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Praise for Bing West’s gripping war narrative

THE VILLAGE

“Unquestionably the best book to come out of the Vietnam war—human, compassionate, suspenseful, dramatic.”

—Charles B. MacDonald,

author of Company Commander

“A superbly honest, readable work that goes beyond journalism to become good literature.”

—Peter Braestrup, author of Tet

“This is the way Vietnam should have been fought—by tough volunteers who lived alongside the Vietnamese…. It will take the sternest idealogue to remain unmoved by West’s perceptive and human treatment of the men who fought it…. It’s an account of brave men at war in a far country, honestly told.”

—Washington Post Book Review

“One of the small handful of truly great books to come out of the Vietnam war.”

—Keith William Nolan, author of

The Battle for Saigon and A Hundred Miles of Bad Road

“Pure Hemingway in the best sense of that characterization…. West brilliantly portrays the drama of a war few Americans have known.”

—Pacific Affairs

“Professional reading for professional growth.”

—Commandant’s Reading List

“A fantastic, down in the mud and crud book of enlisted Marines fighting to defend a village…. West tells of some of the victories and the tragic cost. And he tells it well.”

—Leatherneck Magazine
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To Mrs. Brannon,

and to the other mothers,

in order that they may better understand

what their sons did






Foreword

by Former Secretary of Defense

James R. Schlesinger




It is now some eighteen years since a young, ex–Marine captain joined us at the RAND Corporation. I for one found his writing absorbing. It was different from the torrent of Vietnam analysis in two respects. First, it was descriptive and concrete—simple vignettes that hinted at, but did not state, larger conclusions. The writing was sparse: stripped of those grandiose strategies or clichés (it is sometimes difficult to identify which is which) that frequently pass for wisdom at higher levels of government. West left the theorizing about grand strategy to others; not for him that American proclivity to impose the big picture from above. Second, his prose had a haunting quality—noticeably different from the rather sterile bureaucratese one so frequently encountered in RAND memoranda.

The splendid thing about this volume is its lack of pretense. West provides a remarkable portrait of the ethos of the Vietnamese countryside and a sense of what life in conditions of war was really like. Binh Nghia is a microcosm—with the generalized and parochial distrust of all outside forces characteristic of such a village. Since the war raging about the village was primarily a civil war, certain rules of the game to limit damage or reprisal against family and bystanders were unavoidable. The famous “hearts and minds” of the Vietnamese villagers could scarcely be won unless the government could provide security. Therein lay the crux of the pacification program. The village war would determine the outcome of the civil war. The ultimate failure of the Viet Cong in the village war meant that Hanoi could only triumph through direct invasion: the eighteen line divisions of the North Vietnamese Army that finally crushed the GVN in the spring of 1975.

The American attempt to shore up South Vietnam led to divisions in this country of a type that we had not seen in this century. Other wars—the War of 1812, the Mexican War, the Spanish-American War—had caused domestic divisions. But none had dragged on for a decade, and so those earlier tensions had been more rapidly dispelled. For the nation, Vietnam did not provide the unifying and exhilarating affect of World War II. Returning veterans were staggered, quite understandably, to discover that, having served God and Country, they were not received on their return with the usual acclaim. Protests about the war spawned ideologies, rather narrow minded ideologies at that. Put briefly, everything about Vietnam had to be rejected. The result was a shunning of this excellent book. Fashionable journals declined to review it.

I can well recall at the time West’s disappointment at this rather unfair treatment. His work was largely descriptive and certainly nonideological, but it had been swept up in the larger ideological passions. Yet, as the bitterness of that earlier debate fades, this little study has finally come into its own. I can recall telling West in the early 1970s: do not worry; this is the classic description of the war; your book will eventually receive its just due—a decade from now, indeed half a century from now, those interested in the war will be reading your book to discover what it was really like. I believe that experience has justified that prophecy.

JAMES R. SCHLESINGER

JANUARY 1985

Dr. Schlesinger was Secretary of Defense in 1975, when South Vietnam fell. Prior to that, he was Director of Central Intelligence.







Author’s Preface



This is the story of fifteen Marines who lived and fought for two years inside a Vietnamese village. There was shooting almost every night; from across the river a seasoned Viet Cong battalion attacked repeatedly. In this village, the South Vietnamese farmers planted rice during the day and after dusk patrolled with the Marines.

When this book was first published, emotions over America’s role in Vietnam were heated and some critics refused to review The Village. Others wrote that Marines could not have lived for years protecting villagers from the Viet Cong and from the North Vietnamese. Yet despite the skeptics, at the height of the Vietnam War a dozen U.S. Marines did live in the village and were generally accepted by 6,000 Vietnamese farmers.

This is the story of one squad of Marines who spent over two years in the village of Binh Nghia (BEEN-KNEE-AH) and experienced some of the most intense and sustained small unit fighting throughout Vietnam. Reasonably, the Marines were too far outnumbered to survive and push out the guerrillas. The squad, despite its losses, never believed that. To stay alive, they used the tactics of the guerrillas.

To understand the reasons for the continuous combat and to decide whether to leave a Marine squad alone in such a village, the Marine command had sent me—an infantry captain—into The Village in 1966, although a squad ordinarily was led by a sergeant. While I led many of the patrols described in detail in the book, this story belongs to the men of the squad. So in writing the story I functioned simply as an unnamed character and also as the camera’s eye. I tried to describe how we fought—not why—and I let the descriptions stand alone, without editorializing about the emotions and the hardships.

The Village is a description, as best as I could relate as a participant, of what war is like when you fight guerrillas, and of how Americans behaved when they volunteered to fight among the people. It was a bloody and intensely personal war. The Marines fought well while they were there; the village remained intact, out of bounds both to American air and artillery strikes and to North Vietnamese force and rule.

When I returned to The Village in 2002 (see the last chapter), I was greeted warmly by those who had fought on both sides. The marker to the Marines who had fallen was still there. Sometimes we underestimate how others see us.

BING WEST

SEPTEMBER 2002






To my wife, Kate, special thanks are due for shielding me from the household tasks I properly should have been doing when I was writing and for encouraging me to write on the many weekends when we both would have preferred doing something—anything—else.





Book I

The Setting
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Ap Thanh Lam wanted to go home. In the last six years of fighting, he had stayed overnight in his home village only once. And that night he had hidden in the shadows of a thicket and left as soon as he had killed his man.

Lam was a policeman—a professional who shunned politics and avoided discussions about ideology. He owed his training to the Viet Minh, in whose Security Service he had worked after World War II. He had broken with the Communists in 1954, and subsequently had fought against them. The Saigon government, though glad of his services, held him suspect, refused him promotions and transferred him frequently. But Lam was given what he valued most: freedom to operate as he chose. A middle-aged man with an unmistakable air of authority, Lam looked and acted like a cop. Even in friendly conversation he gave the impression that part of him was holding back, watching, listening, judging, respected by the villagers because he did not tax them and hated by the Viet Cong because he could trap them.

Lam rarely accompanied the Army into Viet Cong hamlets. Instead, he let the Viet Cong come to him. When he had a tip that a VC leader might be visiting a government-controlled hamlet, he told no one. That way, there was no chance of a leak. Even his squad of special police frequently did not know where or why he was taking them. The trapped Viet Cong rarely fought. The surprise was too great. A door would suddenly be kicked open and there would stand Lam, backed up by a dozen police with submachine guns.

In May of 1966, Lam was told that Truong My, an important VC cadre, would be sleeping with his wife on a certain night in the VC village of Binh Nghia (pronounced “Been Knee-ah”). Ordinarily, Lam would not have acted on that information. Trying to slip undetected into a VC hamlet was too dangerous. Most likely his police would be spotted by the hamlet sentries and end up in a firefight with the local guerrilla platoon while the VC leader escaped.

But Binh Nghia was different. It was Lam’s home. He knew the back paths and hedgerows, the gates and the gaps in the fences, the backyard runs of the children and the houses of VC families.

The evening Truong My was due home, Lam put on the black pajamas and conical hat of a farmer and stuck a snub-nosed .38 revolver in his waistband. Unaccompanied, he left district headquarters and padded barefoot to the bank of a nearby river, where he climbed into a small sampan.

It was dusk when Lam reached the village. The VC sentries saw his sampan turn into the bank, but before they could walk to it, Lam had ducked into a nearby thicket. The sentries walked back to their outpost position without raising the alarm, having assumed Lam was a farmer returning late from the district market.

Lam stayed crouched in the thicket for several hours, patiently waiting for the families to finish their dinners, for the children to go to bed, for the dogs to curl up under the houses, for the women to wash the dishes, for the men to finish their strong moonshine wine, for the lights to go out. The Viet Cong did not mount strong patrols inside their hamlets at night; instead, they guarded its perimeters. By midnight Lam was walking slowly through the backyards with no worry about an ambush and with only mild concern that he might accidentally bump into some VC on the move.

The home of Truong My was near the house in which Lam had been born and where his mother still lived. Lam and Truong My knew each other, but not well, for Lam was ten or fifteen years older. Although since choosing sides neither man dared visit his home on a regular basis, their families were immune from the violence. The relatives and children of both sides were equally vulnerable to reprisals, so no man dared strike the family of another, lest his own family suffer ten times over.

At one in the morning, Lam passed by his mother’s house. Its lights were out, but lanterns were still flickering in a few other houses and it was toward one of them that Lam carefully walked. When near the hedge which surrounded the house, he stopped and stood for several minutes in the darkness, listening to the low drone of conversation from within the house and watching for any movement outside in case Truong My had brought a bodyguard home with him.

Once satisfied that Truong My and his wife were alone, Lam moved rapidly. Revolver in hand, he walked up to the gate in the hedge and felt along its hinges for any booby traps. Finding no trip wires, he untied the rope latch, opened the gate and entered the front yard. Without pausing, he proceeded across the porch and kicked open the front door.

Truong My was sitting at a table in the center of the room, a small cup of tea in front of him. His wife was off in a corner, tending the hearth. The wife was startled. Truong My was not. In the second during which the door had come banging open, the Viet Cong leader knew what would be next. It took Lam only an instant to cross the threshold and level his pistol. But in that same time Truong My had come to his feet, kicking his stool behind him and thrusting the table toward Lam.

Then the first bullet hit him, but it didn’t stop him, and he had momentum, and he was close to the doorway leading to the back of the house. But Lam was firing again, and again, and Truong My never reached the doorway. He died in his home while his wife watched.

Lam was not through. He ran to the house next door. There he found a farmer and his wife, who had heard the shooting, shepherding their sleepy children toward the family bomb shelter. At gunpoint, he led the parents back to Truong My’s house, where he forced them to pick up the body and follow him at a fast shuffle to the river bank. With his dead enemy draped over the bow, he was paddling down-river toward the district town before the Viet Cong guerrillas in the village of Binh Nghia could organize a search for him.

The corpse lay on display in the district market all day, an object lesson intended to lessen the prestige of the Viet Cong and to demonstrate the power of the government forces. For a week afterward, the district buzzed with the news of Lam’s exploit. The Viet Cong district committee swore they would revenge the killing of Truong My, their fury adding to Lam’s reputation.

In June, Lam again moved in a spectacular way. He had been closely watching one of the leaders of a local political party. The man had been busy haranguing crowds and organizing support for a Buddhist struggle movement against the Saigon government. Acting on an informer’s advice, Lam had the man seized at his home, where a quick search revealed correspondence which identified the prisoner as a member of the Viet Cong Current Affairs Committee. Yet the prisoner spent less than a day in jail before his political friends convinced the district chief it would be unwise to press charges.

There the matter did not end. To teach Lam not to act so independently, the political party started a whispering campaign against him, alleging that he was in the secret employ of Premier Ky and the Saigon clique. These were serious charges, for the Saigon government was never popular in Lam’s province, and if Lam was considered a spy for the Ky regime, many of his sources of information would dry up.

Lam’s temper was quick, and when he heard what the local political party was rumoring about him, he barged into the district chief’s office and laid down an ultimatum.

“Do you know what is being said about me?” he yelled. “That I work for Ky—that I am not loyal to my province. Those idiots out there would rather see the Viet Cong take this province than work together. They won’t believe what their eyes tell them. Well, I’m not going to put up with it. Either you get them to shut up or I’m going to arrest the next politician who hints that I’m getting paid to spy for Saigon. And if the arrest won’t stick, I’ll cut his tongue out before I let him go.”

“You can’t,” the district chief replied. “And I can’t. Neither of us is powerful enough. Let it die down. It might be better if you worked somewhere else for a while.”

“Like where?”

“How would you like to go home to Binh Nghia? Your mother would be glad to see you. I gather you didn’t stop by to say hello when you went in after Truong My.”

“What are you driving at?” Lam asked. “You know I wouldn’t last half an hour in the village without troops. And you don’t have troops good enough to clear that village.”

“I may have,” the district chief replied. “Younger Brother thinks he can get some American Marines. The Americans don’t like Viet Cong in the village right at the end of their airfield. They will help us if we send in some police and organize a militia. If you want, you can be in charge. It’s up to you. It’s your village.”

 

Major Richard Braun was called Younger Brother by the district chief whom he advised. Although an affectionate term, it signified that the adviser was in the position of learning, not teaching. Braun didn’t mind, since he had no intention of meddling in the Byzantine politics of the Vietnamese. Instead, he took pride in his thorough knowledge of infantry tactics. Every outpost in his district was registered to receive illumination and artillery support. He knew whom to call for night medevacs. He kept close liaison with the neighboring American units.

Braun’s reputation for effectiveness attracted senior officers. In early June of 1966, Lieutenant General Lewis W. Walt visited Braun. Walt commanded the Marines in Vietnam, a battalion of whom were working in Braun’s district, which was called Binh Son.

Binh Son is far from the seats of Vietnamese power. It lies in Quang Ngai, the southernmost of five violent provinces called I (“Eye”) Corps, three hundred miles to the north of Saigon and four hundred miles to the south of Hanoi. Quang Ngai is one of the few provinces in North or South Vietnam where, even in times of peace, the population has had to struggle against starvation. Unyielding jungle and sharp mountain ranges penned the rice farmers and their families along the narrow green plain bordering the sea, where there was not enough land for a growing population.

Hunger fed politics, and in 1930 famine struck Quang Ngai when a high wind washed the rivers across the rice crops and drove the fish from shore. The French colonial government allowed the local Vietnamese satraps to collect their normal rice taxes from a starving people. Secret antigovernment societies flourished during the next ten years, and the people strongly supported the Viet Minh in their struggle against the French after World War II.

In 1960 the Viet Cong movement started to gain momentum, and four years later the Viet Cong could realistically claim control over most of Quang Ngai’s villages and over all the jungle, allowing their main forces to establish a huge base camp in the mountains. The main VC forces then turned on the South Vietnamese regular forces. The latter, so organizationally muscle-bound that they had been unable to wrestle the guerrillas for control of the rural population, found they lacked the strength to win the conventional battles they had been structured to fight. In a series of brilliant battles and marches, the Viet Cong main forces bloodied and befuddled the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) units and threatened to seize the capital city of Quang Ngai.

Against that background came the introduction of American combat troops into southern I Corps. Near Quang Ngai’s northern border, in Binh Son district, stretched a barren coastal sand spit four miles long. There in March of 1965 troops from the 1st Marine Division splashed ashore unopposed and began to lay the steel matting for the jets which would fly in close support of the infantry. During the next year the Americans built and expanded their airfield, called Chulai, and clashed with the Viet Cong main forces in several sharp but inconclusive battles. In the populated sections of Binh Son and other districts, the Marines built battalion outposts. General Walt made it a habit to ask district advisers like Braun what he thought of the U.S. battalions.

Braun told Walt that the Marines would be more effective if they worked with the Vietnamese instead of just beating the bushes on their own looking for the VC. Walt asked for a specific recommendation.

“Well, General,” Braun replied, “I’d like to see us try a combined unit, a group of Marines and Viets who would eat, sleep, patrol and fight as one unit—not two.”

“If you had them, where would you put them?” Walt asked.

“There’s a big village not far from here. It sits along a river which the Cong use to move supplies back up into the mountains. As a matter of fact, it’s just south of Chulai airfield. The government forces were chased out of the village a couple of years ago. A platoon of Cong live there regularly now, and sometimes a company or more come in to resupply or rest.”

“Why pick there to start?” Walt asked.

“I didn’t, sir. The district chief did. He has this outstanding police chief who’s being bad-mouthed by some of the local politicians. These pols make the Mafia look like a bunch of Trappist monks. The district chief’s afraid this police chief will say the hell with it and transfer to another district. But his family’s from this village and his mother still lives there. The district chief says he’ll stick around if we make a play for that village. The police want some Americans along if they’re going in there. They don’t think too much of the local troops in this district.”

“How many Marines do you want?”

“The police chief would like a full squad, sir, between twelve and fourteen.”

“I’ll see that he gets them,” Walt replied. “By the way, what’s the name of that village?”

“We call it Been Knee-ah, sir.”

 

The residents of Binh Nghia lived in seven separate hamlets, four of which were called Binh Yen Noi and three called My Hué. Sometimes the villagers distinguished numerically among them by referring to My Hué 1 or My Hué 2, etc. It is a large village, encompassing four square miles of land, bordered on the east and south by a tidal river, and on the west and north by an expanse of sand dunes. While the village is clean and neat, its five thousand inhabitants are not rich. The soil is shallow and sandy, and in the fall the brackish overflow from the river leaves a salt crust upon the rice stalks. The scrub grows spindly and keeps the cows and other foraging animals thin. Fish is the final foe of famine for many villagers, but the sea bottom is sandy and weeks can go by without a good catch.

Binh Nghia belonged to the Viet Cong. By 1964 the National Liberation Front was the full-time government in five of the village’s seven hamlets and controlled boat traffic moving toward the fishing beds at sea. The village chief and hamlet elders walked three miles each afternoon so they could sleep inside the district compound. In the fall of the following year came the Big Flood of I Corps, an inundation by the rain and sea which exceeded any catastrophe in living memory. Binh Nghia was cut off from outside military aid as bridges were washed away and roads flooded under. The regular military forces of the Saigon government were occupied with guarding and repairing the district towns and the province capital city, leaving the village militia to cope by themselves. Two strong local-force Viet Cong companies roamed from outlying hamlet to hamlet, village to village, destroying or dislocating the Popular Forces (PF) militia and declaring the villages liberated. Binh Nghia proved no exception. By 1965 the government of South Vietnam (GVN) had conceded all its seven hamlets to the Viet Cong.

Not so the two dozen militiamen whose families still lived in the village. With no place to go and no reason to run farther than they had to, they had flocked to the top of a steep hill surrounded by open rice paddies, about a half-mile outside the village. During the daytime, when there was some assurance of reinforcements from the district, they would dart forward, nosing around the edges of the nearest hamlet, sniping at any exposed VC cadres. At night, knowing they were without support, untrained and cherishing no hope of success, they abandoned the village to huddle at the top of the hill. There they awaited the night when the enemy, annoyed by their pestering defiance, would choose to accept the dozen or more casualties necessary to assault and finish them.

 

To the men of the 1st Marine Division who were stationed in the district, Binh Nghia was just another village, with nothing peculiar to mark it. If the Marines approached on a large-unit sweep, they would find no traces of the enemy. If they happened to pass through one of its hamlets on a small patrol, they would likely receive some harassing fire from distant treelines. The villagers were uncommunicative, but not sullen. Among the Americans, Binh Nghia had no special reputation.

Still, when the call went out for volunteers to live with the Vietnamese forces in the village, the response was enthusiastic. General Walt had asked the commander of the Marine battalion in the district to select twelve men. The first rifle company polled produced over one hundred volunteers. The primary reason was comfort. For the Marine riflemen, assignment to the village would be an escape from the routine harassments of duty in a rifle company. Many thought they would be out of the dust or mud. They would sleep on cots instead of the bare ground. There would be no more jungles to hack through or mountains to climb—no more leeches, vipers or trench foot. There would be no first sergeant barking at stragglers. Life in the village would be sweet and easy. Or so it was rumored.

General Walt had laid down two stipulations concerning the volunteers. First, they had to be seasoned combat veterans. That was not a difficult requirement to meet. The Marines had been fighting the 2d NVA (North Vietnamese Army) Division on and off since midspring, and most of the riflemen had been engaged in at least three rough operations. Second, Walt asked the battalion officers to send only men who could get along with the villagers. Major Braun had been emphatic on that point, and it slowed the selection procedure. It took eight days to pick twelve men. The officers were aware from their own surveys that over 40 percent of the Marines disliked the Vietnamese. The problem was particularly acute among the small-unit leaders—the lieutenants and sergeants—whose opinions had considerable effect on their men. In addressing the problem, the Marine command had written that its surveys “suggest that of our squad leaders graduating from NCO Leadership School less than one in five marches (sic) forth with a positive attitude toward the ARVN and PF, and that probably one-third go forth with a strong dislike for the local people. This is not just academic. It is costing us lives.”

The noncommissioned officer chosen to lead the volunteer squad was known to like the Vietnamese. His name was William Beebe and he was a career Marine. Only twenty-one, he had been in the service for four years, although he was still a corporal. Of medium build but with powerful, tattooed arms, Beebe was a scrapper and a stickler for alertness in the field. On large-unit sweeps, his squad frequently took the point and scouted ahead, with Beebe easily distinguishable from his men by his habit of shouting and waving his arms. He was forever signaling his men to spread out and pay attention to where they were walking.

But Beebe had another side. He disliked rules and details, and somehow he could not imagine himself making out pay rosters and guard rosters and equipment rosters the way the first sergeant did. When not on an operation, he would run the risk of buying a bottle of local whiskey for his squad. Hard liquor in Vietnam was against regulations, and Beebe had been caught and fined more than once. While his tactical performance was excellent, his relaxed attitude toward garrison regulations had prevented his promotion to sergeant. The village volunteers thought they had the right kind of leader in Beebe. Life in the village would be sweet and easy.
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On June 10, 1966, a dozen Marines left behind an American base camp with its thick barbed wire and canvas cots, solid bunkers, soupy ice cream and endless guard rosters, and went to live with some Vietnamese in the Vietnamese village of Binh Nghia.

Their destination that day was the stumpy hill where the village militia, called Popular Forces or PFs, huddled each night. The Marines never climbed that hill. At its base, they were met by Lam, who had with him fifteen police and eighteen PFs. Lam had decided to abandon the hill outpost because it took twenty minutes to walk from there to the nearest hamlet. With the arrival of the Marines, Lam felt his force was strong enough to move closer to the village.

The police chief had selected as his new headquarters a three-room adobe villa which sat at the outskirts of the third and largest of the hamlets called Binh Yen Noi. The villa, which had been deserted by a rich landowner in 1950 when the Viet Minh had first taken the village, looked south across a wide expanse of paddies. Its backyard was a short expanse of shrubbery which ended near the back door of a thatched house.

After explaining that the first order of business was turning the villa into a fort, Lam asked if the Marines could provide the necessary materials. Beebe replied that he personally could requisition none, and since his company commander was leaving shortly, tiny supplies requested by the company would take weeks and perhaps months before arriving. Unfazed, Lam said they could build their own defenses without outside help. He promptly called a meeting of the villagers, explained that his men and the Americans had come to stay, and asked for volunteers to build the outpost. About forty villagers responded, a majority of whom were related to the PFs.

Beebe expected the police would force the other villagers to cooperate. Instead, Lam himself set to work and his men followed. All that first day under the hot sun the combined force and the villagers toiled, digging a wide moat around the villa, filling sandbags and propping them up as an inside wall, splitting sections of bamboo into thousands of short, sharp stakes and studding the moat walls with them, erecting a high, spindly bamboo fence thirty yards outside the moat on the theory that the wood would cause the premature detonation of recoilless rifle rounds aimed at the fort. They worked with shovels, hoes, axes and knives. Slats were not nailed to the rickety fence; they were tied with bamboo cord. The mud scooped out of the moat served both to fill the sandbags and to cement them in place. Several Vietnamese, obviously specialists at the task, were busy sinking a deep well in what had been the courtyard of the villa. Boys and some young women spent the day shuffling back and forth from the nearby treeline to the open fort, carrying buckets of fresh water. The boys liked to follow after the Americans, although they would jump to carry water to any policeman who shouted at them. They paid no attention to the local PFs, however, and dawdled when asked to bring them water. It was obvious the villagers did not respect the Popular Forces.

At twilight, Lam called a halt to the work. Most of the villagers went home, the women in one group shuffling ahead to prepare the evening meal, the men in another group ambling slowly behind and talking animatedly among themselves. A few women stayed at the fort, bustling about in a clatter of pans, shrieking to each other, preparing fires and setting plates down in the dirt. Then they, too, departed and a quiet peace fell over the scene, as the men scooped rice and chunks of meat from the simmering pots and sprawled among the sandbags to enjoy the evening meal. There was no wind and the crickets were starting to chirp. Across the paddies in front of the fort the sky was pink and red and soft.

While the Marines enjoyed the meal and the sunset, Beebe conferred in private with Lam. By the time he rejoined the Marines, several of them had fallen asleep.

“Let’s wake up,” he said. “Here’s the word. We’re expected to go out tonight. The police will pull guard here. All we have to do is patrol with the PFs.”

“All?” Lance Corporal Gerald Faircloth said. “All? We spend the day like a bunch of ditchdiggers and now we’re supposed to have patrol duty at night too?”

“Shut up, Faircloth,” Beebe said. “We haven’t been here long enough for you to start bitching. The police aren’t infantry. They can take care of the fort, but that’s all. It’s up to us and the PFs to handle the patrols. Anyways, only four of us have to go out tonight. You’re one of them.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Faircloth asked.

Faircloth was a hard young man, not given to smiling or socializing easily. He stayed to himself and bothered no one. And on the other hand, no one pushed him. Tall and wiry, he had the hand-and-eye coordination of a basketball forward. He was an expert with a LAW, or Light Anti-Armor Weapon, a three-foot piece of fiberglass tubing enclosing a self-propelled rocket which could stop a tank or blow up a bunker. On operations, Faircloth had been his company’s antibunker specialist. Beebe wanted Faircloth along on the first village patrol.

For the patrol’s point man, Beebe selected Corporal Phillip Brannon, an experienced tactician with an outgoing personality. Unlike Faircloth, Brannon enjoyed joking and horseplay and by his grinning, gangling manner invited practical jokes and childish horseplay. Not that he was all fun and games. He claimed that back home in West Texas he had hit a running jack rabbit at seventy yards with a .22 rifle, and those who had watched him fire his M-14 automatic rifle believed him. Not that Brannon was given to bragging. Self-deprecatory in his humor, he had the knack of communicating with the Vietnamese despite a limited vocabulary. Brannon loved to pantomime, and by exaggerated motions of clumsiness and wry expressions of face, he evoked the language of laughter. But Beebe had not placed him at point because he made people laugh; Brannon walked first because he carried a fast rifle.

Beebe himself was going on the patrol, and PFC L. L. Page pestered him to be the fourth Marine. Page was the youngest of the group, of average height and less physically tough than most of the volunteers. Beebe felt responsible for him. Page had desperately wanted to go to the village, and Beebe thought it was a good idea because Page, with his unassuming manner and lack of egotism, wore well in close quarters. Beebe had argued with the battalion officers that he could teach Page tactics while they were in the village. So Page went on the first patrol.

Wanting the PFs to make a good impression, Lam had asked Nguyen Suong to go on the patrol. The Popular Forces had no formal rank structure and the district chief had never even appointed a leader for those at Binh Nghia, supposedly because he did not want to waste a good man on a suicidal assignment. Suong had gradually emerged as the unofficial PF leader. Of medium build and mean eyes, Suong was distinguishable mainly by his gold front tooth and the sharp creases in his green utility uniform. His neat dress deceived the Marines.

“He doesn’t look like a field soldier to me,” Brannon said. “He’s too clean.”

Lam insisted otherwise.

“Well,” Beebe said, “let’s get going and find out what has people so shaken up about this ville.”

The four Marines stood in a group waiting while Suong talked rapidly and forcefully to two PFs. The PFs were shaking their heads and replying nervously, but Suong kept jabbing his finger at them and answering in strong tones. Beebe looked quizzically at Lam.

“Those two have not seen much combat,” Lam said. “Suong say to them that they be safe with Marines.”

Finally, one of the PFs walked reluctantly past the Marines and stood in front of them. He was to be the guide. Brannon stepped up behind him. Each time the PF would turn nervously around, Brannon winked and smiled. The PF did not seem encouraged. Beebe stood behind Brannon, followed by Suong, Page, another PF and Faircloth.

“Di-di,” Beebe said, gesturing at the point PF.

In the dimming light, the patrol passed through the incomplete breastworks in front of the fort onto the main path which led eastward straight across open paddies for a quarter of a mile before turning north and disappearing into a black mass of trees which surrounded the hamlet of Binh Yen Noi. The same treeline paralleled the path all the way to the fort, passing not thirty yards to the rear of the moat. But before entering cover, Beebe wanted to see how the patrol looked in the open.

It looked miserable, more like the parody of a heel-and toe race than a combat patrol. No sooner had the PF at point struck the main path than he hurried eastward at a pace better suited to a cross-country race. Brannon tried to keep up, while at the same time juggling his equipment to keep it from rattling, forcing his gait to have the grace of a drunk ostrich. For the first few steps, Beebe had held his pace to a crawl, placing his weight carefully. Before he could adjust, a fifty-yard gap had opened between him and Brannon, whom he could barely see. Fearful of having the patrol split into two segments less than a minute after leaving the fort, Beebe broke into a trot, the speed of which increased for each man back in line, finally forcing a flabbergasted Faircloth to run as fast as his legs would carry him to join up with a column rapidly disappearing into the darkness. Hearing the footsteps pounding up behind him, the point PF broke into a run to stay out in front, where he assumed he was supposed to be. With momentum begetting more momentum, the patrol was thundering toward the black and ominous treeline with all the stealth of a berserk elephant, the equipment of the men jingling and jangling with every step.

“Catch him, Brannon, catch him,” Beebe wheezed.

“Catch him hell,” Brannon panted back. “It’d be a lot easier to shoot him.”

“What’s the word for ‘stop’?”

“I don’t know. But I know the word for ‘water.’ Will that help?”

“Screw it. Hold it up. I’m not going up against that treeline like this.”

The two Marines jogged to a halt and leaned forward, hands on knees, to catch their breaths. Suong came panting up, followed at a few seconds’ interval by each of the other patrol members.

“I don’t believe it,” gasped Faircloth, trying to untangle the straps of two LAWs from his neck. “I just don’t believe it.”

“What’ll we do now?” Page asked. “Go back in?”

“Go back?” Beebe replied. “Page, you’re out of your gourd. We just came out. I’ll camp out here before I’ll go back and face those others. We can’t go back in. We’ll have to wait.”

The men sat down along the side of the road and waited. Five minutes passed, ten minutes.

Brannon spoke. “Don’t look now but here comes Native Dancer. Walking. Slowly walking. Vee-re slowly walking. Like he’s all alone and doesn’t like it.”

Up the path from the treeline, in a half-crouch, with his rifle at the ready, came the PF point. He was moving slowly and making no noise.

“Now that’s good movement,” Brannon said. “He does everything right. He just does it sort of backward.”

Suong went forward to talk with the point. When he came back, he pointed at the treeline and whispered, “VC, VC.”

“I think it’s a crock,” Faircloth said. “He’s just trying to cover up for that guy screwing up.”

“You’re probably right,” Beebe said. “But at least Suong’s taking point. Let’s go.”

They entered the treeline, and the visibility dropped from fifty feet to five. Houses were spaced near the path, which was overhung with coconut and banana trees and bordered by thorn thickets and broad-leafed shrubbery. In places the vegetation so overgrew the path that no light from the sky entered, and in those black tunnels each patroller proceeded by sound and guess only. He could see nothing.

Suong moved quickly, too quickly for the Marines, who feared an ambush at any second and who were sure that the noise of their passage was traveling ahead of them. Once in the hamlet, the PFs wanted to stay close enough to the Marines to touch them at all times. If a PF felt a gap was opening between him and a Marine, he would run to close it, heedless of the crackling branches breaking under his feet.

After several minutes, Suong turned off the trail where there was a gap between two houses and waited until the others were bunched close behind him. Then he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled forward until he had passed the houses and was kneeling at the edge of a clean-swept backyard. After motioning Beebe to creep alongside him, he stabbed his finger toward the other side of the yard.

Understanding that they had arrived at their ambush position, Beebe gestured to Faircloth and Brannon to lie down between the PFs facing the yard. He motioned to Page to twist around and watch the direction from which they had just come. Beebe and Suong lay side by side in the center of the small line and waited.

From the houses around them, they heard the murmur of voices, the clatter of pots, and occasionally the sharp, hacking coughs of the sick. Lights from the fires and the lanterns in the houses winked unevenly at them. The air close to the ground was windless and musty, smelling of decayed leaves, old fires and many humans. Without wind, the mosquitoes were hovering around the men, probing for a piece of skin where sweat had wiped away insect repellant, their buzzing near the ears a distraction from concentration on the job at hand.

So Beebe never heard the Viet Cong. He would never have seen them either had Suong not suddenly begun nudging him hard and pointing across the yard. Where Beebe had been looking blankly for an hour, he now thought he saw a shadow move. Straining to mark the spot, he slowly started to lift the rifle to his shoulder when a noiseless figure darted across an open corner of the yard and disappeared behind a house. Thoroughly startled, Beebe half-rose to his knees and his rifle barrel clanked on the ground. At the sound, a second figure appeared where the first had just been and disappeared in the same instant.

That was all. Nothing more untoward occurred during the patrol. But it was a shaken group of Marines who returned to the comparative safety of the fort.

“How’d it go?” a Marine asked when the patrol returned.

“Unbelievable,” Beebe replied. “The PFs can’t move and we can’t shoot fast enough. I can see now why the PFs are scared shitless to go out there. It was like playing a game of blindman’s buff, only the other guy can see. I don’t know who we’re up against, but they’re good, man, they’re very good. It’s their turf.”

 

“I still get shaky thinking of those first few nights,” Beebe said later in an interview. “I had had a lot of stuff thrown at me in my year in Vietnam. Those guys I brought down to the fort had, too—at one time or another we had been pinned down in the paddies, mortared, had those B-50 rockets go whooshing over our heads, even gone after 50-caliber emplacements. It was nothing compared to that ville. That was the most scared I’ve ever been in my life. The PFs would be shaking. You’d reach out and you could feel them quivering. But they’d go as long as we did. Well, not always. Of course, there were times when I didn’t want to go myself. Nobody did. You had the idea the VC were fussing with your mind, that they knew exactly where you were, that they could read the label on a suit in a dark closet.”
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The days quickly took on a routine, with activities following a regular pattern. The fort took priority at first and consumed much energy and attention. Within three days, however, the defenses were basically complete, although no credit was due to technology, not even barbed wire. The fort could have been built the identical way a century before.

Once the digging was finished, the men gladly laid aside their shovels and devoted full time to their combat tasks. The Marines were uncertain of their PF allies and frightened by their unseen adversaries, but there was not one of them who wanted a steady diet of digging. To them, the village night patrols brought an element of excitement and physical challenge not unlike a strenuous athletic contest. These men knew the results of firefights—the splayed bodies, the sobbing cries, the gritted curses—but they would rather face the chance of death than fill sandbags all the dull day long.

The police wanted no part of the night patrols. Although well trained and not afraid to run ambushes, they left such military chores to the Marines and the PFs. When it could be avoided, Lam preferred not to run a random chance of losing one of his police. His men were day people, specialists in the intelligence rather than the operational field of war. They were in the village only temporarily, and far enough overstrength in number to keep them safe while they were there.

The police were not so much interested in the enemy soldiers as they were in the people who connected the VC with the villagers and in those who supplied intelligence, food and recruits for the VC units. To combat their enemies, the police relied chiefly on the unraveling method. Once one enemy agent was captured, it was hoped that he would divulge information leading to someone else, and so on. But the Viet Cong did not oblige by organizing their apparatus in such a simple and vulnerable way. In their first four days in the village, the police questioned over fifty suspects, acting on gossips and tips provided by the PFs, their families and friends. Not one arrest was made, as Lam quickly discovered that all known Viet Cong had left those hamlets close to the fort. Only the part-time helpers and sympathizers had remained behind and, although the PFs disliked them, the police were not interested in them. Some such Viet Cong sympathizers were questioned and some were beaten, but all were released.

Lam was convinced that the only real enemy left during the daytime in the Binh Yen Noi hamlet near the fort were secret cadres whose identifications were not known to the villagers. It was rumored that the known village Viet Cong had been ordered to the hamlets of My Hué, four kilometers northeast of the fort. There they would be safe during the day and could roam throughout the village at night. The Viet Cong so dominated the three My Hué hamlets that any stranger ran the risk of being denounced as a GVN spy. The villagers were organized into committees, the better to watch each other while working for the common cause of the National Liberation Front. A local guerrilla squad kept a twenty-four-hour watch on the approaches to the My Hués, and fired warning shots when GVN forces came near.

About a week after the fort was built, Lam directed a raid against My Hué. He selected a secluded spot on the main trail to the marketplace and at night surrounded it with police, Marines and PFs.

When the villagers passed by in the morning, they were met by the police, who took them into a small ravine, asked a few quick questions and searched those who seemed suspicious. It was two hours before news of the dragnet drifted back to My Hué and the traffic ceased. By then the police had questioned over two hundred people and had taken grenades or small-arms ammunition from thirty.

Some of the ammunition had been intended to resupply a Viet Cong company operating outside the village, although the amount captured was too small to have any combat significance. Lam was also sure none of the porters was a high-ranking cadre. The VC did not risk their leaders so casually.

The thirty captives were bundled into boats and taken downstream three miles to the district headquarters, where the district chief gave them the choice of one month in jail or ten days at his indoctrination center, which he called “political education sessions,” a technique he had learned while a Viet Cong commander. All chose the indoctrination center.

And after ten days of GVN lectures, discussions, harangues and exhortations, the odds were that at least two or three of the villagers would return to My Hué in the secret political or financial employ of the district chief. This compromised all of them in the eyes of the Viet Cong, and finding thirty replacements to run the risk of another police check point would not be easy. Lam knew, however, that the Viet Cong would nevertheless replace their losses, and would keep on replacing them after each police raid. The raids only bought time, while affecting the localized perceptions of the villagers concerning the relative strengths and chances of success of the two opposing sides. Sooner or later, GVN forces would have to attempt to enter and hold My Hué, not just cut it off from the outside.

The police believed that the Viet Cong, for their part, would have to attack the combined unit or lose influence among the villagers. Lam was convinced that enemy scouting parties were circling close to the fort each night. The local schoolteacher, Ho Chi, claimed that many of the children told of hearing Viet Cong soldiers nightly passing near their houses in the hamlet.

A short, wiry man with a toothy grin, Ho Chi was fond of practical jokes, with a complaisant Brannon as his special butt. Twice Ho Chi’s size, Brannon would respond to a prank by seizing the schoolteacher, forcing him to the ground and sitting on him. This was the signal for the PFs to assault the big Marine, who lost ten wrestling matches in ten nights before refusing to play the game any more. Ho Chi’s English was scarcely better than Brannon’s pidgin Vietnamese, and on top of that he was a notorious liar. Even when he did understand what he was supposed to say, he frequently would say something else and twist a conversation beyond unraveling. He was the only man in the fort who could make Lam laugh.

The Viet Cong were the one subject concerning which Ho Chi could be relied to talk with rigid honesty. So great was his fear and hatred of them that sometimes his voice would shake during a translation. A bachelor, Ho Chi had lived alone with his father near the tiny schoolhouse, just off the main trail three hundred yards west of the fort. One night, a year earlier, the Viet Cong had entered his house looking for him. He was not there, for rarely did he dare go home in the evening. His father, however, was there, and they killed him. Ho Chi said they acted out of anger and frustration. There was no reason for them to kill his father. After that, Ho Chi had slept in the district compound until the arrival of the Americans, when he, along with about a half-dozen village and hamlet officials, decided it was just as safe for them to sleep in the fort and cut out the long commute to district. Ho Chi said he was not a brave man, and he was petrified at the Marines’ teasing efforts to drag him outside the fort on one of their night patrols. Yet, six days a week, he walked down the road to his schoolroom and taught the children, an act for which he was marked for assassination.

Less than a week after the Americans had come to the village, Lam told Ho Chi to tell them that they, too, were marked.

The Marines laughed. What was surprising about that?

“No, no,” said Ho Chi. “It is not just fighting. The VC are paying for your heads.”

“You mean, my head?” Brannon asked, gesturing with both hands grasped around his throat.

“Yes,” said Ho Chi. “That’s it. VC pay five thousand piasters for you, much more for Lam,” he giggled.

“I’m worth more than you make in two months, Ho Chi,” Brannon teased. “Maybe you take my head, huh?”

Ho Chi did not want to joke. “Some PF are VC.”

The Marines looked around. Lam and the PFs who were listening nodded their heads. Brannon seized Ho Chi by the shoulder while pointing across the paddies toward the small stream.

“VC right there, Ho Chi?” Brannon laughed. “VC right in front of fort? Maybe VC looking at us right now, huh?”

Brannon meant no harm by the remark, intending by a preposterous exaggeration to break the tension, expecting Ho Chi to swat him and initiate a wrestling match which would divert the attention of the combined unit.

Instead, Ho Chi replied, “Yes, there are VC there.”

“Oh hell, Ho Chi, right in front of the fort?”

“Yes. VC. VC.”

“Bullshit. I’ll walk out there right now and prove there ain’t no VC.”

“No you won’t, Phil,” Corporal Franklin Lummis cut in. “You’re not leaving this fort alone. I got the first patrol out. As soon as it gets a little darker, we’ll walk down there together.”

A short, muscular young man, Lummis had grown a thick, black mustache which greatly impressed the Vietnamese and gave him a threatening appearance and the occasional nickname of “Pancho Villa.” Lummis had a dry, cryptic sense of humor, which the volubility of the amiable Brannon gave him the occasion to exercise. The two frequently worked together.

“I’ll go along, too,” Corporal Paul Fielder said. “I have the late watch and I don’t think I could get to sleep anyways.”

Quiet and steady, Fielder had the trust of all at the fort. Despite his tall size and husky build, he did not throw his weight around even when provoked. He did his work without being told, and if there was another chore that he saw before anyone else, he did that too. Fielder was well on his way to becoming the second-in-command of the Marines at the fort. He was also the most anxious among them to go home, to his wife and newborn son.

“I want one more Marine on that patrol,” Beebe said. “If Lam thinks there are Cong close to the fort, we’d better play it safe.”

“I’ll go,” PFC John Culver said.

The Marines’ nickname for Culver was “Combat,” in reference to the ironic contrast between his open, round face, which was more boy than man, and his wild nature in firefights. There was no doubt about it: Culver liked to fight. Only, he didn’t think. Sometimes he hadn’t backed off, even when his squad was badly outgunned. He also liked to play poker, at which he invariably lost. Culver needed a type like Lummis or Fielder to steady him.

The patrol set, they settled down to wait for dark. Twilight was the best time of day at the fort. The heat which burned a tanned man’s skin went with the sun, and although the mugginess remained behind, there was a faint breeze just steady enough to blow away his sweat, provided he did not move. After the night’s assignments had been made, the Marines would collect their combat gear and sprawl out on the trench walls to oil their rifles and recheck tracer-laden magazines and rest their full stomachs. While waiting for their patrols to leave, they would doze or exchange small talk and joke with the PFs. From dozens of houses in the treeline behind the fort would drift the faint smell of cooking fires, and now and then the exasperated shriek of a harried mother calling for her child would reach the fort.

“It’s time,” Lummis said.

A simple patrol. Four Marines and two PFs. Out from the fort, straight across the paddies two hundred yards to the stream, a two-hour wait, and back in. Nothing to it. The Americans had now been in the village six days. This was the thirtieth patrol dispatched. The patrollers doubted they would encounter any enemy so close to the fort.

Walking on the paddy walls without any sort of concealment, they crossed a series of three rice paddies, each the size of a basketball court, and reached the stream bank. Parallel to the stream ran a low, thick dike, built by the farmers to prevent flooding in the paddies. The tide was out when the patrol reached the dike, and there was a four-foot slope from the paddy down to the water’s edge. The routine ebb of the tide permitted vegetation exposure to the sun, and a narrow belt of swamp plants and mangrove trees ran from the edge of the dike down and out as far as the high-water mark, a distance of some twenty yards. The massive water buffalo, driven to the stream to soak after plowing the nearby paddies, had, by their bulk and daily habits, trampled clean a small swath in the swamp’s undergrowth. From the edge of the buffaloes’ inlet, the stream could be seen fifteen yards away, with a sand bar jutting up farther out in the river.

Lummis led the patrol over the dike and into the dark hollow of the inlet. It may have started as a lark, as a means of showing Ho Chi, the schoolteacher, that there was no bogeyman, but in the dark next to the water with the bushes rustling and clouds crowding the sky, the patrollers forgot the light mood in which they had left the fort.

Lummis set them in fast.

“I’ll put the PFs on the left,” he whispered. “Brannon, you and Fielder peel off right. Culver and I will take the middle.”

A storm was coming. The wind was rising, blowing into their faces and humming against their ears, blotting out the ordinary night sounds and making it impossible to hear a soft footfall. The broad leaves on the thick shrubs were scraping against one another. The bushes were dancing and bobbing and swaying, giving the image of men leaping up and ducking back down. The wind was whipping across the stream and tiny wavelets were lapping and popping at Lummis’ feet.

To his right Brannon had crawled atop the dike wall. There he lay in the mud on his stomach, his automatic rifle resting on its bipods in front of him, his chin propped on his fists. Below him, Fielder sat with his back resting against the dike wall, his head at Brannon’s elbow, his rifle pointed into the dark swamp, so close at hand the muzzle could touch the bushes.

The rain started. At first a light spattering, followed by a steady downfall, and finally a heavy, continuous sheet of water. It seemed the raindrops were attached to each other in steady streaks, like from the faucet of a shower, slanting down with enough wind-given force to sting the cheeks of the patrollers and force them to squint and shield their faces. The nearby bushes quivered and sagged as the branches tried to shake off the tormenting streams of water. The din of the rain beating on the undergrowth, splatting in the mud and murmuring in the guzzling paddies, drowned the ears of the patrollers. They could not hear. They could not see.

Then came a white gash of close-passing lightning and a roaring clap of thunder over which a man’s shout could not be heard. The cacophony of the elements decided Lummis. He pivoted around, with the intention of gathering his men and going back in. And there was Brannon on the dike, propped up on his elbows, his rifle stock against his cheek, his silhouette appearing in the lightning blazes. Like a pointer on a bird, he was frozen on the dike, with his taut body in a puddle of mud and water, most of his weight supported by his arms, leaning, straining forward, willing his body to melt and mold into the stiffness of the rifle’s wood and steel.

Lummis froze. And without words, the message communicated to the others. In the lightning, Brannon had seen something move farther down the dike. Rigid as stone, he held his fix. Fielder rolled on his shoulder, to shield one ear from the rain, trying amid nature’s sounds to distinguish a man’s noise. Brannon broke his point momentarily to tap Fielder on the head and gesture at the swamp, then reset his bipods so that the rifle muzzle was pointing past Fielder’s nose at the bushes.

The ambushers were being stalked. In the first flash of lightning Brannon had seen a man crawling up the dike, with others crouching some distance behind him. Having seen Brannon at the same instant, the crawler had rolled off the dike into the swamp, with his men following. The patrollers now had to wait out their enemy. To back off into the open paddies would invite attack, and the enemy could fire first from behind the protection of the dike wall. Minute after minute, the patrollers waited motionless, knowing that the enemy did not know exactly where they were, gambling that they could still get off the first bursts of fire.

As quickly as it had come, the thundershower was passing overhead, taking with it the intermittent light and part of the din. The rain slowed but still pattered on, and the wind stopped gusting and blew fair and steady. Lummis began to wonder about Brannon. He knew it was irrational to relax just because the squall had passed, yet he felt himself doing so.

Not so Fielder. Half-sitting, half-squatting next to Brannon, his left leg had gone to sleep and he had a cramp in his right thigh, yet he refused to unbend or straighten up. Listening for a careless foot in the swamp, he had twice heard a cracking sound like wood breaking. With the wind bending the mangrove bushes, he was not sure enough to act on the sounds. Still he knew it was not his imagination, for after the second cracking noise he had heard Brannon click off his safety. Sensing that the enemy was coming, Fielder laid aside his rifle and took a grenade from each of the breast pockets of his green jungle jacket. He took one of the hand bombs and quietly slipped off the elastic which was attached for added safety around the base of the spoon. Next he peeled off a piece of Band-Aid which held down the pull ring and kept the grenade from jingling when he walked. Finally, he pulled straight the bent-back edges of the holding pin and eased it halfway out of the grenade, so with a simple movement of his fingers or teeth he could complete the pull which would release the spoon and ignite the grenade’s three-second timer. He repeated the process with the other grenade and sat there, listening, not seeing, a grenade in each hand, ready to go.

On the river, ducks and geese started squawking, the flutter of wings sounding quite close to the inlet. Within half a minute the racket died down.

Then it came, and only a professional could have called it a warning. The grenade was already out of the hand of the Viet Cong, already in the air, already seeking flesh and bone, when the slight pinging sound of the spoon flying loose traveled ahead of the thrown bomb and warned the tense Marines.

“Incoming!” yelled Brannon, his shout mixing with Lummis’ scream of “Grenade!” and the patrollers were diving flat when a white flash whipped across their eyes. A sharp crack slapped their ears, followed by the bee hum of shrapnel sailing past before losing death speed and plopping down harmlessly into the paddy water behind them, like a handful of pebbles tossed into a shallow puddle.

Less than two seconds passed before Fielder shouted “Outgoing!” as he jerked at a loose pin and lobbed a grenade out and over the bushes around him, as if he were making a hook shot with a basketball. The grenade landed with a soft splat, and there was a delay of a few seconds marked by a quick rustle of bushes near where the grenade had hit. Fielder was in the process of pitching his second grenade when he heard the movement. Opening his palm, he let the spoon fly from the grenade, then lobbed it twenty feet at the sound. He had barely let it go when his first grenade went off, which in turn covered the sound of his second grenade landing. Its blast seemed to follow before the bushes had stopped dancing from the shock wave of his first grenade and Brannon was shouting.

“Beautiful—that was beautiful. Right in there. Right on the bastard. Beautiful.”

Then Lummis was bellowing, “Brannon, shut up. All right, let’s rip this place apart just in case there are others.”

On both flanks, the Marines and PFs emptied magazines into the swamp. Red lines of heavy tracers cut back and forth through the bushes which stretched ten meters to the open river.

After about ten seconds, they stopped firing. Someone cursed. The clatter of empty magazines being changed drowned out his voice.

“Knock it off and sit still. Listen for them,” Lummis said. “We probably got that one, so listen for groans. Anybody hit?”

“Yeh. Culver took some shrapnel. No big thing though. It hit him in the head.”

“Wha-at?”

“I don’t feel too bad,” Culver spoke up. “But I’m bleeding like a stuck pig. I caught a piece in my forehead.”

The sound of the firing had carried clearly to the fort and Beebe had immediately called the nearest artillery position, asking for illumination. While Lummis was bandaging Culver’s head, the first flare blossomed over the patrollers.

“Look,” said Brannon, “there’s a boat.”

Beached on the sand bar not fifteen yards out in the stream was a round wicker-basket boat. One or two Viet Cong had been paddling downstream under cover of the storm when the bank had suddenly erupted with fire. They had then beached their craft. The Marines did not know whether they were lying flat and unseen on the sand bar or had swum off.

“Hose down that sand bar,” Lummis said.

Fielder and Brannon began firing, the red arcs of the tracers skimming across the water, a few hitting rocks on the sand bar and angling off in wild and spectacular flight.

“How’s Culver?”

“He’ll be O.K. There’s blood all over him, but he was only nicked.”

“Another Purple Heart the easy way,” said Culver. “One more to go and I go home.”

“Hey,” Brannon shouted, “let me try for that boat with a LAW. I never get a chance to fire one.”

“All right, Brannon,” Lummis answered, “but don’t screw up. It’s our only LAW.”

“Relax, I’m a pro,” Brannon said. “Watch this.”

Brannon extended the LAW and knelt in the inlet near the spot where the incoming grenade had gone off. Sighting in carefully at the round wicker boat not thirty meters away, he squeezed the firing mechanism. Nothing happened. He realigned and squeezed again. Nothing. He tilted the tube upward off his shoulder to inspect the faulty trigger. The LAW went off with a roar, the rocket streaking out across the paddies.

“Great shooting,” Lummis growled. “That’s gonna land in district headquarters.”

The patrol leader walked to the water’s edge with his grenade launcher. He fired once and the M-79 shell splintered the boat. “Let’s go home,” he said, “before we shoot down a jet.”

“What about that guy in there?” Brannon asked, looking toward the mangroves.

“You want to go in there stumbling around looking for him?” Lummis replied.

“No.”

It was raining again as the patrol turned back toward the fort and the men splashed noisily along the paddy dikes. By the time they reached the fort the flares had gone out. Beebe was waiting to debrief them and they clustered briefly in the courtyard, heads bowed, the water running in rivulets from the brows of their hats.

“That’s it for tonight,” Lummis said. “Let’s pack it—”

He was silenced by the quacking of ducks in the stream not two hundred yards across the paddies directly in front of the fort.

“Son of a bitch,” he said softly. “No sooner are we in than they move right in front of our noses. That really frosts me.”

The squawking and fluttering of the ducks became louder. Lam walked out into the rain and mud, clad only in his white underwear. Ignoring the weather, he stood listening for a moment before shaking his head and smiling at the disgruntled Marines.

“Tiki, tiki,” he said. “Small. Not many, two, maybe four.”

Lummis turned to Brannon.

“Want to go out again?”

“Sure,” Brannon said. “Why not?”

“You can go out after the last patrol comes in,” Beebe said. “But don’t go farther than we can support you.”
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