kentucky. The commander-in-chief was John F. Kennedy, who had challenged a new generation of Americans to ask not what their country could do for them, but what they could do for their country. The president had also pledged that America would pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend and oppose any foe to assure the survival and success of liberty. And locked in a space race with the Soviet Union, Kennedy challenged the country to land a man on the moon and return him safely to Earth by the end of The Sixties.

			Baseball still played a major role in Conde’s life when he was stationed at Fort Hood outside of Killeen, Texas. A rancher named Lorenzo Layton was looking for players on a summer team he sponsored in a recreational baseball league in nearby Cameron, and an acquaintance mentioned that he knew some soldiers who would be eager to play when off-duty. Among them was Felix Conde, and when this field general wasn’t looking out on the diamond through his catcher’s mask, his eye was drawn to a young woman working at the concession stand. Her name was Lydia Layton, daughter of the team’s sponsor. Teammates noted that Conde spent an inordinate amount of time buying soft drinks or snow cones between innings. “Hey, Conde, you’re up,” someone would say, and the flirting would momentarily cease.

			Cupid’s arrow found its mark. In due time, on a Fourth of July, Conde asked Lorenzo Layton for his daughter’s hand in marriage. The father said no, but love found a way. Conde convinced Lydia to elope, asking her to meet him at a gas station across from a bowling alley near her home. Lydia’s brother, Brigido, volunteered to drive her if that’s what she really wanted. The couple exchanged vows in a civil ceremony, but wanting everything to be just right, they later remarried in a Catholic church.

			Not long afterwards, Conde was transferred to Fort Bliss near El Paso, where he served as a drill sergeant training civilians to become soldiers. Lydia was pregnant by that time, and a complication arose. Her water broke early, and she was hospitalized two and a half months before her due date. A doctor at Fort Bliss told Conde he could either save the mother or the unborn child, but he couldn’t save both.

			Forced to make a decision no husband ever wants to make, Conde told the physician, “No, you’re going to save them both.”

			The doctor couldn’t promise anything.

			“It’s gonna be both or you better not come through that door,” Conde told him flatly.

			Lydia delivered a son, and both survived, just as her husband had willed. They named him Richard, but he was known as Rico.

			“Rico was the miracle baby,” said an aunt, Stella Gonzalez. “He was so tiny that Felix could hold him in one hand, like a ball inside a catcher’s mitt.”

			Eleven months later, the Condes welcomed a daughter, Jeannie, into the fold. A half a world away, the American Army was fighting in Vietnam…

			Alexander R. Bolling Jr. was a career officer from a military family who was sent to Vietnam in 1962 as one of President Kennedy’s advisors assessing a civil war in Southeast Asia. Known as Bud to distinguish him from his namesake and Army father, Bolling always said with pride that he wasn’t born, he was issued. Soldiering was so ingrained in his family’s history that his earliest childhood desire was to join the Army. Fifteen of his ancestors, the embodiment of the rugged Minute Man, were among the American colonists who fought the War of Independence against the British. A graduate of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, Bolling was commissioned as a second lieutenant in 1943, smack in the middle of World War II. His father, a veteran of World War I, was a general commanding a division at the time. Shortly after D-Day, Bud Bolling crossed Omaha Beach into Normandy with follow-on forces. After fighting his way across France, Bolling saw combat in the Battle of the Bulge, during which he was wounded by his own artillery and was taken prisoner by the Germans. He escaped and was captured again, then escaped once more to make his way back to American lines. He reconnected with his father, who gave him a week to regain the 40 pounds he had lost as a prisoner before giving his son command of an infantry company. After the war, Bud Bolling stayed in the service. A scholar/soldier, he spoke five languages and taught German to cadets at West Point before his assignment to South Vietnam, the lower half of a divided land that was a simmering cauldron of political, military and religious complexity.

			Situated on the eastern edge of the Indochina Peninsula, Vietnam had a rice-growing culture that emerged thousands of years Before Christ. Once ruled by emperors and dynasties, it had also been dominated for a thousand years by China, its northern neighbor, until the population rebelled. Then about the time of the American Civil War, Vietnam was colonized by France, which subjugated the people and harvested its natural resources until Japan ruled the country in World War II. After the Japanese surrender, France tried to re-establish control by force of arms but suffered a military defeat following a nine-year conflict known as the First Indochina War. International powers divided the country into North and South at the 17th Parallel in 1954, with elections slated in two years to allow the country to determine its own fate. At the time, America was ensnared in the Cold War with the Soviet Union, and the vote would surely favor the Communist factions. With U.S. consent, the election was cancelled by South Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh Diem, a Catholic in a Buddhist-dominated land. Diem’s forces were fighting a civil war against insurgents known to history as the Viet Cong, who were allied with Ho Chi Minh’s army in the North. American advisors had been dispatched to assess South Vietnam’s ability to stand on its own but were not supposed to engage in combat.

			In his advisory duties, Bolling traveled the length and breadth of South Vietnam, often without a military escort. He was a frequent visitor of Hue, which rhymes with suh-WAY and was once Vietnam’s imperial capital. This jewel of a city existed along the north and south banks of the Perfume River, so named because flower petals that fell along its northward path to the South China Sea gave it an aromatic fragrance in the autumn of the year. The Old City on the north bank featured canals, moats, walled palaces, pagodas, Buddhist temples and elaborate urns holding the cremated remains of Vietnam’s emperors. The New City on the south bank housed Hue University, where students clad in white attire furthered their education. Ho Chi Minh once studied there, but Hue always thought of itself as a cultural and religious enclave, equally aloof from Communist ideology and a Saigon government aligned with the West. One of the city’s Buddhist monks, protesting against what he considered to be Saigon’s corrupt and oppressive regime, doused himself with gasoline and burned himself alive. Still, when Bolling left for home in 1963, he thought Vietnam was in his rear view mirror for good.

			“I never thought I’d see Vietnam again except as a tourist,” he said.

			Then came what Bolling believed to be the tipping point for American involvement. Sensing that Diem had lost his grip on the country, the U.S. supported a coup by South Vietnamese army generals. Diem was assassinated in the regime change, which created a power vacuum. His country may have suffered from his strong-arm tactics, but he kept a lid on things. When no effective leadership emerged to replace Diem, North Vietnam sent in regular army troops to bolster the southern insurgents.

			“If Diem wasn’t assassinated, I really believe there never would have been a U.S. combat soldier in Vietnam. Lots of people made decisions based on no knowledge of the local situation,” Bolling said.

			Three weeks after Diem was killed, President Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas.

			Consideration had been given to sending American combat troops into Vietnam ever since the French were defeated at the battle Dien Bien Phu. To find out what such a commitment would entail, Army Chief of Staff Matthew Ridgway dispatched a team of military experts to get basic information. No stranger to war, Ridgway was the commanding general of the 82nd Airborne Division when it did parachute assaults into Sicily, Salerno and Normandy. He also knew the Far East. During the Korean War, Ridgway rallied U.S. forces at a critical point and subsequently replaced Douglas MacArthur as overall commander of that war. Into Vietnam he sent engineers, communications specialists, medical officers, logisticians and combat veterans. The conclusions were that Vietnam was practically devoid of facilities to support a western army. Telecommunications, highways and railways were almost non-existent. Port facilities and airfields were totally inadequate and would require a tremendous engineering and logistical effort. At the same time, a land of rice paddies, jungles and rain forest was well suited to guerilla warfare at which the Far East soldier is a master. Intervention would require a large ground force. Supply lines would stretch halfway around the world. Jungle heat and tropical diseases would exact a heavy toll. Ridgway concluded that sending U.S. combat forces to Vietnam would be a tragic adventure, that the civilians who control the military would be tempted to think only of the immediate objective while ignoring the realities on the ground. His findings, which were included in his autobiography Soldier, reached President Eisenhower. The idea of intervention was shelved, at least temporarily.

			However, General Maxwell Taylor offered a different opinion to a different president. A former artillery officer in the 82nd Airborne and the commander of the 101st Airborne Division in World War II, Taylor succeeded Ridgway as Army Chief of Staff and later served as military advisor to President Kennedy. Sent on his own fact-finding mission to Vietnam, Taylor recommended the introduction of a U.S. military force, writing that Southeast Asia was “not an excessively difficult or unpleasant place to operate. While the border areas are rugged and heavily forested, the terrain is comparable to parts of Korea where U.S. troops learned to live and work without too much effort.” Taylor’s conclusions were used to green-light America’s eventual decision to send ground forces to South Vietnam.

			At any rate, Bolling’s next posting was the Pentagon, and he could list the exact amount of years, months, weeks and days that he polished his seat with his backside in that job. Bolling had wanted to command a large unit of troops ever since he earned his ring at West Point, describing himself then as “a runny-nosed butter bar,” or second lieutenant. His ideal job opened up in December of 1966 when he was assigned to the 82nd Airborne Division as commander of the third of its three combat brigades, ready to respond to any military emergency outside of Vietnam…

			Bud Bolling’s favorite people were sergeants, the backbone of the U.S. Army or any army for that matter. One in particular was Gordon (Duke) Dewey, the non-commissioned officer in charge of military intelligence in the Third Brigade. Bolling always smiled at the memory of Dewey making a hard landing during a proficiency jump in front of a Marine officer. Duke cracked his back on that jump, and the officer asked if he was hurt.

			“Not in front of any damn Marine I ain’t,” Dewey growled. In truth, his back injury from that day bothered him all his life.

			Raised in an orphanage outside of Boston, Duke Dewey shined shoes to earn pocket money. One day, a customer with unique footwear sat down and changed Dewey’s life. Decked out in his dress uniform, the man wore Airborne jump boots.

			“From that day on, I wanted to be a paratrooper,” Dewey said.

			To realize his dream, Dewey joined the Army and volunteered for jump school, parachuting five times to earn his Airborne wings. The Army’s elite, paratroopers are as physically fit as champion athletes, toughened up on marches, runs and obstacle courses. Trussed into a harness, a paratrooper defies death by stepping into the roaring wind, day or night, carrying a 70-pound pack and a weapon. A system of hooks and straps opens the parachute with a shock that feels like being hit across the shoulders with a club. What follows is the brief silence of floating until contact with the ground, which has been described as leaping from the top of a railroad car traveling at 35 miles per hour onto a hard clay road. Once on the ground, and usually surrounded, paratroopers form up to take the fight to the enemy. Little wonder the job attracts its share of characters. Having earned his wings, Dewey advanced to Special Forces.

			Like Bud Bolling, Dewey served as an advisor in South Vietnam. At one point during his time there, insurgents overran a South Vietnamese force, and emergency assistance was requested from two South Vietnamese Ranger battalions that the U.S. had outfitted and supplied. Those battalions were a ghost force, however. “They didn’t exist, except on paper,” Dewey said. Corrupt commanders pocketed all the money earmarked for soldiers’ pay, support and rations. In Dewey’s mind, the ghost battalions exemplified the dysfunction, corruption and ineptitude within the South Vietnamese Army. He had a gut feeling about the quagmire that followed.

			“You could see it coming,” Dewey said. “I figured we’d be there 10 years supporting those sons of bitches.”

			Dewey developed a special bond with Bud Bolling. “He would get on you if you got out of line, but he was a soldier’s soldier. I would have done anything for that man,” Dewey said. Although he never said it out loud, he thought of his commanding officer as the father he never had, and the Airborne was the family he never knew…

			College football provided the crowning achievement of Jim Littig’s athletic life. A native of Portland, Oregon, and the son of a prize-fighter, Littig was a 240-pound defensive lineman on the University of Utah team that beat West Virginia in the 1964 Liberty Bowl. The first major college football bowl game played indoors, the Liberty Bowl was televised nationally on December 19 from inside the Atlantic City Convention Center on the New Jersey shore. That championship ring was a memorable send-off when Littig graduated and began a career in the Army. Having participated in the Reserve Officer Training Corps program, Littig was commissioned as a second lieutenant and entered the Army’s infantry officer training school. He then attended the three-week jump school at Fort Benning, Georgia, and advanced to Ranger school, a combat leadership course that tests participants physically and mentally during the toughest training a solider can get. The Army sent him to Fort Bragg, where he joined the 82nd Airborne Division as a member of its Third Brigade.

			In a quirk of history, the Atlantic City Convention Center was also the site of the 1964 Democratic National Convention that nominated Lyndon Baines Johnson as its presidential candidate. LBJ campaigned on promises of a Great Society and a War on Poverty, but his legacy became Vietnam, even though he expressed reservations about sending combat troops there. In a phone conversation with a national security advisor that was made public 33 years after the fact, Johnson said: “It looks like to me like we’re getting into another Korea. It just worries the hell out of me because I don’t see what we can ever hope to get out of there with once we’re committed. I don’t think it’s worth fighting for, and I don’t think we can get out. And it’s just the biggest damn mess I ever saw.” On the campaign trail, Johnson said: “We are not about to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.” He sent them anyway in March of 1965, with the stated intent of preventing South Vietnam from being overrun by outside forces. He did so without a formal declaration of war or the full call-up of reserve units to active duty. He wanted to wage a limited war. The reality was that the enemy gets a vote on how it fights…

			Youthful wanderlust motivated Canadian Richard Davidson to begin a journey that landed him in the Third Brigade of the 82nd Airborne. A French-speaking native of Montreal, Davidson had a boyhood desire to see the world. One day, while hitchhiking in New York state, he was taken into custody as an undocumented visitor. As Davidson wriggled out of that legal jam, he was advised that if he wanted to travel, he should earn some money instead of living a life of vagrancy. If he really wanted to see the world, he should join the U.S. Army. With a goal of making a better man of himself, Davidson enlisted at Albany, New York, on May 9, 1965, without even knowing what Vietnam was.

			During basic training at Fort Dix, New Jersey, Davidson began the rite of passage from civilian to soldier. Like every trainee, he was shorn of his hair and civilian clothes to be issued dog tags and uniforms colored in the shade of green known as olive drab. With no formal schooling in English, he learned a new and colorful language from his drill sergeants, for whom every other syllable was an F-bomb and mother was half a word. He was also taught discipline, survival techniques and how to fire the Army’s weapons. Having been given his choice of Army careers because he was a volunteer, Davidson opted for the Airborne. His wings qualified him for the extra $55 a month paid to paratroopers.

			Seeing the world began with a trip to the Dominican Republic in 1965, when the Third Brigade of the 82nd Airborne was the tip of the bayonet in a joint force of paratroopers and Marines. Set against the backdrop of the Cold War, the mission was to protect American lives and to prevent a Communist takeover. Codenamed Operation Power Pack, it was overshadowed by Vietnam and is largely lost to history. Although the original plan called for a parachute drop, planes loaded with paratroopers landed to the east of Santo Domingo in the wee hours of April 30. The Airborne secured a vital bridge and established a corridor for a link-up with Marines who had landed to the west. To show the locals that American forces were in full control, the 82nd Airborne Division Band marched along what was called the All American Expressway. During the operation, the division suffered its first combat deaths since World War II. Ultimately, 13 of the 27 Americans killed in action were paratroopers. The All Americans even sunk a ship that rebel forces were using as a staging area. Using the firepower of the 106-millimeter recoilless rifle mounted on a jeep, a paratrooper sent the SS Santo Domingo to the bottom. While the fighting was over in a relatively short time, security forces remained until September of 1966. As an indication of how America as a whole thought about its military, the number one song on the Billboard charts in 1966 was Sgt. Barry Sadler’s Ballad of the Green Berets. It out-performed all the hits produced by rock artists, Motown groups and the mop-haired musicians of the British invasion.

			Power Pack was already in progress when Richard Davidson joined the effort. While billeted at a place called Camp Hutchinson, named for a paratrooper who had been killed in the operation, Davidson said his buddies passed the time by leaping out of second-floor windows to simulate airborne drops and the parachute landing fall. “Usually it was after they had a few drinks under their belts,” Davidson said.

			He returned to the States by sea aboard the Navy’s Landing Ship Tank (LST) 1171 and reported back to Fort Bragg. Considered a blip on the radar screen at the time, Operation Power Pack was officially recognized as a campaign in 1992…

			The military career of Richard Seitz had come full circle by March of 1967 when he was promoted to command the 82nd Airborne. A native of Leavenworth, Kansas, Seitz intended to run his family’s ice cream and dairy business in the Midwest before war led him on a different path. Commissioned as an officer through the Reserve Officer Training Corps program at Kansas State College, Seitz was at Fort Benning when the first test platoon of a revolutionary kind of warfare was created. Volunteers from the infantry donned plastic football helmets, strapped on parachutes and leapt out of an airplane over a drop zone. If he was going to be in the Army, Seitz figured Airborne was the way to go. His first company commander was James Gavin, an 82nd Airborne legend who wrote the book on the best use of Airborne troops in battle. Gavin had once noted: “Show me a man who will jump out of an airplane, and I’ll show you a man who will fight.” As for Seitz, he did a combat jump into southern France and also fought with the 82nd Airborne in the Battle of the Bulge. A generation later, he was a staff officer at Army headquarters in South Vietnam before he was called home to lead the 82nd Airborne Division. His troops were the cream of the Army, but the division was badly under strength. Many graduates of jump school were filling the combat needs of other Army units in Vietnam. “It was a very turbulent time,” Seitz noted…

			On June 7, 1967, the newest class of second lieutenants received their rings and tossed their hats into the air upon graduation from the United States Military Academy at West Point. This group of leaders in character was well aware that the fighting in Vietnam had begun during their academy years, when it was drilled into their heads that the history they learned was made by the people who taught them. William Westmoreland, a former West Point superintendent who commanded U.S. forces in Vietnam, had visited the cadets at one point, saying: “Like your brothers before you, you will march to the sound of the guns.”

			Michael Hood, one of the Class of 1967, said all of his classmates had kept an eye on Southeast Asia. “We talked about Vietnam constantly,” said Hood, who grew up in Fort Worth, Texas and enrolled in his first military school at the age of 10. A free spirit who was a member of the West Point cheer squad called the Rebel Rousers, Hood had left his mark at West Point. “I was No. 1 in my class,” he deadpanned, “for the number of hours I spent walking the yard for disciplinary reasons.”

			Robert Murrill was also part of that class and was a member of the parachute team. Other classmates were James Adams, Ronald Frazer, Dean Risseeuw and Thomas Schwartz. All of them were destined for slots in the 82nd Airborne…

			The Third Brigade was on alert status in July of 1967, ready to go anywhere on a moment’s notice, when an emergency call reached headquarters. In keeping with the secretive nature of Airborne missions, Paddy Barry remembers that mouthpieces were taken out of the pay phones so that no one could call out. Paratroopers were locked down before drawing weapons, ammunition and combat gear. Then they were trucked to the Green Ramp connecting Fort Bragg to Pope Air Base for the boarding of transport planes, mission undetermined and destination unknown.

			Barry came from Manhattan’s Yorkville neighborhood, where the Irish were among the ethnic groups who used their fists to protect their turf. Drafted into the Army on June 14, 1966, he volunteered to become a paratrooper as a way of following in the jump boots of his father, who had participated in each of the 82nd Airborne’s campaigns from North Africa to Berlin in World War II.

			“My dad was livid when I got drafted. He said he fought so that I wouldn’t have to,” Barry said.

			Barry recalled that his flight was in the air for something like eight hours. Then from his window seat, he looked out to see a city on fire. The order came for troops to load their rifles. Subsequently, a second order was given to chamber a round but to keep the safety on. Locked and loaded, troopers were finally told to fix bayonets so that they were ready for anything when they hit the ground.

			“We must be in Berlin,” Barry thought to himself.

			Actually, his plane landed at Selfridge Air Force Base in a suburb of Detroit. The Motor City had been set ablaze in one of the worst race riots in the nation’s history. The destination struck him as odd.

			“The 82nd Airborne doesn’t invade the United States,” Barry said.

			The spark of Detroit’s unrest came in the wee hours of Sunday, July 23. City police raided an unlicensed bar where 82 African Americans celebrated the return of two local soldiers from Vietnam. Police decided to arrest everyone present, and while they were arranging transportation, a crowd gathered outside. Tensions that had simmered for decades boiled over. Fights broke out between citizens and police. Bottles were thrown. Shots were exchanged. Fires were lit. By mid-afternoon, flames rose above the city skyline. Nationwide, there were 159 race riots in what became known as the Long Hot Summer of 1967, and the worst of the unrest was felt in Michigan’s largest city, famous for making automobiles and producing Motown music. The unrest lasted five days, resulting in 43 deaths, 1,189 injuries, 7,200 arrests and 2,000 buildings destroyed. In response, the Michigan National Guard was called up to assist police, but it had no training on quelling civil disorder. When federal help was requested, President Johnson turned to the 82nd Airborne, whose ranks were filled with soldiers who had seen combat in Vietnam.

			Bud Bolling was playing bridge at home the evening of July 23 and, as is common with the Airborne, was scheduled to be up at five o’clock the next morning to run with his troops. Then the call came to go to Detroit. For the first time since the Bond Marches of the Great Depression, federal troops had been called up for domestic duty. Although the Airborne has established procedures on how to respond to a crisis, the White House insisted on doing things its way. As one example, ammunition was taken off a plane so that more troops could board.

			“It was a terrible, chaotic deployment. The worst ever,” Bolling said.

			Richard Seitz sent troops in the same order he would if this had been a mission to a foreign country, but without the artillery.

			Upon landing in Detroit, Bolling led a convoy of military trucks, jeeps and civilian buses to a command post at the Michigan Fairgrounds before getting down to the business of containing the raging disturbance. 

			“Where’s the hottest spot? Where’s the worst trouble?” Bolling asked.

			He was given the whole east side of the burning city, and Bolling proceeded to Southeastern High School to set up shop. The police had established a presence there, but all the blinds were pulled down. An officer with the National Guard was also on duty, but when the Airborne arrived, he skedaddled. “He said, ‘Thank God you’re here.’ Then he disappeared. No briefing on the situation at all,” Bolling said.

			The White House’s point person was Cyrus Vance, a former Secretary of the Army and deputy Secretary of Defense under LBJ.

			“What do you need?” he asked Bolling.

			“I need two helicopters in that field tomorrow,” Bolling said, pointing to the high school’s football gridiron.

			“Do you want tanks too?” Vance asked.

			“No. We’d never use a tank against American citizens,” Bolling replied.

			Bolling also told the police officers present: “Raise these shades. If someone wants to take a shot at me, I’ll stand in the window.”

			Into a burning city went the Airborne on July 25. Because firefighters and policemen took sniper fire on emergency calls, paratroopers rode along as protection on fire trucks and in squad cars. Military helicopters flew over the city as part of the show of force. Soldiers with Detroit roots were sent into trouble areas to gather intelligence. Under orders from General Seitz, troops had their chin straps buckled on their steel pot helmets, with rifles loaded and bayonets fixed, whenever they were in eyeball contact with residents. Soldiers were also told to look their best by breaking out starched uniforms on patrols. They couldn’t help but notice exhausted National Guardsmen sleeping in the streets with sidewalk curbs as their pillows.

			Two incidents were reported of paratroopers receiving and then returning fire. The word on the street was that rioters had broken into an armory because troops heard the chatter of machine guns, and it wasn’t coming from their weapons. Detroit had the look, sound and feel of a war zone. But in quick order, any shooting was silenced.

			“Outside an apartment building where there were a lot of people sniping, Bolling got on a bull horn and told people that if they didn’t take action to curtail the shooting that the 82nd Airborne would do it for them. The sniping stopped,” Seitz said.

			Archie Carpenter, one of Bolling’s battalion commanders, said looters were confronted coming out of a pillaged liquor store at one point. One man brandished a handgun and pointed it at a squad of paratroopers. It was a bad decision. The man was shot dead by a trooper who had just returned from Vietnam. An inquiry determined the use of force was justified. Word spread on the street that pointing a loaded weapon at an Airborne infantryman was a death sentence.

			Most of the rioting ended without gunfire. Troops merely did their daily physical training with the usual Airborne flare, sounding off with cadence while running.

			“We were singing, ‘I wanna be an Airborne Ranger, live me a life of guts and danger…’ And every time a left foot hit the ground, we’d shout, ‘Kill!’ That word gets out fast,” said Paddy Barry.

			“That military appearance made all the difference,” added General Seitz. “The thing that really impressed the citizens was how good these soldiers looked. They looked like All American, Jack Armstrong types ready to take on anybody. There was some taunting, however. Our black soldiers were called Oreo cookies—black on the outside but white on the inside.”

			City dwellers eager to see the restoration of peace welcomed the paratroopers.

			“There was an article in paper that we were living off C Rations, so this woman shows up at my command post and asks how many men I had. I told her 1,900, and she says she has 1,900 bowls of chicken noodle soup. We had food coming out the wazoo. The locals offered to do our laundry. You couldn’t buy a haircut. They put on shows to entertain us. The city just adopted us. There was nothing but respect,” Bolling said.

			As calm returned, paratroopers moved to Chandler Park and erected pup tents. Duke Dewey, the intelligence sergeant, told some gullible supply officer that troops needed to obtain a supply of rock salt to prevent an infestation of something he called “canvastherm,” an imaginary bug that feeds off canvas tents. The unsuspecting officer set about making calls for rock salt until a higher-ranking officer caught on. “You’ve been had. There ain’t no such thing as canvastherm,” the chastened officer was told. It pays to be on one’s toes when in the presence of the Airborne.

			Another twist was the welcoming of the tent-dwelling troops by Detroit’s females. “We got overrun by women,” Dewey said. “They were tired of being cooped up.”

			Having served as a firewall, the Airborne began returning to Fort Bragg on July 28 and completed the move by the next day. Switchboard operators began receiving calls from Detroit women for Joe Tentpeg and Private Messkit, which were the nom de guerres of paratroopers. Thus, closed one of the most unique episodes in Airborne history…

			For one cohort of Baby Boomers, 1967 was the Summer of Love. Free spirits left home for San Francisco, the epicenter of a counter-culture movement led by the long-haired Hippy and the Flower Child. Richard O’Hare left college too, not to go to San Francisco with a flower in his hair, but to join the Army and become a paratrooper.

			A native of Brooklyn whose Irish-Catholic family moved to the Long Island community of Franklin Square, O’Hare had an extended family that fought in World War II and who routinely gathered for Sunday dinner. While the women sat in one room, the men congregated in another to tell stories over a beer or two. Children were to be seen and not heard, and if he remained quiet, O’Hare heard tales that were part of family history. As a boy, he had grown up with a collection of toy soldiers, ships and planes, which he engaged in mock battle by using firecrackers as special effects. From the time he had turned 10, O’Hare collected comic books of G.I. Joe and religiously watched the weekly television show Combat! about a squad of infantrymen waging war against the German Army. O’Hare’s father served in the Seabees, the name given to the U.S. Navy’s Construction Battalions, and an uncle had jumped into Normandy with the 101st Airborne Division. He also remembered the sermons by a priest who had been a chaplain in World War II. Although the rules of civilization hold that it is illegal and immoral to take another human being’s life, the priest preached that is justifiable to kill in war when a citizen/soldier is defending his country and protecting his family.

			O’Hare was no stranger to the social changes going on around him. The oldest of five children, he saw the Beatles in concert at Shea Stadium when he was a student at Sewanhaka High School. He was also fully aware that his country was at war in South Vietnam, and earlier in 1967, heavyweight boxing champion Muhammad Ali was among those draftees who refused induction into the Army. O’Hare followed his own path. Six weeks after his 19th birthday, O’Hare put down his books at Hofstra University and enlisted on July 17, much to his father’s chagrin.

			“My father was so proud of me going to college. He was heart-broken when I told him I joined the Army, but the decision had already been made. I wanted to do my part just like he had done,” O’Hare said.

			His motivation for boarding a bus to basic training at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, was to join the fight against Communism. On the heels of the Korean War, confrontations with the Red menace with led to incidents such as the Bay of Pigs, the Berlin Crisis and the Cuban Missile Crisis, during which time American school kids were taught to hide under their desks in the event of a nuclear attack. The war in Vietnam was sold to the American public as necessary to stop Communism, because if South Vietnam fell, other nations in Asia would fall like dominoes.

			O’Hare had the job title of infantryman, or in the argot of the Army, his Military Occupation Specialty was Eleven Bravo, also known as Eleven Bang Bang or Eleven Bad Ass. Following advanced training at Fort Dix, New Jersey, O’Hare went to jump school. He ran constantly, even through the mess hall. A soldier would pick up a tray, have food ladled onto it and then wolf it all down on his way out the door without ever sitting down. To keep everybody in the proper frame of mind, the Airborne song Blood On The Risers was played over loudspeakers. Borrowing from the melody of the Battle Hymn of the Republic, the song includes the refrain, “Gory, gory what a helluva way to die.” Jumping out of an airplane amplifies what soldiers call the pucker factor, when the anal sphincter muscles tighten up during times of stress.

			“If you’re not scared, you’re crazy,” O’Hare said.

			The Army has a certain benchmark that it expects of all soldiers, but paratroopers are expected to exceed the standard, even in the way they dress. Soldiers who lack wings on their chests are known derisively as legs.

			O’Hare was selected to attend officer candidate’s school. Before a spot opened up, however, his orders took him to Fort Bragg. During orientation, the new arrivals were shown the movie The Longest Day, which featured John Wayne as an 82nd Airborne battalion commander jumping at night into Normandy to liberate the town of St. Mere Eglise…

			Joe Mays had received his diploma from Texas Western College, best known as the school that fielded five African American starters who beat an all-white Kentucky team in the 1966 NCAA basketball finals. As classmates started careers as doctors, nurses, lawyers, teachers, engineers and accountants, Mays asked himself: “What would John Wayne do?”

			He enlisted in the Army to become an officer and a paratrooper, following in the footsteps of a father who had served in the 82nd Airborne. He remembers instructors at Officer Candidate School drilling the notion into his head, “If you don’t pay attention or if you fall asleep in class, you will die in Vietnam.” When he completed his five training jumps at Fort Benning, the jump school commandant, who had graduated with his father from the course in August of 1943, pinned his father’s wings onto his chest.

			Mays signed in with the 82nd Airborne on Christmas Eve of 1967, just weeks after his father wrote a letter for the front page of The Army Times newspaper. In passing the torch from one generation to the next, it read:

			 

			“So now you have arrived at the point toward which all of your past years’ activities have been directed. I offer you my congratulations. If you choose to remain in the Army, you will be respected and looked up to by most people of all walks of life. But you will also suffer many hardships, moments of self-doubt and recrimination, and will be reviled and looked down upon by some members of our present society. There has always been a segment of our civilization who are honestly opposed to the military. No matter how unjust it seems, you will be asked to defend the rights of these people. You will be granted some power. Use it wisely. If ever there was a key to leadership, it is the word and act of loyalty. Loyalty to your country, loyalty to your superiors and in particular, loyalty to your men. Don’t be soft, don’t quibble, don’t vacillate and be soft-hearted when you know you are right. Make sure you establish rapport and friendship with every man in your command, a willingness to meet with him and talk with him and listen to his problems. Most officers learn quickly to listen to their superiors. A great many of them never learn to listen to their subordinates and so alienate the very soldiers upon whom your success depends. Today’s Army is so complex and technical that you can never know everything. Ask your men to show you how to keep your M-16 clean and operable and ask them to show you how to fire the M-60 machine gun. They will respect you and you will probably learn some things that only they know. Be proud, but be humble. Be humbly grateful that you were born in the greatest country in the world, that you were reared a God-fearing Christian, that you received a good education at a school that I know you love and that you have attained the status of an officer in the U.S. Army. Can you do this while maintaining a sense of humor? Life without surcease from its enormities can be a depressing existence. You must be able to laugh at yourself and with others. It is not uncommon for moments of humor to crop up in the gravest situations. Don’t be overly impressed with yourself, but maintain your true perspective. Good luck in the arts and practices of being a paratrooper. I, too, traveled that same route 25 years ago and remember with nostalgia the heart-in-the-throat approach to the door, the wild tumultuous exit, the exhilarating feeling of the wind in your face, the quiet and wonderful solitude of the descent, the reality of the ground transmitted through the shock of landing and the tremendous sense of accomplishment that you are just a little bit above the ordinary soldier. Love, Dad.”

			 

			As 1967 drew to a close, the Johnson administration was publicly optimistic about Vietnam, saying that the war had reached a cross-over point because the Communists were dying faster than they could be replaced.

			“We are inflicting greater losses than we are taking,” President Johnson told the nation in a televised speech on November 17. “We are making progress.”

			Four days later, William Westmoreland told Congress: “I am absolutely certain that whereas in 1965 the enemy was winning, today he is certainly losing.”

			Ellsworth Bunker, the U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam, echoed a sentiment that the French had used in 1954 before their defeat in Vietnam. “There is light at the end of the tunnel,” Bunker said. His words morphed into an overworked phrase that the light belonged to an oncoming train.

			Meanwhile, James Gavin, the former commander of the 82nd Airborne, returned from a fact-finding trip to Vietnam to tell congressional leaders that America’s strategy was ill-conceived. The use of conventional tactics in an unconventional war convinced him the effort was futile.

			“We are in a tragedy,” Gavin said.





Chapter 3

			America’s 9-1-1

			Barely three weeks into the watershed year of 1968, the 82nd Airborne was alerted to strike back against Communist aggression in an Asian hot spot with a forbidding climate. The crisis was in North Korea, which had seized the USS Pueblo on January 23 and parked the intelligence-gathering ship at Wonson harbor. One of the 83-man crew had been killed when North Korean gunboats fired on the ship. The captain and the rest of the crew were blindfolded, beaten and imprisoned. For a unit trained to be combat ready in just such emergencies, the mission was to parachute into harm’s way to rescue them. On call to be the first in was Bud Bolling’s Third Brigade.

			Anxiety levels spiked across Fort Bragg as troopers were locked down. One of the busiest soldiers on post was Robert Murrill, a second lieutenant who was fresh out of West Point and Ranger school. While he aspired to be a platoon leader in a rifle company, Murrill was the brigade’s supply officer, filling a slot normally occupied by a major. Being relegated to such a role prompted him to protest to Colonel Bolling, who told him that the immediate need was in supply. In fact, the colonel ordered Murrill to go to the latrine to wash out his ears so that he could hear better. Murrill smartened up and did what was needed.

			Given the time of year, a major concern was the harsh Korean winter. During the Korean War, American troops suffered frostbite, and engines froze solid as temperatures plunged to as low as 30 degrees below zero. For the Pueblo operation, winter gear from strategic stockpiles was distributed, including parkas, mittens and oversized thermal footwear that the troops called Mickey Mouse boots for their cartoon-ish appearance. The motor oil in all the vehicles was changed to a type better suited for arctic conditions.

			Then, just like that, the White House aborted the mission.

			“I didn’t mind too much. There are lots of bad guys in Korea. It’s cold. And I can’t drive a ship,” Bolling said.

			Among the troops who were relieved by the cancellation was Gerald Kennedy, whose Airborne roots were planted by family members who had built the jump towers at Bragg and who has five family members buried at Arlington National Cemetery. A one-time enlisted man who rose in the ranks to command the brigade’s Military Police unit, Kennedy said: “It was a suicide mission, you can’t drop us into a place like Korea and expect us to come out alive. I was glad that was over with.”

			Diplomacy dragged on for 11 months before the crew was freed. The North Koreans kept the Pueblo as a war trophy.

			The Airborne resumed its role of being the Army’s strategic ready force. Then South Vietnam erupted in flames when the twin forces of the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army launched a country-wide offensive on January 30-31. The attacks coincided with the lunar new year of Tet, the beginning of the Year of the Monkey. Breaking a truce that was in place for the Vietnamese to honor their ancestors with celebrations and fireworks, Communist forces attacked nearly every major city and military base in South Vietnam. They even reached the grounds of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. After 35 months of ground combat, America’s war strategy had just gone sideways. Although most of the attacks had been absorbed and North Vietnam’s goal of inciting the civilian population to rise up had failed, the Communist flag still flew over the imperial capital of Hue, and Marines were under siege at an outpost called Khe Sahn. Overall commander William Westmoreland was most concerned about the threat posed in the area below the Demilitarized Zone, the man-made line that separated North and South. In his judgment, a setback in the three northernmost provinces of South Vietnam was conceivable but not probable. In papers classified as top secret, Westmoreland requested immediate reinforcements in the form of the 82nd Airborne and a regiment of Marines. In fact, he thought the best course of action would be to have the Marines do an amphibious assault from the South China Sea and then put the Airborne ashore through the beachhead because the U.S. military lacked the helicopters needed to transport the paratroopers onto the battlefield. The assault, codenamed Operation Durango City, was earmarked for April. In communications dated February 8 and February 11, higher command agreed with Westmoreland’s request, but the timetable was pushed forward and the amphibious landing was scrapped. Instead, Airborne troops would enter the country aboard cargo jets. Although the nation’s first civilian 9-1-1 system was about a month away from being operational, the military version was up and running. The Airborne was needed to race into a country in flames, and the Third Brigade was the unit on call.

			 On the Sunday morning of February 11, Bud Bolling was on the golf course. Fortune favored the colonel in his match that day with a civilian friend, and he was up $2.50 in bets on the 11th hole. Then a messenger driving a red scooter approached with an urgent message ordering Bolling to report immediately to division headquarters. He never did collect on his wagers. Within minutes, he was at headquarters. Everything was so hush-hush that not even the duty officer knew what was going on, and duty officers always knew the score. Entering General Richard Seitz’s office, Bolling sensed a tension that was thick enough to cut with a dull bayonet.

			“I just got a call from the White House,” Seitz told him. “Bud, you’re going to Vietnam.”

			The oxygen was momentarily sucked out of the room.

			“Sir, I’ve been to Vietnam. I want to stay with my troops in the brigade,” Bolling responded.

			“I didn’t say you were going alone. This is a national emergency. Your brigade leaves as soon as we get the official orders,” Seitz said.

			According to an old Airborne saying, when the green light pops, the bullshit stops. In an eye-blink, everything was all business. Still in his golf attire, Bolling hurried to brigade headquarters. The paperwork for all pending matters on his desk was boxed up and set aside. He gathered his key subordinates and flipped the switch that began the organized chaos of assembling three battalions of infantry along with combat engineers, motorized cavalry, artillerymen, helicopter pilots, military police, intelligence experts and the communications specialists needed for all of them to talk to each other. The immediate challenges were time and distance. When Bolling got his first chance to race home and change into uniform, evening had arrived. His wife Fran was asleep, and since he was forbidden to discuss specifics anyway, he left a note saying he was on an alert. A long time passed before he saw that house again.

			The official order, classified as top secret, arrived from the Joint Chiefs of Staff at 5:30 p.m. on Monday, February 12. A brigade task force of approximately 4,000 paratroopers was to deploy on a temporary basis, which under Army regulations meant three months. Movement would be by air. The force was to be in place no later than February 26, with the remainder of the division ready to follow. To protect security, no public announcement was made. Media interviews were banned.

			A thousand things happened at once. Motor oil in the brigade’s vehicles was changed again to a viscosity that would function better in a tropical climate. Supply officers were given access to stockpiles of jungle boots, light-weight uniforms, ammunition, weapons, extra canteens and the food needed to sustain the troops. From the start, Seitz had told Bolling that every asset in the division was his for the taking. Bolling took everything that was combat-ready. He later said that he took the whole division with him, even though it was organized under a single brigade commanded by a colonel rather than a division led by a two-star general.

			In the whole of the U.S. Army, the Airborne was the only combat-ready unit that could be sent immediately to Vietnam. Still, a classified document at the time described the division’s readiness as marginal, not because of the quality of its soldiers or the quality of their training, but because the unit was at half strength. It was an appalling indictment of those in overall charge of the military. The Third Brigade had roughly 2,000 troopers able to go on the mission, half of what was required. Instead of having three platoons per rifle company, some companies were down to two platoons or less. At the same time, seven of the brigade’s 13 rifle companies were commanded by second lieutenants rather than captains, and some battalions were commanded by majors instead of lieutenant colonels. While those young officers had the right stuff for the most part, they lacked experience. What’s more, the brigade had roughly 200 artillerymen available, half the number required to do the mission. To make up for the shortfalls, fill-ins were taken from the other two brigades and folded into Bolling’s command.

			An estimated 80 percent of the division’s troopers had already fought in Vietnam with such Army units as Special Forces, the Sky Soldiers of the 173rd Airborne Brigade, the Screaming Eagles of the 101st Airborne Division and the jump-qualified brigade of the 1st Cavalry Division. They had been placed in the 82nd Airborne to act as the country’s strategic reserve while serving out their remaining time in the Army. Some soldiers had been back from Vietnam for less than a month. Ultimately, it was decided that anyone who had been back in the States for 30 or more days and had 30 days remaining on their enlistments would deploy. The best the Airborne could come up with was 3,670 troops.

			“We had platoons where the men didn’t know each other’s names. These poor guys, you wonder what they were thinking,” Bolling said.

			Troops learned their fate in various ways. Richard Davidson, the French-speaking Canadian, remembers a cool February night when he was walking by the orderly room in his barracks. He overheard his company commander talking on the phone about an alert. Davidson was ordered not to mention it to anyone.

			“I was a little scared but mostly surprised. I kept it a secret, but I told the guys to get a good night’s sleep because they would need it. They kept asking me what was up, but all I could say was, ‘Sorry, man. You’ll find out soon enough.’ Then I racked out,” Davidson said. “Someone came in at 3:30 in the morning and shouted, ‘Everybody up! Fall out in 15 minutes.’ ”

			When the word came to assemble, Davidson had a decision to make. His time in the Army was nearly over, and nobody was sure if he had to go.

			“My commanding officer called me into his office and said, ‘You may not have to go.’ He told me to give it an hour and return with my answer. Thinking about all the training I had, and having lived with my buddies for a year and a half, I gave him my answer right then and there. ‘I’m going, sir. I can’t leave these guys. It’s a point of personal honor for me to go to war with them.’ He said, ‘OK, get ready to move out like the others.’ My company only had enough men to form a platoon. We turned in our winter gear, and there was no longer any doubt. Vietnam it was. Half of the fellows around me had already been there. The word was half or one-third of us would not be coming back. I wrote a postcard home, trying to convince my parents that I would be all right, but I waited until the last minute to send it. I did not want to worry my parents sooner. That whole week was a confusing one.”

			Suffice it to say that the troops who had served their one-year tour of duty in Vietnam weren’t thrilled at being ordered back. Among the fillers was John Frances Plunkard, 20, of Frederick, Maryland. In his youth, Plunkard was in a Boy Scout troop named after Francis Scott Key, the poet who penned the words to The Star-Spangled Banner. A natural athlete who played baseball and ran track at Frederick High School, Plunkard found his biggest fame on the football team. His accuracy as a place-kicker was so renowned that he was called the man with the Golden Toe. Plunkard enlisted in the Army six months after ground troops had been committed to Vietnam, and he was sent there too after completing all his training. On May 19, 1966, while serving in the 173rd Airborne, Plunkard’s platoon suffered heavy casualties during a fierce firefight. He killed two enemy soldiers and forced others to flee while saving the life of a wounded comrade. Plunkard dragged the wounded man to safety, an act of valor for which he received a Bronze Star. Two days later, Plunkard was wounded when an enemy rocket slammed into his unit’s position. Jagged metal shards ripped into his arms, legs, hip and the back of his neck. The recipient of a Purple Heart, he spent two months in a hospital before reporting back to combat. While recovering from his wounds, Plunkard penned a letter that was published in his hometown newspaper, The Frederick News-Post. In that letter, he voiced frustrations about Vietnam. War had never been formally declared, yet he and his brothers-in-arm were engaged in mortal combat against a foe that was fighting to the death. Nobody knew who the enemy was until he was shot at.

			“This is the craziest war I believe any country could get in. The only word I can say to even come close is the word HELL because that’s just what it is,” Plunkard wrote. “The things you go through and see just drive you to hate with a passion. If we would only declare war, I think every American over here would put more effort in it. The way everybody thinks is, why should we fight when nobody has even declared war? I think the reason we’re still here is to save face. We’re in too deep to pull out now.…You know, when I first came over here, I had pity on these people but now that’s all gone. After I’ve seen my best friends get all shot up and killed, I’ve changed tactics. They tell us to hold your fire until fired upon, but now I’m gonna drop the first person I see in black P.J.s whether it be man, woman or beast. I hate to talk like this, but if you could go through what I’ve seen in the past two months, you would agree, I’m sure.”

			With eight months left in the Army, Plunkard was engaged to be married and had just purchased a new Dodge Dart. Despite any personal misgivings, there was never any doubt that Plunkard would honor his Airborne contract. He made a positive first impression on his new company commander, St. Elmo P. (Step) Tyner, a West Point graduate from Carmel, California, who was named for the patron of the sea.

			“If I had been casting a recruiting commercial, (he) would have a featured spot. Everything about his appearance and behavior bespoke ‘professional,’ ” Tyner said.

			One comrade who had a special bond with Plunkard was Gordon Day, a Mohawk Indian. Schooled in the ways of the warrior, Day learned about the natural world from a spiritual leader in the Long House at Kahnawake, a tract of land straddling Canada and New York that was set aside for the Mohawk Nation. Members of Day’s tribe were known as the guardians of the Eastern Door long before Europeans arrived in North America. In colonial times, his ancestors fought the French, the British and the Americans, and tribal members say with fierce pride that they were never defeated. Members of Day’s family had also fought in the American Civil War. His grandfather served under General John (Black Jack) Pershing against Poncho Villa in Mexico and again with Pershing’s Allied Expeditionary Force in World War I. His father fought the Japanese as an infantryman with the Old Breed of the 1st Marine Division at Guadalcanal. The Mohawk reputation of being fearless was burnished when members of the tribe’s White Wolf Pack embraced the dangerous occupation of ironworkers who built the bridges and skyscrapers of New York City. From the time he was 15, Day had worked as one of those sky walkers until he was drafted into the Army in 1966 and then volunteered for the Airborne. Married and the father of three kids, Day had entered a death pact with Plunkard long before the callout.

			“If one of us failed to return, the other would look up his family,” Day said. “We cut the inside of our thumbs with a knife and pressed them together. I told Johnny, ‘From this day on, we are brothers. My blood is running through you. Your blood is running through me.’ He would check on my family. I would check on his.”

			Now part of the deployment, Day was handed an M-79 grenade launcher, a weapon that looked like a sawed-off shotgun which could lob grenades or fire buckshot. He had never pulled the trigger on one before.

			Another filler who joined Plunkard and Day in the same company was Jimmy Barnes of Hammond, California. Barnes had also shed blood for his country in Vietnam, having been shot in the left hip in 1965 while serving in the 1st Cavalry Division.

			“We weren’t enthusiastic about having to go back. You’d have to be crazy to want to go back to Vietnam. I had three months left in the Army, and I even called my congressman. The choice was either to go or lose all honor. We took our medicine and got ready to go,” Barnes said.

			Other congressmen called division headquarters to inquire about the fairness of sending soldiers back to Vietnam after they had just returned. The standing orders of the All Americans, however, took precedence. The standard reply to such inquires was: “This is the 82nd Airborne Division. Everybody in this division is committed to go anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice. There’s a war going on. We make no apologies for sending people to fight as ordered.”

			Andrew Blais of Barrington, New Hampshire, was assigned to Plunkard’s fire team. A draftee who had volunteered for the Airborne, Blais was a French-speaker who had just finished a mission with the Airborne in Africa.

			“There was some bitching by the guys who had only been back from Vietnam for a month or two. The feeling was, ‘Jesus Christ, enough! We did our part.’ Then it became, let’s go do the mission. Do your job. Get it done. When we got the job done, we could come home. We didn’t see it as deploying for a tour in Vietnam. This was a three-month mission to disrupt and stop the Tet Offensive. The soldiers in the 82nd are freedom fighters. They fight for the oppressed. They just didn’t know the politics of it,” Blais said.

			Mark Robertson of Concord, North Carolina, was a Cherry, an Army term given to those doing something for the first time. The son of a pilot who supplied planes to the Russians on the Eastern Front in World War II, he had volunteered for the draft and had a chance to go to Officer Candidate School with a specialty in armor, which meant he would be protected by 55 tons of steel in a tank. Instead of waiting for an opening, however, he volunteered for jump school.

			“Nobody will admit this, but we were all just young kids, scared as shit with something to prove to our fathers and to ourselves. We needed those wings to prove our manhood. I grew up on Audie Murphy and John Wayne movies. At the time, my life was kind of idyllic. Bragg was close to home, and it didn’t look like we were going anywhere. I figured I’d serve out my time and that would be it. I even asked my mom if I should volunteer for Nam. She told me, ‘Don’t you dare do that.’ Forty-eight hours later, I was on my way to war. It taught me a valuable lesson. Never assume that things are going to work out the way you think,” Robertson said. “Going back to Nam was a shitty deal for the guys who had just been there, but it was great for a Cherry like me. I didn’t know my ass from a hole in the ground. They had experience, and a lot more of us would have died if it wasn’t for them. Paratroopers are tough as nails. Sure, we fought each other at times. But when the chips are down, everybody does their remarkable duty. Going into combat was a duty I had to do. I wanted to go to Vietnam. I wanted my folks to be proud of me.”

			Rich O’Hare’s wait for an opening in Officer Candidate School abruptly ended with the orders to deploy. Six weeks removed from jump school, he was on his way to Vietnam and would eventually be placed in the cavalry unit.

			 “They opened up the warehouses and issued us jungle boots, jungle fatigues and a steel pot combat helmet with the paratrooper chin strap. I got my brand new M-16 right out of the box. We were cut off from communicating with the outside world, and boom, just like that, away you go,” O’Hare recalled.

			O’Hare had never loaded or pulled the trigger on an M-16, which could fire semi-automatically or shoot 20 rounds in 3.2 seconds if the selector switch was on full auto, a setting known variously as Rock ‘N’ Roll or John Wayne. He had been trained on the M-14 rifle, and he would have to learn how to sight in and clean the new weapon on the fly. The inner barrels of the newest M-16s, which became the infantryman’s standard rifle in Vietnam, were coated with chrome to make the weapon more reliable. Because of the heat and pressure generated by the automatic weaponry, the barrels in older versions tended to corrode and cause jams, which was a bad thing for a soldier in life-or-death combat.

			Just about the time the official order arrived at division headquarters, fresh-faced Second Lieutenant Mike Hood was having an off-duty beer at the Officer’s Club. A Special Forces officer mentioned that something was afoot with the 82nd Airborne, so Hood returned to the living quarters he shared with four other guys.

			“One of my roommates who had his bags packed said that he had been called out. I go into the house and everybody’s gone but me. I called my company but didn’t get through until one in the morning. They asked me where I’ve been and said they had been trying to reach me. So I report, and they asked me if I wanted to go to Vietnam. I said, ‘Sure.’ We were so cranked. Being in the Army but not being in Vietnam was like having a law degree but not practicing law,” Hood said.

			Needing every soldier it could muster, the brigade even mobilized characters who came with the warning: “Break open only in time of war.” They had been confined for various peacetime infractions.

			“We opened up the stockade,” said Jim Littig, who was going off to war just five days after he had arrived at Fort Bragg. Placed in charge of the Long Range Recon Platoon, Littig said: “Throughout 1967, it looked like the war was over, and I thought we were going to miss it. It turns out that the enemy was just gathering stuff for the 1968 offensive. I saw it as an opportunity.”

			The Fayetteville jail was opened up too. Bob Murrill, now the commander of the headquarters company in one of the battalions, bailed out a soldier who had been arrested for some violation of civilian law. It was not unusual for a paratrooper to get into a scrape at some den of iniquity such as Rick’s or Bottom’s Up on Hay Street, which was known as Combat Alley before civic leaders cleaned it up.

			“He needed to join us on our journey. I doubt that he considered this a better resolution of his situation, however,” Murrill recalled.

			Among the characters in the unfolding drama was James Sanner, an ordained Catholic priest from Erie, Pennsylvania. He had reported to Fort Bragg as a chaplain the day of the deployment order. A man of God who was headed off to war, Sanner volunteered to become a chaplain after reading an article in a Catholic newspaper that the military had a shortage of priests. With 50 hours of flight time in a Cessna, he figured he might draw the Air Force. The powers that be slotted him for the 82nd Airborne.

			“I didn’t even know what the Airborne was,” Sanner said.

			Sanner reported to jump school on January 6, 1968. Just four days into the program, while he was spit-shining his boots to the Airborne standard, Sanner received word that his father had passed away. He returned home to oversee funeral arrangements, then resumed training at Fort Benning. Being a priest wasn’t the only thing that made him stand out. He was 34, and just about everybody in his group was 18 or 19. When the time came for the first of five training jumps, Sanner was asked if he would hear confessions from those in line.

			“That first jump? Oh, wow. I could see out the door that we were flying in an oval pattern. There must have been some problem over the drop zone. The jump master finally gave the command to stand up, hook up and shuffle to the door. You follow the man in front of you, put your knees in the breeze, count one one-thousand, two one-thousand as the chute deploys. You check your canopy to make sure it fills. As you approach the ground and get to tree top level, you tuck your chin, get your feet pointed, and make the parachute landing fall. I did four more jumps to become Airborne qualified. They asked me if wanted them pinned on or if I wanted blood wings, which is where they pound the wings into your chest. I told them to pin them on,” Sanner said.

			At Bragg, he was scheduled to make, in his words, his Cherry jump with the 82nd Airborne. But while having dinner with the division chaplain, Sanner caught images on TV of jets bombing the walls of the Imperial Palace of Peace in Hue. When the chaplain said he would help him pack, Sanner replied, “Pack for what?” The reality of the priest’s situation sunk in. “Holy smokes,” Sanner said. “When they started passing out the mosquito netting, I knew we were going to Vietnam.”

			Meanwhile, even as men and equipment were assembling, the first flight was set to leave about 24 hours after the official orders had been cut. Colonel Bolling and 20 or so members of the advance party crossed the Green Ramp to the adjoining Pope Air Force Base to await their ride.

			In the group was Command Sergeant Major John Pearce, the highest-ranking enlisted man in the unit and a combat veteran who had previously served in Vietnam. The recipient of the Silver Star, the nation’s third highest award for valor, Pearce had also shed blood for his country. He carried the brigade’s flag—a red, white and blue swath of cloth that served as a powerful symbol of the unit’s identity. Emblazoned on it was the crest of the All Americans and the number of the Third Brigade. No matter where they were going or how long they might be in combat, the individual soldiers were unified under that flag and their All American shoulder patches.

			The brigade, a French word that means “those who fight,” was also christened with a new name. As the group gathered in a waiting room, intelligence sergeant Duke Dewey had a flash of inspiration. He recalled the words a three-star general had once spoken about Bolling’s unit during the Detroit deployment.

			“Bud, everything your brigade touches turns to gold,” said John Throckmorton, a former commander of the 82nd Airborne.

			If the unit had the Midas touch, then Dewey figured it should be called the Golden Brigade. The name stuck the whole time it was in Vietnam. An official stamp that would appear on subsequent paperwork carried the name Golden Brigade. Even the Big Army, which assigns numbers to all its units, came to recognize the name.

			At the same time, division commander Richard Seitz visited the departing group to wish it Godspeed. Bolling was asked how his wife was taking the developments, but given the hush-hush nature of the deployment, Fran Bolling was in the dark about what her husband was doing, where he was going or how long he would be away.

			“She thinks I’m going on a training mission,” Bolling told the general.

			With that, Seitz dispatched a detail to locate Mrs. Bolling. On the eve of Valentine’s Day, she was getting her hair done at a local beauty salon when she was whisked away to say goodbye to her husband.

			“When they brought her down, she had a box of mints that she gave me. She said Happy Valentine’s Day, and off I went,” Bolling said.

			That first group boarded a C-141 Starlifter, the Air Force’s first jet-powered transport plane. Four Pratt & Whitney engines throttled up, and the silver bird rumbled down the runway and into the sky, heading toward the sound of the guns in Southeast Asia.

			The second Starlifter to take to the air was loaded with 99 soldiers and 10 disassembled helicopters, the flying machines that became the symbol of the Vietnam War. The ranking officer was James Zinchuk of Boston, Massachusetts, whose father had flown aboard B-17 bombers in World War II. Zinchuk had enrolled in the Reserve Officer Training program at Boston University and was destined to fly.

			“The ramp was still down. The division band was playing The All American Soldier, and General Seitz came aboard. He said, ‘Congratulations, lieutenant, you’re taking the 82nd Airborne to war for the first time since World War II.’ I saluted and said, ‘Airborne.’ We had to resolve things like what color cover to wear on our helmets, and everybody’s jump strap had to be on left hand side although half of them were originally on the right,” Zinchuk said.

			Having been called out on the mission, Lieutenant Keith Bell of Denver, Colorado, followed procedures and loaded up a propeller-driven cargo plane with the equipment needed to fight a war. Then he had to unload it all and repack it in a jet plane the Airborne was using for the first time on such a large scale. “The Air Force guys said we were flying in a Starlifter. We had made training jumps from them before, but we had never taken them on a mission,” Bell said. Lots of things were being done for the first time.

			General Seitz worked tirelessly with his staff to make sure no detail was overlooked. Any trooper who had not already done so made out a last will and testament, something that is standard operating procedure in the 82nd Airborne. Then late into the night at the end of a long week, he got a call from the White House. President Johnson wanted to send off the troops in person. He was due to arrive on Saturday, February 17.

			“I had just come home from the Green Ramp, took off my boots and had a cold beer at 12:45 a.m. The president would arrive at Pope that afternoon and be on the ground for 40 minutes. It’s a good thing we didn’t have more time to prepare. I probably would ordered a fresh coat of paint on everything at Bragg,” Seitz said.

			The commanding general put his boots back on and went back to work. He arranged for the division band to be present for the playing of Hail to the Chief, and a public address system was set up on a flatbed truck from which the president would speak.

			During his 53-minute flight from Washington, LBJ had a bowl of chili aboard Air Force One, according to the White House log. He was accompanied by Army Chief of Staff Harold K. Johnson and assistant commandant of the Marine Corps Lewis W. Walt. A glitch in the sound system caused a short delay. Then the president walked to the microphone, cleared his throat and began speaking in his Texas drawl at 5:08 p.m.

			“Wherever you are, wherever you go, each of you knows that you have with you always the devotion, the concern, the prayers of all those dear to you and to whom you are very dear,” the president began. “As you depart once again to answer the call from afar, I come here today as your president to tell you that on your journey the hearts of this nation and the hopes of men in many nations fly with you and will follow with you until this duty is done. It is never easy for men to leave. It is never easy to ask men to leave home and happiness for duty far, far away. But the duties of freedom have never been easy. For your nation, for all of its people, those duties may become more demanding, the trials may become more difficult, the tests more challenging, before we or the world shall know again that peace on this planet is once more secure.”

			In his remarks, Johnson repeated the reasons he had sent troops to Vietnam in the first place—to prevent the Communist North from taking over the South by force of arms. America and its leaders were the ones seeking peace, he insisted, and the enemy was bent on pillage and aggression. The foe’s immediate goal was to shake the government of South Vietnam to its foundation, to shake the confidence of its population, to destroy the will of America to see the war through. It was the enemy who had shown, in Johnson’s words, that terrorists can strike and can kill without warning before the forces of order can throw them back. America’s response must be unwavering resolution in the face of ruthless attacks. Each departing paratrooper was a symbol of America’s will and commitment.

			“There has never been a finer fighting force wearing the American uniform than you,” Johnson said. “I believe—I know—that you will serve the cause of freedom just as your forefathers served it. You will serve it with bravery, you will serve it with skill, you will serve it with devotion. We are proud of you. I came here to speak on behalf of all America, and to tell you that you are our finest because you are Airborne.”

			For those in the ranks, Airborne was a charged word. Upon hearing the president say it, paratroopers shouted the response they gave with gusto whenever a commander uttered it: “All the way, sir!”

			Although Seitz insisted the response was spontaneous, Mike Hood and others say the troops had practiced saying it something like three times before the president arrived.

			After his speech, Johnson boarded a transport plane filled with paratroopers to bid them farewell on their journey. The Air Force crew chief in charge of the Starlifter told him: “Make it quick. We’re moving.”

			Using the aircraft’s public address system, he made another short speech. Again, the crew chief encouraged him to wrap things up. Not even the commander-in-chief could disrupt the timetable of an Airborne unit heading off to war.

			“Sir, you got to get off. We’re moving,” Johnson was told.

			After departing the plane, LBJ changed his schedule. Since Fort Bragg was home to Womack Army Hospital, he wanted to visit with soldiers who were recovering from wounds suffered in Vietnam. At hand was an old Chrysler sedan that served as a commander’s vehicle, and with General Seitz sitting in the back seat between the president and the Army Chief of Staff, the group moved out. Someone was smart enough to call ahead, and a doctor in a white lab coat had the elevator waiting to take the president to the seventh floor. Johnson stayed for 30 minutes or so.

			At one point, Seitz relayed story that was recorded in the president’s daily log about a trooper who had been Absent Without Leave for 24 days. When the AWOL soldier learned his unit was moving out for Vietnam, he called to say he was returning to duty. He said he had been to Vietnam before and wanted to return with his fellow soldiers. Another soldier with one day left in the Army re-enlisted for six months because he said he belonged with the men in Vietnam and wanted to do his part.

			During his time at Bragg, Johnson took time to shake hands with troops awaiting departure. Among them was Lieutenant Colonel John G. Jameson, commander of the 1st Battalion of the 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment. Because his battalion was the last of the three to deploy, Jameson then took his troops back into the field to make sure everyone was proficient with the new rifles that had been issued. Jameson had also received word from those who had already landed in Vietnam to take as much as he could with him, especially practical items such as sandbags.

			Also shaking hands with the president was Thomas Locastro of Shannon, Mississippi, who had reported to the 82nd Airborne the day before Valentine’s Day. A combat veteran who had already merited a Purple Heart, Locastro had served in Vietnam the previous year with the 101st Airborne Division. Among the wounds he suffered was a head shot, which had required months of recuperation in an Army hospital. Recently married, he had to tell his new bride that he was leaving her to go to Vietnam again. She didn’t have a driver’s license and would have to stay with the wife of comrade who was also deploying. Locastro described his encounter with the commander-in-chief in a journal he had purchased from the Post Exchange.

			“The president said to us, ‘You’re my soldiers. You’re the best of the best. You’re the finest troops in world,’ ” Locastro wrote. “They always lie, you know, just to get you to do something for them, and to bail them out of some shit they’ve gotten themselves into.”





Chapter 4

			Who Are You Guys?

			C-One-forty-one on the strip, sixty-four killers on a one-way trip. Mission undetermined, destination unknown. Don’t even know if we’re ever coming home. – Airborne cadence.

			Even without parachutes, the 82nd Airborne jumped into war with both feet, uncertain as to what exactly it was up against but with a general sense that kill-or-be-killed combat awaited. Just what kind of person picks up his weapon, packs everything he needs on his back and then flies off to the other side of the planet to fight a war?

			“Crazy people,” said Duke Dewey, the sergeant who had given the Golden Brigade its name.

			There is that. The All Americans have historically come from all walks of life in every corner of the United States, but it’s an inside joke that the characters in the 82nd Airborne have one thing in common beyond their motivation and dedication—they all share the same mental disorder. According to Airborne lore, the question of sanity was raised when the Army first started looking for soldiers who would jump out of perfectly good airplanes in flight and hit the ground running to take the fight to an enemy that had them surrounded. A doctor would look into a candidate’s left ear while a second doctor would peer into the right one. If they could see each other through the empty space, the Army had itself a candidate to become a paratrooper. One company commander, upon reaching the ground on a training jump, described it this way: “We’re all here because we’re not all there,” pointing to his cranium. Paratroopers are a special breed of bad asses defined by the Airborne saying: For those that jump, no explanation is necessary; for those that don’t, no explanation is possible.

			“We knew we were going right into the thick of it,” Dewey said. “Look, the 82nd Airborne is the greatest fighting unit in the world. I love that division. They’re the fighting-est bunch of bastards ever. Paratroopers know one thing and one thing only. We’re shock troops. Our creed is Airborne All The Way. From the day you go to jump school, there’s a constant drilling into the psyche that works in your brain. It’s a mindset. It grows on you. That’s who you are. I’m a professional solider. That’s what I do. If you have the balls to jump out of an airplane, you’ll fight. I’ve been with guys at the end of a 20-mile march in full gear who got into a fist fight over a pound cake in a C Ration pack. A few minutes later, they were friends again, like nothing had happened.”

			Travel time is a moment of peace for a soldier. It allows for moments of reflection and mental preparations ahead of the danger. The experienced ones use the time for practical purposes.

			“You go to sleep,” Dewey said. “You get all the sleep you can because when you get there, there won’t be much chance of getting any rest.”

			Nobody appreciates sleep more than a soldier.

			Bud Bolling was off to war for the first time since he commanded a rifle company a generation ago. This was bigger than the advisory role he had five years earlier in Vietnam, bigger than the Detroit deployment and bigger than brigade-sized exercise like a recent proficiency jump on Vieques Island in Puerto Rico. He settled in on the journey with these thoughts in mind: “I had the best troops in the world. We could do anything. The 82nd was coming to save the day.”

			Bolling also knew something the pilots were unaware of. Before the unit left, an old friend who had also been an advisor in Vietnam called with some inside scoop. He said the destination would be that place where they had been with a mutual friend in 1963. Without mentioning the name Hue, Bolling knew he was headed for the old imperial capital where urban combat was still raging.

			The way things worked, paratroopers boarded their aircraft and the pilots then opened sealed orders informing them of their destination. The first stop on this mission was Elmendorf Air Force Base in Alaska, where the Starlifter refueled. On the next leg, the pilots opened their orders to fly to Yokota Air Base on the Japanese island of Honshu for another refueling. For the final part of the odyssey, orders were unsealed to land at Chu Lai, some 100 miles south of Hue.

			“That’s not close enough. You want to go to Da Nang,” Bolling told the pilots.

			“Da Nang is closed. It’s still under attack,” he was told.

			If that major air base was closed, the situation was worse than Bolling thought. Arriving in Chu Lai at 11 a.m. local time on February 15, Bolling planned to show the flag. The brigade’s colors were unfurled so that he and the advance party would have a proper welcome when the clamshell doors opened at the rear of the plane. Living up to the Airborne code that the officer is first out the door, Bolling walked down the ramp and put his combat boots on the tarmac.

			 An Air Force corporal greeted him by saying: “Who the hell are you guys?”

			Somebody high up on Westmoreland’s staff had neglected to tell the people on the receiving end that 3,670 paratroopers and 2,300 tons of equipment were en route. There’s always the five percent who don’t get the word.

			“We’re the 82nd Airborne, and I got a surprise for you, corporal. Every 90 minutes, there’s going to be a plane arriving for 10 more days,” Bolling said.

			Following the advance party were 160 flights of Starlifters, plus six turboprop C-133 Cargomasters ferrying the heaviest loads, such as the brigade’s artillery pieces and bigger trucks. The air movement was like a giant, stretched-out Slinky. The lead element landed, with the coils of the spring closing in behind it. 

			Dean Risseeuw of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, may have been the youngest person on that first flight. A 1967 graduate of West Point who was in charge of the brigade’s personnel section, he had only made one proficiency jump, also known as a Hollywood jump, with the 82nd Airborne at Bragg.

			“The colonel was so disappointed that there was no one there to greet us. No one knew we were coming. It all happened so fast. We stored the brigade colors again, marched off the plane and stood off to the side until the colonel got things sorted out,” Risseeuw said.

			Chu Lai was the in-country headquarters of the Army’s 23rd Division, known as the Americal. Bolling took off to find its headquarters. Outside the office of Nels Parson, the Americal’s chief of staff, Bolling encountered an orderly wearing the All American shoulder patch. The orderly professed surprise when told the 82nd Airborne was on the ground.

			“The 82nd Airborne is in Fort Bragg,” he said.

			“We’re here now,” Bolling responded.

			To sort out the confusion, calls were made to the appropriate commands to verify that the Airborne was inbound. On the fly, arrangements were made to receive the force and find places for them to bed down.

			“I don’t think anybody slept that first night,” Bolling said.

			Confusion still reigned as the second flight touched down. James Zinchuk had the men under his command off-load the brigade’s helicopters, parking the disassembled flying machines off to the side of the runway.

			“An Air Force colonel drove up in a jeep and asked, ‘What are these things doing on my runway? Tow them or I’ll wreck them.’ I put a crew to work to reassemble the helicopters and went off to the Post Exchange to get a case of beer as an incentive to the guys who were putting the rotors back on,” Zinchuk said.

			Things got even more interesting that night.

			“I was laying in my bunk when I heard this weird noise. It was like ka-bunk, and then ka-boom. We were being mortared. Nobody told us where to go, so we just rode it out,” Zinchuk said.

			John Lukas of Lynnfield, Massachusetts, had a similar experience his first night. A draftee, Lukas had volunteered for the Airborne while he was taking basic training at Fort Dix, New Jersey. While recruits were seated in the post theater, two sharp-dressed paratroopers, standing 6-foot-5 with rows of medals and jump boots marched in. From that moment, Lukas wanted to be 6-foot-5 too. When the Third Brigade deployed to Detroit in 1967, Lukas went along, sleeping right off the runway at Selfridge Air Force Base while wondering what was wrong with the picture of paratroopers being deployed to an American city.

			“Every time the dial spun around, the Third Brigade seemed to be on alert status,” Lukas said.

			Having flown from Bragg to Chu Lai, Lukas racked out in one of those General Purpose military tents. During the night, incoming rounds began to explode. Somebody out there was trying to kill him, and a canvas tent offered next to nothing in the way of protection.

			“Nobody told us what to do in the event we got rocketed. Everybody was running around like crazy. We ran into a bunker that was a Marine communications center. They told us we couldn’t stay, but we had nowhere else to go,” Lukas said.

			Meanwhile, Richard Davidson said his journey to Vietnam began when he snuck away from a secure hangar at Pope Air Force Base to call his mother in Montreal from a pay phone.

			“We were supposed to stay in this restricted area, but this meant nothing, for death would be worse than any punishment they might give us for leaving,” Davidson said. “At Pope, a minister or a priest talked to us. There were Bibles to take if we wanted one, and coffee and doughnuts were available too. We were on standby. Departure time at any minute. Groups of men were leaving on different planes, day and night. Then my turn came, right after 3 o’clock in the morning. On board, I was invited up to the cockpit and sat in the pilot’s seat, which was spare, of course. The airmen treated us real well, as if they were giving us our last living wish. I had butterflies constantly. We never knew what the future reserved for us. When I got to my seat, emergency rescue procedures were given in case of a crash at sea. There was snow in the mountains in Alaska. In Japan, they told us not to take our weapons off the plane, for this would violate some law or treaty. On the final leg, I was thinking about what I said to my mother when I tried to convince her that I was going to return. We played cards to take our minds off of nothing and everything. That got boring. About half hour before we were to land, they gave us our ammunition, grenades and all sorts of gear. What scared me most was when they said we might be bombed on landing. They won’t even give us time to land. What the hell kind of landing zone are we going into? We might have to fight our way off the plane, so get off fast and move out. They dropped us off and then took off. It was sticky and hot. We moved by truck through an area that had barbed wire on each side. It looked like a prison camp. The whole division area was confused, with men running back and forth. Everyone was asking all sorts of unanswered questions.”

			Paul Headley, a farmer’s son from south New Jersey who joined the Army to see the world, was among the veterans returning to Vietnam. As a member of the First Brigade of the 1st Cavalry Division, he had already served one tour and was being sent back.

			“The Cav was one of those units that always seemed to get into it. They’d walk out the door and get into a fight. I’m not a religious man, but during that first year, I remember feeling, ‘God, get me out of this, and I’ll go to church every day.’ I was assigned to the 82nd Airborne when I got back. When we were alerted, they took the speakers out of the phones so we couldn’t call out, put barbed wire around the barracks and placed guards at the exits. When we got to Japan, I was able to call my mom to say I wouldn’t be coming home. I figured I was a dead man.”

			Making peace with oneself is part of a soldier’s lot. If you accept the fact that you’re already dead, you can do your job without having to worry about what might happen. When the ramp came down at Chu Lai, the tropical humidity and the smell of Vietnam took Headley back in time.

			“It was like I never left. The United States was a place I had visited for a short period of time,” Headley said.

			Richard Underwood of Lubbock, Texas, was a second lieutenant commanding a platoon in a rifle company on his way to war for the first time. He had been one semester away from receiving his diploma from Texas Tech University when he ran out of money and became eligible for military service. A buddy who had been in the Special Forces unit with recording artist Barry Sadler advised him: “If you go, you might as well get the best training you can get. That sounded like an adventure to me, so I volunteered for the Airborne, took Ranger training and signed up for Officer Candidate School.”

			On the way over, Underwood came to grips with the burden of command. “I was thinking about my life and the 43 other guys I was responsible for. That’s a pretty heavy weight. All of the guys in my platoon had been to Vietnam before with the 1st Cavalry Division. They were flowing us in. The only reason they didn’t send the whole division was they didn’t have enough people. When we landed, a pilot with a sense of humor says: ‘Welcome to Chu Lai. The temperature is 82 degrees, with light to moderate ground fire.’ All you could hear was magazines being loaded into rifles. The ramp went down, we got off, the ramp went up, and the pilot took off. They didn’t want those C-141s on the ground long. Colonel Bolling made a joke apologizing for a band not being there to greet us. We got to the side and reported for duty.”

			As the officer in charge of a 44-man platoon, West Pointer Michael Hood strapped himself into a sling seat in a Starlifter for the three legs of the flight. Only he and his platoon sergeant, Sherman Hussey, had never been in combat before. Everybody else had served at least one tour in Vietnam. He remembered a moment at Bragg when he found Sergeant Hussey cleaning the latrine on the day President Johnson flew down to see them off. “He thought that president might have to use the latrine, so he wanted to make sure it was spotless,” Hood said.

			 When Hood’s flight approached Vietnam, an announcement was made that the destination was Chu Lai. “The guys who had been to Vietnam before let out an audible, ‘Oh, no’ because they knew that was a hotter part of the country,” Hood said. “No matter what, they were a wonderful bunch of guys. The ammunition was passed out. They loaded their rifles. I had no clue what to expect. We ran off the aircraft.”

			Within a year, only Hood and one other soldier from that flight was standing. Everybody else in the platoon had been killed or wounded.

			Joe Mays, a platoon leader in the same company as Hood, wore his father’s jump wings on his uniform. There wasn’t much in the way of talk on the trip over, but not much had to be said. “I knew what I saw on their faces. We were going to war,” Mays said. Because music was a big part of his generation, Mays kept a play list of his favorite songs from 1968. Two of them were by the rock group Steppenwolf: Born To Be Wild and Magic Carpet Ride. Either one was appropriate for the flight over.

			Bob Murrill’s journey deviated slightly in that it went not to Alaska but to Honolulu, Hawaii. During a 24-hour layover for refueling and maintenance, he had a chance to visit his sister Peggy. She was there because her husband was assigned to the nuclear submarine USS Daniel Boone, which at the time was docked at Pearl Harbor. Back on the plane, as the ranking officer on his aircraft, he opened the sealed orders to confirm what everyone knew in their hearts. They were headed to Vietnam.

			“I didn’t feel fear at this time. I did, however, feel a lot of anxiety—not knowing what would lie ahead and whether I had done enough to prepare for it. Being with these men pumped me up. They were ready for the task ahead, and I knew I needed to make them believe I was too,” Murrill said. Five of Murrill’s uncles had served in World War II, including one who served in a crack unit of Rangers under Colonel William Darby. Darby once said that commanding such men was like driving a team of high-spirited horses. “No effort was needed to get them to go forward. The problem was to hold them in check,” Darby said.

			James (Doc) Slavin of Waterbury, Connecticut, was a man dedicated to saving lives, not taking them, but being aboard a flight bound for Vietnam was right where he wanted to be. A 1966 graduate of Yale Medical School, he joined the Army right after his internship. “I wanted to be a paratrooper. I wanted to go to war for my country,” Slavin said.

			A battalion surgeon, Slavin was well aware of the Airborne spirit. On his first crack at jump school, he had washed out and failed to get his wings. Still, he was assigned to a medical platoon at Fort Bragg. “A sergeant there told me, ‘You may be the best doctor in the world, but if you ain’t Airborne, you ain’t shit.’ I got a second chance at jump school and got my wings,” Slavin said.

			The Starlifter that carried him to Vietnam developed a fuel leak but made it to its destination.

			“They were passing out ammo just before we landed when the pilot says, ‘I’m not even going to turn the engines off. I’ll be at Clark Air Force Base in two hours.’ Then he took off and was gone,” Slavin said.

			Tom Wallace of Coudersport, Pennsylvania, had been studying forestry at Penn State University when he joined the Army. After boot camp, advanced training and jump school, he was assigned to the First Battalion of the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment of the Third Brigade. He had never fired an M-16 and saw one for the first time when it was handed to him right out of the box from Colt Industries. His squad leader and some comrades gave him a crash course on the weapon.
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