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The most important element in human life is Faith.
If God were to take away all his blessings and leave
me with but one gift, I would ask for Faith.


—Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy
On the fountain at Boston Harbor


To understand today, you have to search through yesterday.


—Pearl S. Buck
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C-123K aircraft.
Photo taken at an unknown airfield in 1971.
Background aircraft is a USAF C-7A Caribou.


Photo Credit:
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1


JUNE 8, 1970


Wiley waved to me from across the ramp as I stepped off the C-130 shuttle plane from Bangkok. I lifted my hand in response, then raised it to my brow, shading my eyes against the Thai sun, merciless still at midafternoon. The hop from Bangkok was the final leg in my journey to Nakhon Phanom Air Base, where I was to begin my assignment with the 606th Special Operations Squadron, flying C-123 cargo missions around Thailand. Wiley’s presence heartened me. I’d heard that most guys who arrived in Vietnam were unceremoniously dumped on the ramp in Saigon or Da Nang and left to find their own way to their unit.


Welcome to the war, buddy, such a callous reception announced.


Maybe my war would be different.


Wiley leaned against a blue Air Force pickup truck parked before a large billboard that shouted:


FLIGHTLINE PHOTOGRAPHY
STRICTLY PROHIBITED
VIOLATORS PUNISHABLE UNDER UCMJ


All I could think was, why would anybody care if I snapped a few pictures of cargo transports to send back home to Sharon?


Other than that puzzling note, my arrival at NKP was wholly different from what I’d heard of most Vietnam receptions. I felt I was being welcomed to some country club. Wiley ambled toward me wearing a big smile. “Hi, I’m Wiley. Welcome to the Candlesticks and NKP. I’m your sponsor. Let me help you with those bags,” he boomed cheerfully. Relaxed smile. Happy eyes. An easygoing way about him. Definite Midwestern accent. Maybe Rockford or Madison. Huge, calloused farmer’s hands. Probably grew up playing high school football and driving his grandfather’s tractor during the summers.


Wiley looked much older than me, but I figured we must actually be about the same age. After all, every pilot assigned to the Candlestick squadron was probably in his early twenties like me. But Wiley seemed years older.


I wondered if something about this place had caused him to age more quickly, but I forced a smile to make a good first impression. “Hi, I’m John Halliday. Thanks for coming to meet me.”


“C’mon, let’s get you out of here and into someplace cool. Nobody here wears that flightsuit during the day. It’s too damn hot.”


He was right. My flightsuit was about to melt into my skin. The northeastern Thailand heat was a blast furnace. A real inferno. I took a breath, but the heat singed my nostrils. I shifted to mouth breathing, but the heat boiled down my windpipe.


Wiley helped me with my bags and then dropped them into the back of the six-pack. I tried to open the passenger door, but pulled back when the handle scorched my hand. “Use your sleeve,” he suggested. We jumped in the air-conditioned truck and drove down the flightline. Impressive. My own driver. I thought I was going to like this place better than Vietnam.


“How hot is it?” I complained as we passed rows of parked planes.


“It’s one hundred and eight, with the humidity a pleasant ninety-five percent. We run from air-conditioned spot to air-conditioned spot,” Wiley explained as he did a series of double takes at me, staring far too long and then looking away when I noticed him sizing me up.


“I thought you guys called this place Naked Fanny,” I said, an attempt to break the ice, which failed.


“We hate that,” he scolded. “Bob Hope pinned that on us when he came for Christmas last year. The name is Nakhon Phanom, but we call it NKP.”


I thought, so much for my good-first-impression idea.


There! He did it again . . . the long look . . . checking me out.


As we drove down the flightline, the scene seemed caught in a 1940s time warp. The Andrews Sisters should have been singing in the background about the “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy from Company B.” There wasn’t a modern jet aircraft in sight. The ramp was littered with propeller-driven aviation relics that belonged in someone’s garage sale, not out here fighting a war. I could see A-1s, A-26s, C-123s, OV-10s, and Jolly Green Giant helicopters. Hand-me-down, cast-off airplanes no one else wanted. I figured the Air Force sent them way out here under the title “special operations” to make people feel good about having to fly these old rattletraps.


I realized I’d landed in aviation’s backwater.


I noticed the ramp we were driving across—no, the sensation was more like riding a boat over small waves—wasn’t even concrete. Instead, it was corrugated-metal sheeting, in which dead star-thistle weeds poked up through six-inch-round holes. Even the ramp was a castoff nobody wanted. I thought, ought to be slicker than owlshit taxiing on it when it rains.


Wiley pointed to a building. The sign over the door proclaimed:


606TH SPECIAL OPERATIONS SQUADRON


Wiley said proudly, “That’s us.” Beside the front door hung a six-foot oval wood sign, emblazoned with a winged candle burning bright above a black, mountainous background. The abbreviation “606 SOS” wreathed across the logo’s top. “Our squadron patch,” Wiley explained, handing me a stiff, new Candlestick patch.


I ripped my existing “Military Airlift Command” patch off its Velcro strips and replaced it with the golden-winged candlestick.


Wiley smiled, patted me on the back, and said, “Welcome to the Candlesticks. Now you’re official.”


Since I knew squadron names and patches attempt to capture a unit’s mission, this name and patch seemed inconsistent with transporting boxes. I made a mental note to ask Wiley about it later.


As we made a right turn off the flightline, headed toward the officers’ quarters, I said, “I noticed the razor-sharp security fence all around the base as we flew in and the guard towers manned with automatic weapons. I thought these Thai bases were secure.”


“Well, the place is pretty safe,” he chuckled. “There’ve been a few local skirmishes. But if you’re a runner, I wouldn’t recommend jogging along the perimeter fence.”


“Oh, thanks,” I answered weakly.


That too-long look came again. I knew what was coming. He asked, “Say, did anybody ever tell you that you look like a young version of Pat Boone, the boyish-looking crooner? You know, ‘Love Letters in the Sand’ . . . the white shoes . . . the clean-cut image . . . all that crap?”


“Yes,” I groaned. “All the time. I had to live with that sappy image all the way through high school and college. I’d rather not start that here if you don’t mind.”


Wiley was perfect. “Sure. No problem, John.”


As we drove down the block, I noticed the place seemed deserted. Where was everybody? The base should have been hopping with activity. Strange. An eerie feeling came over me. I should have asked Wiley what the big deal was, but kept my mouth shut. No sense asking more dumb questions, confirming my ignorance.


After three blocks of driving past rows of shed-type buildings typical of Thai bases, Wiley parked. I picked up my gear and we walked across a wide grass front lawn to the quarters I’d been assigned.


Grass? The dead, brown grass blades crunched under my boots like broken glass. “The rainy season doesn’t start till November,” Wiley explained.


I saw maids along the long front porch, cleaning rooms as if the place were a resort. This assignment is going to be okay, I reassured myself. My unease over what to expect from NKP and the fatigue from the long flight both began to fade.


I asked Wiley how much the maid service cost, because I didn’t have a lot of money to spare and I would rather clean up after myself to save the fee. But he said not to worry . . . the Air Force paid the maids as part of the deal with the Thai government in Bangkok for letting us fly out of their country.


A man our age resembling Robert Redford was sitting on the porch drinking a beer under the mercilessly hot sun. Waves of sweat sheeted down his face. Why was he outside in this blast furnace?


Wiley introduced me. “Mark, this is your new roommate, John Halliday.”


I offered a handshake, but Mark did not look up from what he was doing. I could see by his blank, distant expression he was off in some private world all his own. He had the plastic rings from a six-pack of something in his hands and was s-l-o-w-l-y pulling them apart. Mark took each ring and carefully stretched it until it was about to break. Just before the plastic failed, he held it up within a fraction of an inch of his eyes to focus on something I didn’t understand.


“Nice to meet you, Mark. How are you doing?” I asked.


“Ninety-six down and two hundred and sixty-nine to go,” he mumbled slowly.


I didn’t understand. “What are you doing there?” I tried again.


“Watching . . . the . . . bubbles.” Mark stumbled over each word.


I tried again. “What?”


“Watching the bubbles. Just before the plastic breaks, a whole bunch of little bubbles form. I stretch them out to see how big and long I can make them before the plastic fails. It’s really neat to watch the bubbles pop.” He did it again. Snap!


Mark smiled.


“Where’d you get all those plastic . . . holes, Mark?” I didn’t know what to call those . . . things. They don’t have a name. Back home, they’re trash, but they seemed important to Mark.


“Drank it,” he said proudly. “I drank it.”


I stared at him, then climbed the rest of the wooden steps and walked into the room.


The room was a dungeon. Gray, chipped paint peeled from the walls. One lightbulb hanging from an ugly ceiling fixture cast a harsh light in the windowless room. Filthy, gray linoleum floors. No wonder Mark was out in the hot sun.


An old 1950s window air-conditioner, about to jump out of its crudely cut hole in the front wall, was trying unsuccessfully to beat back the wall of heat. I was getting a sinking feeling.


“The open-bay shower and johns are in the middle of the building, about seven doors down.” Wiley pointed down the porch to continue the tour. “The Thai maids will walk in on you in the middle of a shower, put their hand over a smile, and giggle while they pretend to be on their way to clean out a toilet. But, don’t worry . . . you’ll get used to it. It’s harmless sport for them.”


More sinking feeling. So much for any shred of privacy.


Mark’s bed was closest to the door. He had crudely taped a large monthly calendar on the wall beside his bed. My new roommate had scratched big, black X marks through all the previous days. He had scrawled large red numbers inside each remaining block to tally the number of days left before he returned to the States. Yesterday’s number was 269. That meant Mark had been here only three months and his afternoons’ entertainment was exploding plastic bubbles . . . Great.


That’s not going to happen to me, I promised myself. I’m stronger than that. I am not going to change.


My bed was at the back of the dungeon. One beat-up, small metal desk completed the decor, except for a military-gray, portable metal closet whose doors I tried to open, only to discover them jammed shut. More sinking feeling. The place was a sewer. This could be a long year.


There was no chest of drawers for my stuff, so I threw my gear on my bed. Bad idea. The thin mattress sagged like a hammock clear down to the dusty floor. An explosion of fine dust flew up in my face. I coughed and rubbed my eyes. “Red Thai dust,” Wiley explained. “You can’t get rid of it . . . it’s everywhere.”


Any self-respecting homeless shelter would have thrown out the disgusting excuse for a mattress. I told Wiley, “Let’s get out of here as soon as I can get out of this hot flightsuit. This place is depressing.” I changed into the standard Southeast Asia off-duty outfit of shorts, T-shirt, and tennies. No socks. Then I asked Wiley, “Where’s the club? I could use a cold beer.” We turned and went back outside into the blast furnace.


Crazy Mark was still breaking bubbles, and in a neat pile beside him stood a stack of the same plastic rings. He’d been drinking a lot of something. It looked as if he was going to make an afternoon’s entertainment of his sport. As Wiley walked me toward the officers’ club, I hollered back at Mark, “See you later.”


Mark did not look up, but he shouted as we walked away, “Don’t look at everything in the BX the first day! Only look at one corner of a shelf to start. Save something for a month from now.” I couldn’t imagine what he meant.


“And can labels . . . read labels! The vegetable soup can is the best,” Mark hollered.


“Okay, Mark, I will. See you later,” I yelled back.


Mark needs to see a shrink fast, I thought. His contact with reality was slipping away. But that wasn’t going to happen to me . . . I’m stronger than that, I again reassured myself.


“Is he always like that?” I asked Wiley.


Wiley looked confused. “Like what?”


“Well . . . you know . . . sort of . . . disconnected.”


“Oh, that’s just Mark. He’s one of our best captains.”


“You mean you let him fly in command like that?” I asked incredulously.


Wiley shrugged and answered matter-of-factly, “Oh, sure. He’d fly every night if we let him. We have to force him to take his CTO every month. If I remember right, he’s leaving on a CTO tomorrow morning, so you’ll have the place to yourself for a few days to get settled in.”


“What’s a CTO?”


“Oh, sorry, it’s ‘combat time off.’ We get four days a month in Bangkok, and before you go thinking that’s a good deal, don’t worry; you’ll earn it.”


Earn it? Earn it? I thought to myself, what the hell have I gotten into? When they changed my assignment to NKP from Vietnam at the last minute, all they told me was this was an easy mission, hauling cargo around Thailand. A piece-of-cake assignment. I was thrilled at my good fortune.


Still confused, I asked, “What’s the deal with the soup labels?”


“Actually, that’s good advice,” Wiley explained. “There isn’t much to do around here, and reading canned-foods ingredients is good entertainment. I prefer the chili can myself . . . you’ll see. And a trip to the BX trailer is something you’ll have to plan and execute carefully, too. And Mark’s right . . . don’t look at everything the first day. Take one small corner of one shelf and really spend time looking at what’s there.”


We stepped off the curb and crossed the empty street.


“Force yourself not to look at the things on the shelf below or above or around the corner, or you’ll be sorry later. You should probably have an experienced person go with you to stop you from looking at everything the first few times before you get the hang of it, or you won’t have anything to look forward to. If you want, I’ll take you the first time.”


I stared at him, bewildered. Was he kidding?


“Don’t worry . . . you’ll see soon enough,” he finished.


Out of the corner of my eye I caught Wiley shaking his head at my ignorance. He had that wry Vincent Price smile that seemed to say, “You’ll be the next one. You can’t stop it. Don’t even try.”


Stop what? No, I won’t see. I won’t be next. You’re wrong. I’m stronger than that, I promised myself. The day I started reading labels would never come.


 


I thought we were going to the officers’ club for a beer, but Wiley said, “Say, you want to stop by my trailer for a cold one? I’ve got a refrigerator and you can see the quarters you can move up to in about five months.”


Five months? The sinking feeling grew. Five months locked in that dungeon with Crazy Mark? “Sure, thanks,” I answered, trying to fight off a wave of depression.


Maybe I can find a way out of here before they get used to having me around, I thought to myself. I had heard of pilots talking their way into a different assignment right at the last minute. Maybe they needed some C-123 pilots over in Vietnam. I would keep quiet about my idea, go over to personnel the next morning, and see if I could get reassigned. I would be gone before they knew it. Good plan. I wouldn’t even unpack my stuff. Knowing I would soon be away from NKP lifted my spirits and I began feeling better.


We climbed up tipsy concrete steps to Wiley’s trailer. He opened the door, went inside, and I was hit by a blast of polar air. Wonderful!


“Hurry up, come in and close the damned door,” he yelled. I jumped inside, slammed the door, and looked around . . . stunned.


Wiley’s trailer half had the same space I would be sharing with Crazy Mark. He opened a door and proudly showed off his semi-private bath. I looked around in awe. Built-in closets. Fake wood paneling on the walls and a chest of drawers. Brass coach-light fixtures brightened the place so he could read. Blackout curtains covered the one small window—evidently for daytime naps. Air-conditioning from an exterior compressor. Wall-to-wall carpeting. A refrigerator! Two mattresses stacked on the twin bed for true comfort.


The place was a palace.


The room was stuffed floor to ceiling with every imaginable piece of state-of-the-art 1970 stereo equipment. It looked more like a sound studio than a place someone lived. Wiley had the newest equipment: a Sansui 5000 amplifier, an AKAI crossfield head reel-to-reel tape deck, the top-of-the-line Garrard English turntable, and four Pioneer CS99 speakers with fifteen-inch woofers. There was enough power to throb brooms marching out of the closet.


The stuff must have cost a fortune. I figured he must be rich.


Wiley opened the small Sanyo refrigerator stuffed with San Miguel beer and handed one to me. Then he jumped up and sat on his two mattresses, so trampoline-tight they didn’t sink an inch. While mine sagged like a hammock? I looked around the cramped room and saw no chair, so I leaned back uncomfortably against the door.


Wiley noticed my discomfort and sprang off his trampoline-bed. “Sorry . . . you’ll have to excuse my lack of manners. I’m not used to having guests over yet. I only moved in a couple days ago.” Then he reached between a built-in closet and the wall and produced a garishly painted red folding chair from its niche. “Ain’t she a beauty?” he said proudly. “I rescued her rummaging around the base junk pile, sanded her down, got a can of candy-apple red spray paint, and suddenly . . . I’ve got furniture. I can have company over!”


He unfolded the chair and said, “Here you go. Have a seat.” Wiley pointed to the fridge and told me, “Help yourself to another cold one when you finish that one,” and hopped back up on his trampoline mattress I eyed with envy.


“How come your mattress is so firm and mine sags to the floor?” I asked.


“Plywood,” he answered seriously. “Three-quarter-inch all-American plywood.”


I asked where I could get a sheet for myself.


“I’m not sure . . . it’s in short supply. You have to know somebody or scrounge around for yourself to find a piece.” I must have looked worried because he quickly added, “But I may know somebody who’s leaving back for the States in a couple days. Maybe I can talk him out of his plywood for you . . . unless he’s already promised it to someone else.”


I smiled, thanked him, and sat down gingerly on his red relic. Then I waited for my sponsor to guide the rest of the conversation. After a few gulps of beer he finally asked, “So, how’d you get here?”


“Well, after jungle school in the Philippines, they put me on a C-141 to Bangkok . . .” I stopped when I saw Wiley start chuckling.


“No, no, no . . . I mean how’d you wind up in the military as a pilot in the first place?”


“Sorry . . . guess I’m nervous.” I laughed uneasily with him. “I’d graduated from the University of Miami in Florida and was in graduate school in Washington, D.C., when I got a letter from my draft board saying my educational deferment had been canceled. They gave me thirty days from receipt to join some other service, or it looked like I’d be headed for Vietnam rice paddies with an M16 in my hands.”


Wiley smiled and nodded as if he’d heard the story before.


“That same day a headline in the Washington Post described that the Air Force was short of pilots. So I ripped out the headline, went down to the recruiter’s office, took a flight physical, and raised my hand. After that, I spent a year in pilot training, got married, spent eighteen months in California at Travis flying a big cargo plane in and out of Southeast Asia, and then got orders to Phan Rang over in Vietnam.”


“You look awful young for this. Just how old are you?”


“Twenty-four,” I said apologetically. “But I turn twenty-five next month,” I rushed to add, realizing our talk was turning into a job interview.


“So how long you been out of pilot training?” he asked suspiciously.


“Two years,” I answered proudly.


Wiley looked disappointed. “Ever been an aircraft commander before?”


“Nope.” Wiley shook his head in disappointment. I hurried to explain so he wouldn’t think me a weak pilot my old outfit bypassed for command. “My last unit wouldn’t let lieutenants upgrade to AC. They mostly had us inventorying safety equipment, counting crew meals, and figuring takeoff data. Most of the ACs were oldfart majors and colonels old enough to be our fathers who wouldn’t let us fly much.”


Wiley seemed shocked. “You mean you’ve never been in charge of an airplane and crew before?”


“Nope . . . sorry,” I answered sheepishly.


“Oh, jeeeez! We keep asking personnel to send us pilots with command experience and guys like you keep showing up.”


I apologized again, but defended myself, explaining there was nothing I could have done.


Wiley let me off the hook. “It’s all right. We’ll make it work somehow.”


I changed the subject. “So tell me what routes we fly. Are they scheduled cargo runs around the Thai bases, or random stuff?”


“Nobody told you?”


“Nobody’s told me squat. I don’t have a clue what goes on here. After jungle school I thought I was headed for Phan Rang, but at the last second got orders here. I got on a C-141 headed to Bangkok, spent last night at the military hotel, and here I am.”


“That’s the way it happened for all of us,” Wiley said conspiratorially. “Nobody knows they’re coming here until the last second. And our mission is more complicated than hauling cargo.” He chuckled to himself.


I stumbled ahead. “So exactly what is it you guys do? Nobody could answer my questions.”


“They’re not supposed to be able to. Nobody’s supposed to know this place even exists.”


“Oh” was all I could manage.


“To be assigned here, you had to pass a security check above top secret—”


I jumped in, “Gee, I didn’t know there was anything above top secret.”


“Everything here is top secret or above, and later tonight I’ll show you one of the reasons why. But as to what we do, it’s one of my jobs as your sponsor to warn you right off the bat what can happen to you if you tell anyone—I mean anyone—what we do here.”


I didn’t know how to respond, but began feeling frightened.


He offered, “You can tell your wife . . . what’s her name?”


“Sharon.”


“Well, you can tell Sharon where you are, but you are not permitted to tell her what you’re doing and especially not where we fly. You can’t tell her in phone calls, letters, tapes, nor when you see her for R and R in Hawaii and you’re strolling along some moonlit beach. Not even when you’re back home a year from now . . . not until this war is long since over. If ‘they’ find out you’ve violated these rules, you can be expected to be prosecuted and punished to the maximum extent possible under the Uniform Code of Military Justice. Do I make myself clear?”


I thought he must be pulling my chain. “You’ve got to be kidding, Wiley. What could be going on at this godforsaken place anybody could possibly care that much about?”


He looked insulted and his face turned dark. “I’m dead serious. As far as anyone back home knows, this place doesn’t exist. You can expect your letters to be opened and sampled at random, your phone calls to be monitored, and any voice tapes you sent to Sharon to be opened, checked for divulging secrets, and be undetectably resealed.”


“But what happens if I make an honest mistake and blurt something out?”


“Same thing. This is serious shit we’re talking about, John. Oh, I almost forgot . . . you are especially not to talk about our mission at the O club in front of the Thai waitresses. That’s an easy place to slip up and get caught. Let me tell you a story.”


I nodded and grabbed another beer, deciding to humor him.


“Sometime after last Christmas ‘they’ opened up one of those family Christmas letters from this guy’s parents in which his folks had published exactly what we do . . . blow by blow. He was in deep shit.”


“So what’s the big deal about writing about hauling cargo around Thailand? And what could they do worse than sending him here? What happened?”


“Nobody knows. In the middle of the day while we were all sleeping, his trailer-mate heard some commotion coming from this guy’s side, but rolled over and went back to sleep, thinking the guy was just rearranging furniture.”


“So what happened?”


“His trailer-mate found the guy’s room stripped bare that evening. Everything was gone . . . his bed, dresser, stereo, all his tapes, photos of his girlfriend . . . his cans of food and beer . . . the place had been completely sanitized.”


I began feeling frightened. “So what happened to him, Wiley? People can’t just disappear.”


“Well, he did. Nobody knows what happened to him. He was never seen again. But the point is . . . make sure you keep your mouth shut.”


I reached for another beer. “How come all the secrecy about hauling cargo around Thailand?”


“I can’t tell you here. We’ll have to wait till we get to a secure area.”


“When will that be?”


“Tomorrow night.” Wiley looked around and whispered, “When we get behind the secure walls up at TUOC—the Tactical Unit Operations Center.”


“Tomorrow night! I won’t be able to sleep tonight the way you’ve built this up.”


Wiley shook his head. “I can’t say any more than that. I could get in lots of trouble.”


“What? Please . . . surely you can tell me something.”


Wiley thought hard for a while. “Okay, I’ll give you the basics . . . but remember . . . you didn’t hear it from me.”


I told him I promised and crossed my heart. Gawd, what a jerk I was.


Wiley scooted forward on his trampoline and lowered his voice to a whisper. “We have two missions. The first is a simple night-flare-dropping mission, but it’s only twenty percent of what we do these days. Dropping flares was the first job the C-123s had up here, and it’s why our call sign became Candlestick. What we do is fly above friendly forces across the border in Laos and drop air-burning flares suspended under parachutes. The light they give can be the difference between the good guys on the ground living through the night or being overrun by overwhelming numbers of bad guys.”


I was surprised to learn we would be flying over Laos. Despite all the secret briefings I’d had the past two years, I didn’t know the United States was involved in Laos. But not wanting to appear any more naïve than I already had, I answered, “Sounds simple enough. I could do that.”


“I’m sure you could.”


“So what’s the main mission?”


“Killing trucks at night out on the Ho Chi Minh Trail.”


“What!” I exploded. “How the hell can you possibly do that? The C-123 is just an old cargo plane.”


He chuckled. “That’s what everybody thinks and we want it to stay that way. But anyway, we cruise up and down the trail looking for supply trucks to destroy that TFA has already spotted for us.”


“What a minute. What’s TFA?”


“Task Force Alpha . . . that’s one of the reasons I didn’t want to start this discussion in a nonsecure location, but I’ll come back to TFA later.”


“Okay.” I slid forward on his red chair and gulped my San Miguel.


“So when we spot a truck convoy, we drop three ground-burning markers off to one side of the road into the heavy jungle to mark the convoy’s position. The jungle is so thick, the drivers can’t see them burning. Then we’ll set up a left-hand orbit over the target, call in some fighter aircraft, and give them bombing directions in reference to our ground marks. Then we sit back and watch the fighters blow the crap out of everything. It sounds simple, but it’s effective.”


I was stunned. “Oh, my God, Wiley. I had no idea this was a combat mission. The bad guys can’t be too happy you’re trying to blow them up. Do they shoot back?”


“Oh, absolutely,” he answered matter-of-factly. “Every night. Sometimes we’ll spend the whole night dodging shells. Some nights the whole sky is alive with red tracers coming up at us . . . it’s a blast. You’re gonna love it.”


I shook my head. “Jesuzz, Wiley . . . I don’t think so. I don’t know if I’ll be able to do that. But how in the world do you find trucks in the dark?”


“You gotta see this thing to believe it. We’ve got this new top-secret thing called a starlight scope that magnifies available moonlight something like a thousand times. It looks like your average backyard telescope. Each plane has one on board. Our ‘scope navigator’ uses it to look down through a hatch in the belly of the plane and spot truck headlights.”


“There must be a long checkout program. A couple months, I suppose?” I was trying to digest all this.


“Well, we’ll go out on the trail tomorrow night. We have a ten P.M. briefing. You’re gonna be my copilot. I’ll show you what it’s like, but there’s no formal training program. You’re on the schedule a week from tomorrow night to fly in command.” He slugged down more beer.


I felt nauseous. “Wiley, you gotta be shitting me. I can’t be ready that fast.”


“You don’t have much choice. We’re way short of pilots, so you’ll be flying that mission in command next week ready or not.”


“What else is there?” I asked dejectedly.


“You’d better force yourself to stay up all night tonight so you can sleep during the day tomorrow. Then tomorrow night we’ll take off just before midnight and fly for about five hours. To help get your body clock reset, sometime around midnight tonight I’ll take you over to Task Force Alpha and get you the tour. You’ll have to have above a top-secret clearance to get in, but—”


“Wiley, top secret’s all I’ve got.”


“If you’re here, you already have it. You just don’t know it yet. They wouldn’t have let you come here without a deep background check, though that takes months.”


I let his news settle in while I gulped some beer. Finally I asked, “So how do you know where to look for trucks? Even with this fancy starlight scope, Laos is a big country.”


“That’s the best part,” he answered enthusiastically. “Remember those huge electronic boards from the movie Dr. Strangelove that showed all those Russian bombers headed for the U.S. and ours headed at them?”


“Sure.”


“Well, Task Force Alpha is a lot like that except with real-time displays in full color, three stories tall . . . it’s the whole goddamned Ho Chi Minh Trail in full, living color.”


“Wow, Wiley. So where is this TFA?”


“Maybe three hundred yards over off the north end of the base; it’s carved right out of the jungle. I’ll escort you over with my security badge until you get your own. We’ll have to go through three sets of barbed wire, with whirring surveillance cameras and electronic gates we’ll have to be buzzed through. Then we’ll come upon this dark, monolithic building hiding in the jungle . . . the damned thing’s huge.”


I sat and listened, stunned.


“Step out of the jungle and inside the building, you step back into America—but an America fifteen years from now . . . maybe 1984. It’s beautiful . . . gleaming tile floors . . . glass walls everywhere. They have a full cafeteria where you can get anything you want. They even have real milk, not that powdered crap we get at the mess hall. And air-conditioning? The whole damned place is air-conditioned. There’s even a bowling alley and a movie theater . . . and a whole bunch of civilians who look like IBM guys running around in three-piece suits all wearing glasses . . . it’s ‘Geek Central.’ We never see them over on our part of the base, so I guess they have everything they need in there.”


He went on, “Then there’s this main control room that looks like the one we saw on TV during the Apollo moon shots, or maybe something out of a James Bond movie. There’s computer terminals everywhere. But the main feature is this huge, three-story-tall Lucite . . . or maybe it’s plastic, I don’t know . . . full-color depiction of the whole Ho Chi Minh Trail with a real-time depiction of trucks coming down the trail. It’s wild, man.”


I felt dazzled. “How the hell can they pull that off?”


“Well, we’ve got these RF-4s they call wild weasels . . . I think . . . this is all on rumor . . . but I think they fly down the trail at a couple hundred feet at six hundred knots, dropping a series of electronic eavesdropping sensors alongside the road. You’ll see one of the sensors tonight over at TFA. They’re designed to bury themselves in the dirt while leaving their camouflaged antenna sticking out above ground level . . . looking like just another jungle plant.”


“That’s brilliant. But how does that information get to those Lucite boards?”


“Easy. The sensors are battery-powered and are set to pick up noise or ground vibrations of trucks driving by. They send those signals up to one of our own NKP planes called a mini-bat that relays the signals over to the Lucite screens at TFA.”


“So what you’re seeing is a live depiction of truck convoys coming down the trail?”


“Exactly.”


“So when you fly out looking for trucks, you know where they are?”


“Sort of . . . They don’t have the whole trail covered and the sensors break down a lot and some get blown up; but it helps to know where to begin to look. Pretty cool, huh?”


“Wiley, I had no idea our country had this kind of technology. Sharon and I just bought a basic four-function, handheld calculator for a hundred bucks and thought that was high-tech. This level of technology never got into the news back home.”


“It’s not supposed to. The whole point is, you can sit back and watch all the sensors automatically fire off along the whole trail and see where the trucks are running any given night. Tonight we’ll ask one of the geeks to point this handheld red-light gun they have to activate one of the sensors and we’ll listen in. Sometimes you can hear the drivers bullshitting when they stop for dinner. If we’re lucky, we might hear an airstrike. You can listen in on the fighter pilots’ frequency and hear the explosions. It’s a front-row, armchair-quarterback seat on the whole air war.”


I was getting pumped up. “Incredible.”


“The worst part of the TFA visit is coming back out to this part of the base. You step back in time forty years. It’s depressing.”


His story over, a silence grew between us. I looked around the room for something lighter to talk about. It was hard to miss his tall stacks of reel-to-reel audiotapes. Finally I said, “What are all these tapes? Where’d you get all of them? They must have cost a fortune. I couldn’t afford all this stuff.”


He shook his head. “I’m not rich . . . just single. The tapes are cheap and you’ll need them because the only music they play on Armed Forces WNKP is our fathers’ music. You know, Lawrence Welk, Mitch Miller, Andy Williams . . . that kind of crap . . . nothing any good. I got most of the tapes from Cheapskate Charlie up in Hong Kong. He makes pirated knockoff tapes of record albums you can’t find here and sells them for a buck a tape . . . four tapes for three dollars. He’ll make a special tape of anything you want.”


“Isn’t that illegal?”


“Hey!” Wiley answered sharply. “Music is the only thing that keeps us going . . . that and beer. Besides . . . we’re on the other side of the planet getting our asses shot off every night at a place no one knows or gives a shit about. So who’s gonna say anything?”


I stared at the mountain of equipment and tapes. “All I’ve got is a small clock radio, so I guess I’m stuck with Andy Williams.”


“Well, you can come over anytime you want and listen to some good stuff. I know what it’s like to be in that hellhole with Crazy Mark. I was his roommate until two days ago.”


I suddenly realized where he’d gotten his plywood . . . my bed.


Then he bounced off his trampoline and said, “Let me show you my new sound system. I just finished dubbing this tape.” He threw on a series of power switches along a whole wall of electronic equipment and the trailer began to hum like an electrical substation. The lights in Cleveland must have dimmed at the power draw as Marmalade whispered softly:


 


The changing . . . of sunlight . . . to moonlight


Reflections of my life


Ohhh, how they fill my eyes


 


The greetings . . . of people . . . in trouble


Reflections of my life


Ohhh, how they fill my mind


 


Wiley closed his eyes and mouthed the chorus with the band:


 


All my sorrows, sad tomorrows


Take me . . . back . . . to my own home


All my cryings; all my cryings


Feel I’m dying, dying


Take me back . . . to my own home . . .


 


Soon he grabbed a mike, threw the “on” switch, and started belting out a karaoke routine. He closed his eyes, rocked back on his heels, leaned back, and howled off-key with the tape. Over and over and over and over.


 


All my cryings; all my cryings,


Feel I’m dying, dying . . .


 


It looked to be a two-hour tape containing nothing but the same song, “Reflections of My Life.” I thought, what the hell have I gotten myself into? I had only met two guys and they were both certifiable . . . Crazy Mark and Weird Wiley.


After howling awhile, Wiley shoved a mike into my hand and said, “C’mon, John, you’ve got to get into this music. Give it a try.”


“No thanks,” I said quietly. “Maybe later,” you crazy bastard. He shrugged it was my loss and whispered the next verse while I told myself, this is not going to happen to me. Not me. I can stay above it all. I’m stronger than they are. I’m going to stay just the way I am.


Wiley shook his head, rocked back, and screamed the chorus at the top of his lungs.
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Wiley and I walked over to the club about 6 P.M. Beautifully carved teakwood double doors led to an interior that resembled a converted horse barn. The plywood floor buckled up and down in a series of waves, covered by a carpet new thirty years ago. At least the air-conditioning was working.


“There’s not much in here.” Wiley pointed around the facility. “There’s the lobby here, one large dining area with a main bar and the quiet bar around to the right. There are a couple of pool tables beyond, around back. They did this project mostly on self-help, but it’s the only place around to get you out of your room.”


We were standing in a standard-looking restaurant lobby, with room for people to wait for a reservation if this were the States, but I couldn’t imagine anyone needing a reservation in this place. No one manned the register. Glass display cases that back home would have been stuffed with Milky Ways, Mounds, and Snickers were empty.


Behind the register stood a large wooden display case labeled “Top Guns.” Inside were posted color pictures of pilots my age. Labels below their photos identified them as “Shooter,” “Lightning,” and “Trigger.” Even the heroes didn’t have their real names anymore. I thought I recognized Shooter.


I turned to Wiley and asked, “Isn’t that Bill Miller, the Miami Hurricanes quarterback? When I graduated from Miami, he was a year behind me and the newspapers expected him to go on to the NFL.”


“Yeah, that’s Miller, all right,” Wiley said disgustedly. “He’s one of the top A-1 squadron fighter pilots. I’ve seen him be so aggressive, it’s scary. The man has no fear.”


I thought, Wow! Bill Miller! The draft sure is a great equalizer. If he couldn’t avoid the draft with his connections . . .


Wiley took me into the cavernous main dining room. The sea of tables was broken only by a raised stage along the left-hand wall, near the middle of the room. Every club in Southeast Asia boasts a local band that plays today’s hits: “Proud Mary,” “Yellow River,” and “We Gotta Get Outta This Place.”


We went into the dining room and Wiley explained, “The Candlestick tables are over there. The A-1 ‘Sandy’ area is over in the center in front of the bandstand, the ‘Vampire’ tables are beyond that, the OV-10s are over near the kitchen . . . well, you get the idea.” I saw an army of Thai waitresses standing against the wall waiting for customers.


The room was as deserted as the rest of the base.


“So where is everybody?” I asked.


“Oh . . . NKP doesn’t get cranked up for another hour or so. Most of us fly at night, so most of the crews have been sleeping all day and will be here around eight o’clock. They’ve got a live Thai rock-and-roll band that comes in every night, except they won’t be playing tonight. Come on, I’ll show you where the Candlestick tables are and introduce you to a couple more FNGs.”


I wondered why the band wouldn’t be playing, but I didn’t ask. I had already spent the afternoon parading my ignorance and didn’t need to do it again. Better to be quiet for a while.


Wiley walked me over to the Candlestick tables where two men our age stood up, looked me in the eye, and smiled. Handshakes. Manners. Normal people. I was hoping Crazy Mark might be one of a kind.


Wiley made the introductions. “John, I want you to meet two more FNGs. This is Dick Eastwood and Rod Verano. They came up on the morning shuttle.”


“Don’t call me Dick,” the ostrich-looking pilot scolded Wiley. “It’s Rich or Richard. And everybody says Eastwood. My name has an s . . . it’s Eastwoods.”


I thought, pretty nervy, Rich-don’t-call-me-Dick. The man was acting like a new dog in the neighborhood, raising his leg to mark his territory.


I didn’t think his strategy would work with these combat veterans.


Rod’s eyes got big at Rich’s attitude, but he said nothing. Rod and Dick were still in their flightsuits and I noticed Rod’s name tag showed a B—Berano—not Verano as Wiley had introduced him. Rod let Wiley’s mistake slip by . . . smarter than Rich.


“Sure, no problem, Dick,” Wiley mocked.


You just knew everyone was going to call Rich “Dick” . . . too good a target to pass up.


“I’m starving. Can we get something to eat?” I jumped in to smooth things over before Wiley could call Rich “Dick” again.


We took a table in the Candlestick area. A beautiful Thai waitress approached, bent over at the waist, beamed a pleasant smile, and cooed, “Sawadee kap. May I suggest ‘The Special’ . . . aged Kobe beef, baked potato, soup, and salad for a dollar fifty-five. Your beverage is complimentary. May I recommend our excellent sweetened iced tea?”


We ordered the special and the food was surprisingly good. I figured the food might compensate for the dungeon. It looked as if the club was the only place to hang out or get anything to eat.


After a while, the place began to fill with long-faced pilots and navigators, but nobody said boo. The only sound was two hundred knives and forks clanking on cheap china plates.


In the tone people reserve for whispering in church, Wiley told Rich and Rod about the flying schedule and how fast they’d be expected to check out as captain. Then he explained that they could bring their wives over from the States and how much time the women could spend at NKP visiting from Bangkok apartments without turning their husbands’ assignment into an “accompanied tour”—stretching this twelve-month sentence into eighteen.


I was only half-listening . . . when I caught an odd movement out of the corner of my eye. A fiftysomething guy—old enough to be my father—in blue janitor’s coveralls lurched through the middle of the crowded dining room. He was in sore need of a shave and his hair was a tattered Brillo pad. He looked like a homeless person seeking a handout and a bottle of Thunderbird. Must be the janitor, I figured, sent here by the DOD on civilian contract. But I couldn’t understand why they allowed him in the club in a drunken stupor.


The old janitor stumbled around the room, slamming into dinner tables filled with young pilots and navigators, but no one said anything. No one even looked up. The old guy seemed headed for the john to relieve himself, though he looked more likely to simply topple as he spun his way along a wall of heavy curtains drawn closed against the picture windows.


A bend in the wall stopped him cold in midlurch, and I guessed he had lost his bearings. Someone should help him find the men’s room, I thought. Next he leaned his head deep into the velvet curtains. It looked as if he were going to stand there and fall asleep.


I remember thinking, What’s he doing? Oh, my God! He’s peeing. He’s peeing on the curtains! He’s so damned drunk, he must think he made it to the men’s room, or maybe he gave up and decided to simply cut loose. In a room full of people!


I grabbed Wiley’s arm. “Wiley, the janitor over there is peeing on the curtains. You gotta stop him.”


Wiley turned to look, then slowly turned back, looking exasperated. He shook his head. “John, that’s not the janitor. That’s the wing commander. He runs this whole damned place. We call him the Hawk. And on top of being the commander, he’s probably the best damned fighter pilot we’ve got. I’ve seen him do things in combat you wouldn’t believe. He’s been a fighter pilot since Korea and knows more about flying than both of us ever will.”


Embarrassed! My face flushed beet red. I’d managed to make Rich Eastwoods look good. I tried to recover with a question to show my concern. “But shouldn’t someone help him? I mean, you can’t just pee in public here, can you?”


“He can go anywhere he wants tonight,” Wiley contradicted. “It’s his way of dealing with the loss. I didn’t want to tell you guys your first night here, but a plane from an A-1 squadron got shot down today. The guy was the Hawk’s wingman. He watched him go down. There was no rescue. He had a clear view and watched the bad guys on the ground charge over to his buddy and blast away.”


“They killed him!” Rod exclaimed. “Why’d they kill him? Aren’t they supposed to take prisoners and send them to the Hanoi Hilton?”


“They don’t take prisoners in northern Laos. Those people have never heard of the Geneva Convention. They kill you outright in terrible, violent ways,” Wiley answered gravely.


I swallowed hard. Rod and Rich’s eyes were white cue balls. Fear surged through my body. I thought to myself, maybe I can still find a way out.


Wiley explained nervously, “So you guys know, the Hawk does this every time anybody is shot down . . . not just for his squadron like you might think. He’d be peeing on the curtains even if it was one of our Candlestick planes. I’m surprised you guys didn’t pick up on the situation when the band wasn’t playing. The band plays every night except after we ‘lose one.’ And what you thought was a janitor’s outfit is his formal dress flightsuit. He just finished attending the memorial ceremony for his wingman. The reason the base was empty this afternoon was because everyone who wasn’t sleeping to get ready to fly was at the memorial service.”


Rich asked, “That’s awfully quick grieving, isn’t it?”


Wiley shook his head. “Better to grieve quick and put it behind you. You have to fly again soon and you can’t afford that on your mind . . . you’ll see.”


Rod cleared his throat. Then his cracking voice asked, “How often does somebody get shot down?”


“Oh, not too often. The base loses only one every week or so . . . not too bad. The Candlesticks have taken hits over the years, but we’ve only lost one C-123.”


Not too bad! Not too bad? Sounded bad to me . . . like the Candlesticks were due for a second.


Again I told myself, there must be a way out of this trap. I asked Wiley, “Has anyone ever gotten a transfer out of here? I mean, maybe they need pilots over in Vietnam.”


He took a deep breath. “There was one guy three weeks ago who got off the C-130 in the morning, saw what you guys did, and claimed he developed a fear of flying. He was right back out on the afternoon shuttle. They made him disappear fast.”


“What happened to him?” Rod asked, breathing heavily.


“Nobody knows. But I’m sure they took away his pilot wings. They prob’ly sent him to Vietnam, put an M16 in his hands, and threw him into the rice paddies with Special Forces as air liaison.”


“That’s a death sentence. He could get killed his first day,” Rod protested.


“Yep,” Wiley confirmed. “He could.”


Rich and Rod looked stunned.


 


An hour went by and more Candle pilots and navigators showed up. As we listened to their astonishing combat stories, it felt good to know other victims had found a way to survive.


We peppered Wiley with questions. When he explained that club dues were twenty bucks a month, I asked if membership was mandatory since my pay had been screwed up for months. He told me it was and if I did not pay, they would post my name on a “non-members” shit list.


I had no idea where to come up with that much money.


 


After five hours of my listening to war stories, around midnight Wiley kept his promise to tour Task Force Alpha—that secret listening post. He escorted Rich, Rod, and me down a winding jungle path at the northeast corner of the base until we came upon the shadowy shape of TFA hiding in heavy foliage. I turned back to look for the base, but it was gone.


Wiley flashed his security badge to a guard, who buzzed us through a series of electronic gates that buzzed closed as we passed. Our escort, a spectacled geek in a white, button-down shirt and tie, met us at a vaultlike door.


Wiley had not lied. It was beautiful . . . gleaming tile floors . . . glass partitions . . . chrome furniture . . . air-conditioning . . . a cafeteria with every delight. As we entered the main control room jammed with geeks and computers, I was flabbergasted by the three-story, full-color, Lucite displays of trucks charging down the Ho Chi Minh Trail.


Until well after 3 A.M. we listened to trucks the sensors picked up. When I asked Wiley how the government arm-twisted these civilians into spending a year away from their families, he said the rumor was they were all volunteers. They’d only stay for ninety days and then go home. They could leave anytime, but never did because they were on triple pay.


As we were leaving, Wiley weaseled our escort out of a quart of milk. Cradling the milk in his arms like a newborn infant as we walked back down the jungle path, he explained he would freeze it into cubes, melt each one in an equal amount of water, and have real milk for a couple of months.


I think our tour into TFA was chiefly aimed to get Wiley that milk.


We got back to the club about 4 A.M. and stayed until sunrise and listened to more war stories whenever the Thai waitresses weren’t around.


At first light, Wiley escorted me three blocks over to the squadron to get me signed in so I wouldn’t be listed as AWOL. He pointed out the TUOC building across the parking lot, then said something about not being late for our 10 P.M. mission briefing. I mumbled that I’d been up over twenty-four hours, felt buzzy, and needed some rack time. We said our good-byes and I found my own way back to the dungeon.


I was relieved to find the place empty. Figuring Crazy Mark had left for Bangkok, I pulled my twin mattress off the rickety metal frame, plopped it on the floor, and planned to sleep the entire day.


With the door closed, I must have lost track of time. Because when I finally rolled over and looked through blurry eyes to check the time . . .


Nine twenty-nine? It couldn’t be! I rubbed my eyes . . . still 9:29! I jumped up and ripped open the dungeon door. Dark! Had I slept the whole day? Fifteen hours? How? Wiley had warned me not to be late for our 10 P.M. briefing! Crap!


I raced down the porch, took a quick shower, and ran back to the room. No towels! I grabbed a T-shirt to dry. No outlet for my razor! I underweared my hair dry, slicked it straight back, and hoped nobody would notice my thirty-six-hour stubble. Hungry. I checked my watch . . . 9:41.


Out of time! I’d have to depend on the box meal Wiley had warned us about. TUOC was four long blocks away. Late!


There was no time to dig for a clean flightsuit and put the Velcro patches in their proper places, so I threw on yesterday’s, splashed on English Leather, hoped nobody would notice my barnyard aroma, and raced toward TUOC.


 


Approaching the operations center, I checked my watch . . . 9:48.


Whew! I’d made it! I slowed to a walk, caught my breath, made as if everything were normal to the guard, showed my ID, and he checked me off an access list. Then I went inside, asked an NCO where the briefing room was, wandered down the hallway, found the room, and went inside.


They say it’s the recoveries that count. Nice moves, I told myself. I’d covered my tracks. No one would ever know.


This was my first wartime top-secret, official USAF, look-behind-the-curtain combat briefing, so I had wanted extra time by myself to study the charts and pictures. So much for that idea. My pulse was still racing from charging across the base.


But this was it. Put up or shut up. All the training was behind me. Trying to beat the clock before the 10 P.M. briefing, I looked around the horse-stall-size room.


The walls were plastered with maps, charts, battle lines, the Ho Chi Minh Trail route structure, truck symbols, truck parks, enemy and friendly positions, known triple-A positions, as well as selected escape and evasion (SAFE) areas. A map of northern Laos, here dubbed Barrel Roll, covered one whole wall, while another wall was a map of southern Laos, labeled Steel Tiger.


Wow, I thought, just like in those old WWII movies, except now I’m in the movie. Excitement began to overwhelm my fears.


One black-and-white, eight-by-ten, daylight aerial photograph caught my eye. It pictured a short, dirt airstrip down at the bottom of a narrow, deep box canyon surrounded by mile-high stalagmites. The title read:


“EMERGENCY AIRFIELD—TOP SECRET—


NOFORN—LONG TIEN”


I figured this Long Tien must be our emergency airfield, but couldn’t imagine how anyone could possibly get in there at night. It looked like trying to land inside Yosemite National Park at night . . . impossible. I figured there must be some secret plan they would cover in the briefing. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have posted it as an alternate. I made a mental note to ask, if no one else did.


I checked my watch: 10:09.


Where was everybody? Had I screwed up again? Maybe I was in the wrong room. I bolted for the hall and crashed into Wiley coming through the doorway. I backed up and apologized. Wiley looked angry.


Wiley introduced me to our navigators, Majors Charles Barton and Jack Ward. The majors and I took three of the four open seats at the briefing table, but then instead of taking the open chair beside me, Wiley sat way over in the far corner, crossed his arms, and scowled at the floor.


I was about to ask what was bothering him, but a ramrod-stiff briefing officer marched in, slammed the door, opened a three-inch-thick binder, and warned us, “Gentlemen, I remind you, this briefing is top secret—NoForn—no foreign dissemination. You may discuss the contents only with those who have a ‘need to know.’”


After a half hour, the intelligence officer concluded, “To remind you, there is no night search-and-rescue capability. You’d have to find a way to survive to first light, but few have. Your escape and evasion letter of the day is foxtrot, and the letter of the week is uniform. Stomp one of them out in the snow to alert the Jolly Green choppers that it’s not an enemy trap.” No one laughed at his joke about jungle snow he’d probably told a hundred times, showing no sensitivity for the previous day’s A-1 loss.


“Now, someone will be along soon to sanitize you. And, as always, Long Tien is your emergency alternate.” The briefing officer chuckled to himself, reading from his guide to conclude his presentation. “Are there any questions?” He started to leave the podium.


“Yes,” I said, stopping him. “This is my first mission. How do we get into Long Tien if we take a hit or lose an engine?”


“You don’t. It’s impossible. Nobody could possibly survive an approach into Long Tien,” he answered bluntly, and continued to leave.


“But, sir, you briefed it as our emergency alternate,” I reminded him.


He stopped midstride and glared at me. “That’s just a square-filler, Lieutenant. The briefing rules require me to give you an emergency airfield, so I do.” He shook his head in disgust at my insolence. How dare a mere lieutenant question a field-grade major.


“Then where do we divert into if we’re forced down?” I persisted.


“There isn’t anyplace else,” he fired back, and started to leave again.


I knew we were going to get into it, but I was not going to back down. My father taught me never to be afraid of rank. This jerk didn’t have to fly this mission. We did. I knew he would probably head back to his air-conditioned trailer to listen to Andy Williams.


So I went right back at him. “Then why do you brief a field we can’t possibly get into? That doesn’t make any sense. You briefed we’re probably going to be shot at the whole night. If we take a hit and are forced down, there must be a way into Long Tien if ‘they’ decided it’s our emergency airfield. It looks impossible, but there must be a way. So how would we get in there?”


He stopped with his hand on the doorknob, wheeled around, glared at me, and chuckled. “You don’t get it, do you, Lieutenant . . .  whatever your name is . . . it’s goddamned impossible! Nobody could possibly get into Long Tien at night. You’d have to be crazy to try it.” His chuckle turned to the ridicule of outright laughter.


He jabbed his finger at me and continued his attack. “The runway’s more than a mile down inside a narrow, blind box canyon. There’s only one way in and one way out through an offset keyhole-size opening so tight you could barely squeeze an airplane through in daylight. On top of that, there aren’t any navigation aids to guide you. You’d only have your eyeballs to find your way around in the dark. Only the CIA’s Air America is authorized in there during the day, and their expert pilots refuse to try it at night. You . . .  you wouldn’t stand a prayer. At night, you’d smash against the narrow canyon walls. It would be suicide. The canyon is ringed by lethal limestone karst formations that boom straight up more than eight thousand feet above sea level, and even if you landed, you wouldn’t be able to stop before you smashed into the mile-high karst wall at the end of the runway. And if that isn’t enough to convince you, Lieutenant, we don’t even know who owns the goddamn thing night to night; our intelligence reports are so bad. Some night we own the damned thing and some nights the bad guys own it. We never know.”


I sat there, stunned. I involuntarily tried backing away, but my chair hit the wall.


I looked over at Wiley to rescue me, but he had suddenly found a spider spinning a web in a ceiling corner the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen.


No help there.


The major continued his attack. “Nobody could possibly get into Long Tien at night, so don’t even think about trying. You’d kill yourself. And if you somehow got lucky and managed to land, the welcoming party would kill you immediately . . . so don’t go thinking about being captured and having some goddamned party for a few years up at the Hanoi Hilton. When Air America goes into places like Long Tien, they haul in security troops to hold off the bad guys. At night, control of those strips reverts to being a noman’s-land . . . up for grabs by whoever wants it. But what the hell do you know, you’re just an FNG.”


Then he slammed out of the room.


There it was again. FNG. I had to ask someone.


My voice was shaking when I asked Major Barton, “What’s an FNG?”


“Fucking new guy,” he explained.


 


When we had the room to ourselves, Wiley stood up and demanded to know where I was at pickup time.


I stammered I didn’t know what he was talking about.


He said sternly, remember, he briefed me a crew van would pick up the enlisted crewmembers at the barracks and then swing by the dungeon for me at 21:45 sharp. The driver then stops by the trailers and together the crew drives out to the aircraft. They drop off the enlisted to start the preflight and finally drop the pilots and navs over here at TUOC.


So where was I? Wiley wanted to know.


The two navigators stared at the floor and were quiet.


Wiley told me when the van had honked outside the dungeon and I hadn’t appeared, the enlisted guys thought I might have skipped out.


I apologized and explained I was falling asleep at sunrise when he’d detailed the night’s agenda. Wiley assured me it was okay, but I could see from his expression it wasn’t.


I guess they figured if they couldn’t rely on me for something as simple as catching a bus, how could they depend on me when the shooting started?


 


With my tail tucked between my legs, the four of us walked in silence along the hallways to the armory and parachute shop.


First we checked out Smith & Wesson P-38 revolvers, six bullets, holsters, and gun belts at the armory window. I slung the whole thing around my waist and felt like an Old West gunfighter. I asked the technician for extra bullets in case we got into a firefight on the ground, but he quoted a regulation that authorized no more than six.


Why only six? I wondered. Six wouldn’t last long against a bunch of bad guys armed with AK-47s. I was about to ask, but Wiley said, “We’re late,” so we quickly moved on to the chute shop to suit up.


The survival technicians handed me a jungle-camouflaged, nylon-webbed vest and helped me strap it on. One tech briefed me, “Sir, since I see you’re an FNG, I’m going to review everything you have in the vest. Now the most important thing to your rescue is your survival radio, located in this pocket.” He pulled out the palm-size radio and extended the antenna, turning it on.


“It’s preset to frequency 243.0 and here’s how to select the secret backup frequency in case ‘Charlie’ is eavesdropping. Now right across from the radio in this pouch here”—he pointed—“you’ve got one each fully charged backup battery. Up from that—”


I interrupted him, “How come we only get one spare battery? Guys over in Vietnam get two.”


“Sir, I couldn’t answer that. Up from your spare battery, you’ve got your signal mirror here . . . now remember . . . we’ve had more rescues from the signal mirror than any other signaling device. And if it breaks, you’ve then got two signaling devices that don’t require any batteries.”


I nodded.


“This next pouch”—his finger moved along my vest—“has your survival instructions book. Don’t lose it. Moving along, sir, on these two pouches by your waist, one on each side, you’ve got your basic signal flares.” He tugged on the pockets to make sure they were secure.


“Moving along, over here we have your bowie knife.” He pulled it out and ran his finger down the gleaming blade. “Extremely sharp, sir. It’ll cut jungle vines, chute cord tangled around you, bone, or anything else you can think of.” He placed the blade back in its sheath.


“And over in this pouch we have your new jungle-penetrator pen-gun flare. Before these beauties, we lost several pickups when the pilot couldn’t signal the Jolly Greens his location under the thick jungle canopy. These babies rip right up through the foliage so the choppers can locate you.


“And don’t ever lose your compass, here.” He pointed at yet another pouch.


I was losing track of pouches.


“Make sure you relay to the chopper the heading at the bottom of the compass, not the one at the top like you pilots always do. We’ve lost lots of guys when they gave the heading at the top of the compass that directed the choppers away from their location. By the time the choppers turned back around, it was too late.”


I told him that would be a normal pilot mistake since we fly the heading at the top. It seemed to me a person afraid for his life would revert to everyday habits. I told him to fix the problem, all they had to do was put the compass face on backward during manufacture and we might be able to reduce the number of losses.


He shook his head sadly. “That makes a lot of sense, sir, but they’ve been makin’ this compass the same way since WWII. They’ll never change it.”


And a lot more guys will die unnecessarily, I thought silently.


He finished my vest tour. “And rounding out this evening’s ensemble, we have your sea-dye marker over here. Now don’t ask me what the hell that’s for, sir. It comes standard in every vest. Now, do you have any questions?”


I answered no.


“Oh, I almost forgot the most important thing. Here’s your blood chit.” He handed me a folded piece of colorful silk. “You’ll have to sign for this and your weapon on this here hand receipt. They’re accountable items. I’ll need them both returned to me as soon as you get down, or there’ll be a formal investigation with charges filed against you.”


With that comforting thought in mind, I signed the receipt.


“Too many blood chits have found their way sewn onto the backs of souvenir leather jackets coming out of Okinawa, so they’re cracking down,” he explained. “Now tuck your chit away in a safe place. It might save your life one night.”


I had no idea what a blood chit was or how the handkerchief-size piece of silk might save me, but not wanting to look more ignorant, I nodded.


“To give you something to look forward to when you get back down, sir, the first beer’s on us.” He displayed an ice chest stuffed with San Miguel.


I smiled. “Thanks.”


Finally the technicians helped us don our parachutes, and then looking like a family of hunched-over armadillos crossing a Texas blacktop, we waddled out to the airplane. By that time the engineer and rampers had completed the preflight, so we jumped in the seats, I read the checklist for Wiley, then we started the engines and took off headed for northern Laos, aka Barrel Roll.
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JUNE 10, 1970


 OVER NORTHERN THAILAND


12:06 A.M.


I am in the copilot seat. Wiley is in the left seat. Major Barton is seated behind us at the nav table through the open doorway, suspended midair on a movie director’s boom. Major Ward is down below at the scope hole lying prone on an old mattress. He is staring straight down two miles and adjusting his starlight scope.


The flight engineer is twenty-five yards behind us in the cargo compartment scanning out the left-side portholes for trouble. Some kid clerk-typist is peering out the right-side portholes. Two “rampers” are arming our two pallets of high-explosive flares and ground markers ready for action.


I watch with surprise as Wiley levels off at 12,000 feet. I remind him that regulation AFR 60-16 states our max altitude without supplemental oxygen in an unpressurized airplane is 10,000. I tell him diplomatically, “Maybe we should go back down to ten.”


I look at Wiley and he looks back at me. His expression is blank.


Finally he says, “We’ll stay here at twelve.”


I repeat the oxygen requirement they beat into us at pilot training.


Wiley stares ahead and says nothing.


Now he reaches overhead, shuts down the jets, and begins cruising along at a whopping two miles a minute compared to modern jets’ four times faster.


Everybody seems busy doing something but me. I ask Wiley if he wants me to give him a break and fly awhile.


He answers no.


With nothing to do but kill time, I lean forward against my shoulder straps and peer out the top of my front window . . . the North Star. No moon.


Time passes while the crew makes chitchat about issues I don’t understand. Finally Major Barton announces, “Heads up, crew. We’re crossing the Mekong. Let’s keep the chatter down.”


I watch Wiley reach for the overhead panel and turn off all our exterior lights . . . AFR 60-16 violation number two. Since there’s no radar coverage way out here, the lights were our sole protection against a midair collision. I remind him of this.


No answer back from him.


I try again, “Maybe you didn’t hear me, Wiley, but—”


He says bluntly, “We’ll see.” He is quiet and leaves the lights off.


We’ll see? We’ll see? What the hell kind of answer is that?


Wiley tells the rampers, “Cleared to open the ramp.”


They acknowledge and I feel the airframe shudder as the giant door on the plane’s rearmost floor drawbridges down. I turn, look back through the open door, and see the back end yawn open to the night. The two enlisted rampers tightrope-walk along the knife-edged ramp, poised to drop flares or ground-burning markers. One of them flicks a flashlight on to check his partner’s safety-harness connections. The wind tries to rip the hair from their heads.


The ramper flicks his light off and I lose them in the dark.


My mandatory fire-resistant gloves are drenched in sweat . . . useless. I take them off and hang them on my window rail to dry like laundry.


I see Wiley is bare-handed.


I am losing track of his flagrant violations.


Time passes in silence. Finally Major Charles Barton announces, “Okay, guys. We’re over the PDJ. It could happen any minute. Jack, you should be picking up the trail.”


Tension hits. My stomach somersaults.


Major Ward responds, “Got the route structure in sight. I’ll take over heading control.”


I ask Major Barton over interphone, “What’s the PDJ?”


“The Plain de Jars,” he explains. “It’s the only flat spot in northern Laos. They named it after some French guy named Jars when they were fighting this war back in the fifties. The rest of the country is nothing but mountain range after mountain range occasionally broken up by towers of karst.”


“What’s karst?” I ask.


He explains, “Karst is—”


Wiley cuts in, “Knock it off, guys. We need to be quiet now.”


I glare at him.


Egomaniac.


The only noise louder than the rolling thunder of our two Pratt & Whitney reciprocating engines are the air-ripping sawmill screams from the twin Hamilton Standard props. I can barely hear my own thoughts. Normal conversation off interphone is impossible.


I stare in disbelief as Wiley lights up a Chesterfield. I didn’t even know he smoked! I watch his face ghoulishly illuminated by the occasional red glow from the burning tip. He has the sinister, focused look of a professional assassin studying his prey before squeezing off the fatal round.


I remind him now that AFR 60-16 states no one is permitted to smoke with the high explosives we have onboard.
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