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Escape from Saigon is based on true events. Although the situations and characters have been dramatized, the story was inspired by real people and actions that occurred at the time.


Foreword

Keep quiet! Don’t shout!

The Ambassador won’t leave till

Everyone’s out

The choppers are on their way

There’s room for you all

They’re climbing over the wall!

Get back!

Tell you, don’t shout!

The Ambassador won’t leave till

Everyone’s out

The Ambassador just sent an order to

Freeze

That’s it!

No more Vietnamese!

(From “The Fall of Saigon,” Miss Saigon)


Tuesday, April 1, 1975

Tan Son Nhut Air Base, South Vietnam

THE GROUND CREW GUIDED THE MAMMOTH C-141 Starlifter into place between two tall, protective steel revetments. The jet’s tailgate ramp lowered even before it rolled to a stop and the plane’s crew chief hopped down, waving the waiting jeeps forward. Bags followed down the ramp, each carried by a soldier dressed in tan tropical-weight khakis, followed by a tall man in U.S. Army olive-drab jungle fatigues. Unlike the soldiers waiting on the tarmac, the man’s fatigues were new, impeccably clean, and freshly starched. Four black stars were embroidered on each lapel.

One of the ground crew snapped to attention as he recognized the officer—General Weyand, the U.S. Army Chief of Staff. The soldier began to raise his arm, but before he could salute, the officer cut him off.

“At ease, soldier!” the general barked. “You don’t salute your officers in a combat zone, so don’t do it for me! You might as well paint a big red bull’s-eye on my backside!”

“Yes sir!” the soldier stammered. “Your chopper’s waiting for you, sir. It’s the one over by the C&C shed, this way.” He pointed across the field to a low tan corrugated metal building. A single-rotor UH-1D helicopter—a Huey—sat in front, its blades slowly beginning to turn.

As he looked at the chopper, the general reflected on the fact that, when he was stationed here, every aircraft on the field would have carried a U.S. Army insignia. Now, Air America—the CIA’s covert air operation—was painted on both sides of this bird. And something else had changed since the war. Like the general’s uniform, it was new and clean. The general nodded to the soldier, then waved his aides toward the first jeep and hopped in the front seat.

“Let’s get moving! I don’t want to keep the ambassador waiting!”

* * *

The chopper’s blades were spinning furiously and its turbine roar had peaked to a deafening level by the time the Vietnamese base workers loaded the general’s gear into the Huey and the officers strapped themselves into the sling seats behind the pilots. When the starboard-side machine gunner could see that all were aboard and ready he spoke into his helmet mic, letting the pilots know they were good to go. A sudden upward lurch was followed by a steep tilt forward as the chopper lifted off and rapidly gained altitude.

“Sir,” the gunner shouted to the general over the din, “our flight plan is to reach altitude till we’re beyond the base. The North Viets have brought up some heavy weapons in the past weeks and they’ve been picking off aircraft between here and the city. Once we’re on our way we’ll drop down to the deck where we’re not such an easy target for antiaircraft. There’s always the threat of small arms, but we’ll be movin’ right smart—it’d take a mighty quick gunner to even draw a bead on us.”

The general nodded in agreement, then sat back and, like the others, welcomed the cooler air that came with the altitude. Their uniforms were already soaked through with sweat from the few minutes they had been on the ground. Vietnam was still as hot as he remembered. Too damn hot!

* * *

As the Vietnamese ground crew turned away from the cyclone of dust and sand thrown up by the Huey’s rotor blades, one of the men pulled a cloth from his pocket to cover his face. It was a Western-style bandanna, bright red with a white paisley decorative pattern, the kind of bandanna the cowboys in American movies—like Clint Eastwood, his favorite—wore around their necks. The man had asked one of his GI friends to buy it for him at the Base Exchange.

No one among the workers noticed as the man shook the cloth vigorously, as though attempting to shake out the dust and sweat he had wiped from his face. No one except the teenager lying in the tall grass beyond the air base fence. This man was dressed in typical Vietnamese black pajamas, but he had carefully camouflaged himself head to foot with freshly cut leafy branches, and his exposed face and hands were smeared with dark mud. He had lain motionless in the grass for three days, waiting for this moment. When he saw the waving red bandanna, he crawled from his position toward a shallow ravine with a small stream at its bottom, discarded his camouflage and washed off the mud, then followed the watercourse away from the air base.

* * *

The Huey rose until it reached its cruising altitude some twelve hundred feet above the sprawling air base. It traced a half-circle across the sky, then banked toward the distant city and, within seconds, was a distant speck against the clouds.

The man in the grass soon reached his military unit, the encampment concealed in a bamboo grove less than a mile from the air base perimeter.

“Comrades!” he shouted. “A high-ranking American officer has arrived and is en route to Saigon. His helicopter will be over our forward defenses in moments! Contact them now to be ready to intercept them!”

A young woman wearing a commo headset and dressed in dark green military garb—the uniform of the People’s Army of Viet Nam, or PAVN to her southern enemies—immediately began keying her radio handset, alerting similar units hidden farther to the west.

Deep in a patch of jungle scrub that offered a direct line of sight to the highway leading to the city, the signal was received and other PAVN soldiers hurried to their prearranged firing positions. They pulled camouflage tarps away from the big twin barrel antiaircraft gun that had served them so well in their march south. A week earlier they had used it to shoot down an attacking A-1E Skyraider, a low-flying fighter-bomber used by the South Vietnam Air Force. It was a major accomplishment that had cheered and emboldened their comrades. Now, with a helicopter approaching their position, they had a chance to strike another blow that would bring them one step closer to victory.

“When you hear the helicopter coming, set your sights on the highway at treetop level,” ordered their captain, a man whose hatred of both the Americans and the Saigon regime was legendary among his troops. Though born in the south, he took obvious pleasure in destroying the local forces whenever they clashed. He allowed no mercy, no prisoners, and no surrender, each time demanding that they wipe out the enemy down to the last man, and anyone who failed to follow his orders faced scathing retribution.

The rapid, heavy drumbeat of rotors—an unmistakable sound that characterized all Hueys—began to grow louder from far off in the east. “Ready your weapons!” the captain hissed. “Be prepared to fire on my command!”

Flying at maximum airspeed, the dark form of the Huey took shape and quickly grew in their sights. Nose pitched slightly down, moving at well over one hundred knots, it jinked and swerved to follow the twisting roadway, no more than twenty feet over the heads of startled pedestrians and bicyclists. A formidable target, but one the waiting soldiers could not miss at this range.

“Get ready!” the captain ordered as the sound grew to a roar and the chopper flew toward their field of fire.

At the very last moment, another voice directly behind the gunners yelled, “Stand down! Do not fire your weapons! Do not fire!”

Startled and confused, the soldiers turned and looked from their officer to the man who now stepped up to their gun position. This officer commanded the tank troop that had been attached to their company since the battle for Ban Me Thuot days earlier. Because he outranked their captain, the soldiers had no choice but to comply. They lowered their rifles and the antiaircraft gunner released his grip on the firing handles.

A moment later, the Huey blasted past their position unscathed, scattering peasants’ hats and leaving a dust-choked whirlwind in its wake as it flew off toward the heart of the city.

* * *

General Weyand’s aides held tight to anything they could lock their hands on and sat ashen-faced as their Huey skimmed the treetops, banking and swerving scant feet above the highway, flying at maximum speed on its way toward Saigon. Unlike his aides, the general was enjoying the ride, grinning like a schoolboy with each sudden maneuver, a soldier once again in his element.

They never saw the enemy antiaircraft emplacement hidden in the bamboo grove as they flew past.

Deep within the grove, Captain Vo Giang seethed as he watched the helicopter—within seconds already far beyond their gun sights—clatter off toward Saigon.

“You let them get away!” he said, barely able to keep his anger in check. The officer who ordered them to hold their fire, Colonel Binh Anh Le, commander of the People’s Army Fifth Tank Regiment, outranked Vo and was in charge of his unit. Vo could not countermand or question a senior officer. But he also could not help showing his displeasure that the colonel had let such a prize escape. “Our watchers told us there were important American military officers onboard! We had them in our sights!”

“Yes, Captain Vo. That is why I ordered your men to let them pass! Do you want a resumption of the American war now that we are so close to victory over the South? Do you want their jets and troops to return to kill more of our people? Shooting down a helicopter carrying their emissaries would be a grave mistake—one that would only prolong this bloodshed and delay the inevitable.”

“But they have killed so many of our comrades! Caused us years of suffering! They deserve to die!”

“Perhaps so, Captain. But now we must be careful not to repeat the past. We must be strategic in our thinking—and our actions.”

“And what if they are here to help the Southern forces repulse our advance? What if they are already plotting to return with their troops?”

“That is a chance we have to take. Remember, we have watchers in many places—in the government offices in Saigon, and in Paris where the diplomats are also fighting our war. You may not know this, but they have told us to be patient now, to allow the events to unfold as they are. The South is defeated—they do not yet accept it. We have overrun their forces on the battlefield and taken the entire country. Now we have completely surrounded their last holdout, Saigon. The Americans know this, and they know they have no other option than to allow the government to collapse.”

“Then we should attack quickly and hasten their fall!”

“Be patient, Captain. My superiors have told me that we must give them time—a grace period to let the cowards run away, like cockroaches fleeing from the light. The Americans are already evacuating their people. Their aircraft land and take away hundreds with every flight. We can afford to let the cockroaches leave with them. We have no need for traitors or those who might try to undo the victory we are about to achieve.”

Hearing this, Vo’s fury only increased. “Let traitors go? They should be made to pay for the years of suffering they have inflicted on us!”

“As we have done to them, Dai uy. We need to wait a little longer.”

“How much longer?”

“The birth date of our comrade leader Ho Chi Minh is less than one month from now, and May Day is within weeks. So we will invade and claim our victory no later than the first of May. Until then we must keep our forces in check! Our sappers and combat units are already infiltrating the city. We can harass our Southern brothers—those who are still willing to fight—destroy their remaining defenses and let them feel our might, and lay the groundwork for our takeover when the signal is given. There may be fighting in the streets when that happens, so prepare your men. You may yet have an opportunity to shed blood for Saigon, Captain Vo. Let us both hope it is theirs, and not yours.”

* * *

Le P’tit Bistrot, Saigon

“The artillery. Listen. It’s stopped,” Jean Paul Pellerin commented absentmindedly as he polished glasses behind the long cypress bar at Le P’tit Bistrot.

“Yeah, just enough shelling for the North to let us know they’re knocking on the door, but not enough to piss off the Seventh Fleet,” Sam Esposito said as he took up his usual spot at the far end of the bar. “They never take out the runways, though. The last thing they want is for the New Jersey to come back with its sixteen-inch guns.”

Le P’tit was the unofficial headquarters for the four-hundred or so credentialed news correspondents, local and foreign cameramen and photographers whose press passes got them on board the Hueys and unfettered access to the fighting. There were at least twice as many hangers-on—mostly reporters from the Saigon papers and freelancers who came to the war zone because it seemed cool and hoped to get a job at a major newspaper or TV bureau.

Army and Air Force press relations officers could always be counted on to be there to rub elbows with the press. Now and then an author like Jamie Sullivan would show up. After two weeks in-country, he thought he knew everything he needed to know about the war and the GIs who fought and died in it. He wrote Yellow Fire, Red Heat, a book that became a best seller, often quoted by naïve congressmen during foreign policy speeches.

Le P’tit afforded Sam the two things he needed—a steady stream of Hennessy, which he drank straight up in a rocks glass, and a telephone that worked most of the time. If Sam wasn’t at the Washington Legend office—which was conveniently located across the broad Nguyen Hue Boulevard just outside the door—everyone knew they could find him at Le P’tit.

“On the house, Sam,” Jean Paul said as he poured out an inch of cognac and slid the glass across the bar. Jean Paul always made sure that Sam got the seat next to the house phone and the stack of overseas newspapers and magazines that he kept for his customers. If a newcomer who didn’t know the ropes sat in Sam’s seat, Jean Paul would politely mention that Sam was expected any minute and would be needing the phone, “So why don’t you sit here where you don’t have to move, and what can I get for you today?” he would say, so smoothly that there was never a protest.

“What’s the occasion, Jean Paul?” Sam asked.

“It’s April first. All Fools’ Day. And since we are both here, that makes two fools—a good excuse to celebrate, maybe with two drinks.” Jean Paul poured himself a Hennessy as he spoke.

* * *

Cholon District, Saigon

Vinh Anh Nguyen woke to the sound of rain and thunder. As he listened to Thu quietly breathing beside him, he could feel the heat from the sunrise and he realized he must have been dreaming of rain. The distant thunder was real enough, however—it continued to rattle the rattan sunshades at the windows and echo across the broad rice paddies beyond the city. But he was mistaken about this, too. It wasn’t thunder but the sound of artillery pounding away in a steady, staccato rumble.

Every day now, the sound of artillery and exploding bombs were heard around Saigon. And the attacks were getting closer, now no more than a few kilometers from the city’s outskirts. It had become so commonplace that people in the street didn’t even look up when an especially loud barrage struck somewhere off in the distance. They simply shrugged and continued about their business. Our army will hold them back, they would say, but with little conviction. Or, the Americans will have no choice but to return to help us now. Again, with little conviction.

Without U.S. soldiers to help them, the South’s army was steadily losing the war. Thu worked for the few hundred Americans that still remained in the city, at the U.S. Embassy and other government buildings in and around Saigon. But the soldiers with their helicopters and jets and ships were all gone, almost three years now. They had been an inescapable presence throughout Thu’s life, and now the entire country, and Saigon especially, seemed empty and less vibrant. Empty and afraid.

Vinh felt a pang of grief and homesickness as he thought about his older brothers, both lost forever fighting Ho Chi Minh’s communists, and about their once-beautiful ancestral home in Quang Ngai along the coast, destroyed by the war, and about the rest of his family, his mother and father. All gone now.

But he had Thu. Beautiful Thu. When they were young she was the most desirable girl in their village—in the entire province—the girl the heroes of the war thought they would win for their own, but she had chosen him instead. She had married Vinh over the objections of her father. Vinh knew this hurt her deeply, yet she never showed regret. And she chose him despite his handicap. The polio that almost crippled him and left him with a withered leg and an enduring limp was “a blessing,” she said, “because it kept him out of the war.” As always, she was right. She was as smart as she was beautiful, and she loved him. That was his real blessing.

“The bombs are definitely closer,” Thu said softly, her face half-buried in the pillow.

“Yes. Are you going into work today? We need to think about what we will do when the inevitable comes.”

“As long as the embassy is open, I will go to work. It’s my job. I’m part of the embassy staff now, and that will protect us when the time comes. Some evacuations have already begun, and we will go when our time comes.”

“America has bigger problems than to worry about my little country girl. Your embassy friends will not protect you. Not only will the communists know you worked for the Americans, they will know we are Catholics, too, and they hate our religion. They will not be kind. You will be tortured until you give them information. We may both be killed. I know how they work.”

“If our army can’t stop the North, we will have to leave, I know that. There will be nothing left for us here. But I have been loyal to the United States. The Americans will stand by us. We will go to America and raise our children in a new world, where there is no war.”

“But we have to have a plan—”

“Here is my plan. You go out and get pho for our breakfast and I will get dressed. After that, I’ll go to the embassy and you can decide what will fit into one suitcase for each of us. We have saved some U.S. dollars—that will help. When I get to my office I will talk to Carwood. He will tell me about the evacuation plans and where we are on the list. My job is important, and I am sure we will be among the last to go, but we will be evacuated when the time comes. We have to be ready. And brave.”

“You are the brave one. I am the worrier.”

Thu jumped from the bed, lithe and alert, and struck a martial arts pose.

“You can be the worrier! I am a warrior—a warrior goddess!” she said, laughing. “Now go—and buy some pho for breakfast while I dress. We need to be strong.”

* * *

“Big Dog, this is Glorybird Star One-Six inbound! Mark your position!”

The Huey’s pilot gradually reduced airspeed as they approached Saigon. When they reached the streets where the buildings were taller, the chopper then ascended from its on-the-deck flight path above the highway and continued at rooftop level toward the center of the city.

“Smoke popped, Star One-Six,” came the reply.

A plume of bright green smoke appeared on one of the rooftops in the distance. It expanded rapidly in the still morning air, and then slowly began to dissipate.

“I see green smoke, Big Dog.”

“That’s affirmative, Star One-Six, and I have eyes on you at five hundred meters. I’ll be guiding you in.”

“I read you Lima Charlie, Big Dog—loud and clear. I am on visual approach.”

The Huey banked toward the man standing with upraised arms on the flat roof of the U.S. Embassy, a low, sprawling, white-brick building located in what appeared from the air to be a park-like estate. A similar building stood across from it, separated by tennis courts and a swimming pool. As the chopper closed on the embassy’s rooftop helipad, the pilot could see armed Marine guards positioned at the gates and around the estate perimeter.

The pilot headed straight toward the tiny landing zone, pitching the chopper’s nose up as he flared at the last second and dropped to the roof. The rotor blades created an instant maelstrom of wind and flying debris that pasted the clothing against the man with the upraised arms.

It was McWhorter, the ambassador’s chief of staff, who fought to hold his ground against the buffeting wind. Roaring ferociously, the Huey swooped in and touched down in front of him, the ship’s nose inches from his chest. McWhorter knew these Air America pilots—young hot dogs, all of them, who loved nothing more than to scare the crap out of shirt-and-tie embassy types like himself. Their little game of chicken didn’t scare him. They were damn good pilots and he knew they wouldn’t hit him. Or so he hoped. He didn’t flinch.

Squinting against the hurricane, he could see the two pilots inside the now-stationary but still roaring Huey grinning broadly beneath their visors. Grinning back, McWhorter flipped them the bird, followed by a quick salute, then ran around to the side to help the passengers offload.

“Welcome to Saigon, General!” he shouted above the turbine roar.

As the last officer stepped down from the Huey, McWhorter backed away and gave a thumbs-up to the pilot. The chopper lifted straight up, ascending far out of reach in seconds, then banked sharply to the left and zoomed away in a wide arc over the city’s rooftops.

“This way, General,” McWhorter said as the aircraft’s roar subsided, guiding Weyand and his aides through the rooftop door to the internal stairs. “Ambassador Martin is waiting for you. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you again.”

“That remains to be seen,” the general replied. “It always depends on whether the news is good or bad, doesn’t it?”

* * *

“No, I don’t think I need to be introduced, young lady. The ambassador is expecting me.”

General Frederick Weyand, with his two aides trailing in his wake, didn’t break stride as he bounded down the stairs leading to the ambassador’s office suite, marching quickly past the flustered receptionist and through the doors to the inner office.

“General! How good to see you!” Ambassador Graham Martin rose from his desk. He didn’t extend his hand, instead waving the officers to seats at his conference table.

“The damn ARVN is falling apart—disappearing as fast as they can run. Pretty much what we expected,” Weyand growled. “Our intel says the South has lost 150,000 troops in the past three weeks alone! Lost them! What we didn’t expect was that General Giap and his army would be so quick on the uptake. Hue is gone, Da Nang was overrun on Sunday, and Quang Ngai will be next. Meanwhile, Hanoi’s got Lord knows how many men and a couple of tank brigades pushing through the Central Highlands like shit through a goose! If the ARVNs give up Kontum and Pleiku without a fight, Ban Me Thuot doesn’t have the defenses to hold them. Then the only cities standing between the NVA and Saigon will be Phan Rang and Xuan Loc.”

“I’ve seen the reports,” Martin said, taking his seat at the head of the table. “President Thieu wants us to use our B-52s to slow the advance, give them time to regroup.”

“Regroup! Christ on a cracker, Martin! There are no damn ARVN troops left between here and the DMZ to regroup! And we’ve already got Arc Lights”—Weyand used the military code word for the heavy B-52 Stratofortress bombing sorties—“working round the clock just to keep the NVA’s heads down! It may slow them but it won’t stop their advance. If Thieu can’t pull a military miracle out of his ass, and we seriously doubt he will, it’s all over—for him, for Saigon, and for South Vietnam.”

Martin said nothing for a moment, letting the general’s words hang in the air. Then, “Thieu wants more than bombers. He wants us back in the fight—use the Seventh Fleet to provide air cover and offshore bombardment while we insert our troops into strategic locations to shore up the South’s forces. He believes the North won’t engage us for fear that we’ll restart our war with them, and this would block their plans to capture the country once and for all.”

“What!? There’s no way the U.S. can get back into this fight without creating a political shit storm back home—not like the president isn’t dealing with that already!”

“Nevertheless, Thieu may be right. Hanoi can’t afford a second round with us. We had them on the ropes before and they won’t want to risk it again.”

“You tell Thieu there’s no fucking way—no, I’ll tell him myself! It’s time he understands that we have the power but our people back home no longer have the stomach to fight South Vietnam’s battles. It’s game over for us. And if Thieu can’t muster his people to stand up to the North Vietnamese Army, it’s over for him as well!”

“We’re scheduled to meet with President Thieu in a half hour. Is that really what you—what we—are going to tell him?”

“Don’t forget that I am a soldier, Martin,” Weyand said, softening his tone. “I didn’t fly the hell out here from Washington without some kind of a plan.” He nodded to one of his aides, who pulled several maps from a briefcase and spread them on the table.

“We know that Saigon is Giap’s target, and as you know there are three major land routes into and out of the city—Highway One along the coast, Highway Four between here and Cambodia, and the overland trade corridor heading south from Phan Rang. Unless the North Vietnamese want to wade all the way here through rice paddies along the coast or hack their way down through the jungle …”

“I would think they’ve done enough of that coming down the Ho Chi Minh Trail,” Martin interjected.

“Yes, well then they have no choice but to use these routes to advance on Saigon,” Weyand continued. “The coastal and Cambodia highways are choke points—even the damn ARVN should be able to hold them there long enough for Thieu to call up reinforcements, if he can find any. As for the central route, Phan Rang is almost four hundred klicks north of here, and it’s defensible. The ARVN can stop them there long enough to let our B-52s—yes, Thieu will get his wish—carpet bomb the shit out of any forces that mass against them.”

“And after that … ?”

“Who knows? We go back to the table in Paris? Try to negotiate a settlement that will satisfy the North and let the South Vietnamese government hold on to whatever it can? That’s not up to me and it’s not up to you. Right now our job is to keep the South—or what’s left of it—intact, which means keeping the NVA out of Saigon. After that, it’s Washington’s problem.”


Wednesday, April 2

UNLIKE THE HUNDREDS OF NEWS CORRESPONDENTS who converged on South Vietnam when the American Marines first came ashore in the early 1960s, Lisette Vo immediately stood out from the pack. Her name and features were Vietnamese, but she was taller, which made her look more American. She spoke the language perfectly in an upper-class style that revealed her boarding school upbringing. This was a tribute to her Vietnamese father, who came to Washington as an executive with the French oil conglomerate Total and married Lisette’s mother, an American of French descent and daughter of an H Street lobbyist.

She arrived in 1963, right after graduating from Georgetown University, and found her way to the NBS News bureau on the eleventh floor of the Caravelle Hotel. It took the bureau chief no more than five minutes to decide to hire her. He needed something to distinguish NBS—the North American Broadcast System—from the competition. Lisette Vo was perfect. He saw her as a rising star covering the Vietnam War, America’s first television war.

Since then, Lisette had earned a couple of Peabody awards and become a ratings hit back in the States. Against the advice of her parents, she used a big chunk of her first year’s salary to buy a new blue-and-cream-colored Citroën DS. Whenever she pulled up in front of Le P’tit, everyone noticed. “Lisette’s here,” was often heard throughout the bistrot.

She fell in with the routine of life as a war correspondent—morning coffee and a pastry at Givral’s, find a chopper to take her out on a mission so she had something to cover for the day, then get her film out of the country that afternoon. Whenever there was a lull in the fighting and she needed to feed the TV news maw, Lisette covered the daily press briefing conducted by the Joint United States Public Affairs Office, or JUSPAO.

In no time at all, the Saigon press corps sardonically nicknamed the briefings the Five O’clock Follies and the name stuck. Even the folks at JUSPAO used the term, shortening it to “the Follies.”

Over time, the Follies devolved into a cacophony of government briefers speaking in officialese while jaded American and other foreign correspondents and local Vietnamese journalists—including the communist press—shouted out questions and made snide comments. In addition to the official program, Army and Air Force PR types worked the room, pitching story ideas about their respective branches of service to any reporters who would listen. The mix included suspected undercover VC operatives, who watched from the sidelines, hoping to gather intelligence on troop movements.

The Follies were both work and a daily social event for journalists, military people, and civilian government employees. Everyone met their friends there and decided where to go drinking that night—the Rex Hotel’s rooftop bar, the veranda of the Hotel Continental, or Le P’tit Bistrot, a piano bar tucked into the first floor of the Caravelle Hotel, where Lisette counted on running into the Washington Legend’s Sam Esposito—the correspondent she’d met the day she arrived in Saigon.

Lisette and Sam had become nearly inseparable. Sam liked driving around with Lisette in her Citroën with the windows open, watching her long black hair blow in the wind. Her hair had a slight wave to it that she inherited from her mother. Though she’d heard Sam’s corny pun a hundred times, Lisette laughed whenever Sam said, “Let’s make ice cream,” as he pressed the essuie glace button on the dashboard, making the wipers slap back and forth over the dusty windshield.

As Sam and Lisette drove to a news conference at Tan Son Nhut, the car windows were rolled up tight. Today’s rumor mill said there were North Vietnamese sappers in the city riding on bicycles, pulling alongside foreigners’ cars, and then tossing hand grenades into the backseats.

While she drove, Sam reminded Lisette, “Ten years ago—hell, a year ago—you wouldn’t see half the correspondents in South Vietnam rushing to attend an embassy news conference. We’d be out on patrol with the Army. When we wanted to get to a battle, see things for ourselves, the chopper pilots were more than willing to take us. We could always hop on a Huey. We’d ride out with the troops and report what we saw with our own eyes. Remember, we didn’t learn about My Lai because some information weenie told us about it at the Follies!”

Sam never tired of reminding Lisette and anyone else within earshot how it was when Americans were running the war. Access was easier then. The Pentagon ordered every field commander to make sure correspondents had complete freedom to go wherever they pleased—including into the field with the troops. The brass wanted the press and the American public to see lots of pictures on TV and in the newspapers of Army helicopters taking U.S. servicemen to the fight. They wanted the public, and of course Congress, to see how quickly our choppers could move soldiers into and out of battle.

While Sam rambled on, Lisette noticed how empty the streets had become. Every shop’s security gates were down. A few were guarded by teenagers armed with antiquated rifles.

“Sam, look,” she said. “Where is everyone? This looks pretty ominous. Maybe they know something we don’t.”

Where dozens of pedicab drivers normally hung out in front of the Continental, there were now none. The local police had rounded up all the pedicabs—or cyclos—and corralled them behind concertina wire at the old Brinks Hotel, the Visiting Officers Quarters for Americans that had been abandoned since 1973. The cops feared that the cyclo drivers, who were mostly destitute, would be easy prey for Northern infiltrators, who would turn them into saboteurs for a few piasters.

Farther up the road, they saw a teenager siphoning gasoline from a Renault taxi, whose wheels were gone and windscreen shattered. At a makeshift tire-patch stand, its owner sat on a plastic stool hoping a passing vehicle would have a blowout. He also sold gasoline, which he stored in one-liter glass bottles next to the open charcoal fire he used to vulcanize the tire patches.

Nearing the civilian side of Tan Son Nhut, traffic slowed to a walk. The roadway was packed with bikes, Hondas, a group of children carrying suitcases, and mothers with their daughters dressed in silk ao dai. An elderly couple wearing peasant pajamas shuffled along in the middle of the roadway. On the shaded esplanade in front of the terminal a man, who looked to be in his eighties, was sleeping in a pushcart between cardboard suitcases and using a burlap sack as a pillow. A dozen nuns in gray and white habits were arguing with two Air Force sergeants at a table that had been set up in front of the terminal. Like everyone else, the nuns crowded the sergeants’ table, desperate to get on a refugee flight and flee South Vietnam—the sooner the better.

As Lisette inched forward, a Honda with a man and two toddlers sitting astride the gas tank sputtered past the Citroën. A young woman sat sidesaddle behind the man, her ao dai tunic blowing in the wind. She carried an open parasol to shade her face from the sun.

Sam gestured toward the overloaded motorbike. “Appearances still matter here. I bet she thinks if her complexion is too dark she’ll look like a Montagnard and they won’t let her on the plane.”

“Café au lait is not so popular in the U.S.,” Lisette quipped.

“Well, I hope she gets out, I hope they all do,” Sam remarked. “And I hope we’ll learn something that I can use for the next edition. The embassy has been stonewalling until now. Maybe something is going on. They wouldn’t call us all out here for nothing.”

“Sam, the word I got was that there had been a big meeting yesterday with Thieu, Martin, and someone sent out from Washington. No matter what, I can get some footage.”

* * *

As they broke through the crowd and headed to the military side of the air base, Sam asked, “Are you going to film this yourself? We didn’t pick up Tuan. Where’s Tuan and your camera gear? In the ten years that I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you cover a story without him.”

“He told me he would go out to the base to set up ahead of time. He has been going off on his own lately, always with some excuse about a sick aunt, or sister who got in a moped accident, or some other excuse. But if there’s a story, don’t worry, he’ll show,” Lisette told Sam. The guard at the gate, who had seen Lisette and her Citroën come and go numerous times, waved them on to the flight line to where the news conference would take place.

* * *

General Weyand gazed down at the streets from his Visiting Officers Quarters suite on the top floor of the U.S. Embassy. He checked his watch. The news conference was less than an hour away. Below, the local Vietnamese embassy workers were queuing up at the front gate, ready to show their IDs to the Marine guards so they could to be let through. Off to one side, another group of Vietnamese, clutching papers, clamored for the guards’ attention. After brief conversations, all of them were turned away.

Weyand shaved and brought the spit shine back to his boots with a couple of quick swipes with his handkerchief. He dressed in freshly-pressed tropical fatigues. Weyand thought about the message he wanted to convey to the press, and especially to the South Vietnamese Army. He wanted to tell them that America believes South Vietnam is strong and will never abandon its friends in Asia.

As he was going over it in his mind, a Marine sergeant knocked at his door.

“Your chopper’s coming in now, General. Can I take your gear up to the helipad?”

As Weyand climbed the steel stairs to the roof and emerged into the sunlight, Martin and Weyand’s South Vietnamese Army counterpart, General Cao Van Vien, were already boarding the Huey.

Returning the Marine’s salute, Weyand boarded the chopper and, within seconds, the Huey rose and turned toward Tan Son Nhut. Weyand moved easily between the worlds of politics, foreign affairs, and the military. A Berkeley graduate and a veteran of three wars, he had risen to become Army Chief of Staff despite his lack of a West Point pedigree. He was at once a dedicated soldier and an intellectual. He had no trouble telling three presidents and members of Congress that the Vietnam War lacked a clear mission. Throughout America’s involvement, no president had ever sent a command letter to the general staff stating the desired outcome. The war was a rudderless ship without a destination.

Despite his criticism over the lack of civilian guidance, Weyand was trusted and respected for his candor. After the briefing he would board a Military Airlift Command C-141 Starlifter and head directly to Washington, where he would brief President Ford and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger with his assessment of conditions on the ground. That was the easy part. Ford and Kissinger were eager to give Thieu as much money as needed to keep the North out of Saigon, money needed to make the NVA pay for every inch they advanced with their soldiers’ lives and force a negotiated end to fighting. After that, Weyand would meet with Congressional leaders and testify before a recalcitrant Congress. Weyand had already made up his mind to hit them hard. He was determined to get every dollar the South needed to push the North back to the DMZ and shove their asses into Haiphong Harbor. He wasn’t going to lose South Vietnam. Not after twenty years. Not on his watch.

* * *

By the time Weyand’s chopper landed, the embassy staffers had already brought in the podium and attached the Seal of the United States to it, and had put out more than enough folding chairs for the press.

Looking over the setup, Sam nudged Lisette. “Look,” he said, “they placed the podium so the airport runway will be directly behind the big muckety-mucks. When you’re filming, you’ll get the flights taking off and landing like its LaGuardia. Everyone back in the States will see it and think, ‘Just business as usual here at Tan Son Nhut, folks. It’s perfectly safe, no North Vietnamese Army in sight.’ Outstanding!”

The embassy was eager to project an impression of normalcy, but it had set up the conference between two tall steel revetments that protected parked fighter jets from enemy bombardment. Only a highly unlikely direct hit could take out the ambassador, the generals, and their entourage.

Weyand was resolute as he stood at the podium beside Martin and General Vien. He again went over his objective in his mind. He needed to get it through their heads—South Vietnam’s army is up to the task, and we don’t abandon our friends.

The number of press people he needed to convince of America’s stalwart support had dwindled by now. Most of the accredited correspondents had left for jobs back in their home countries or in another hotspot, if a boring stateside assignment was not in their psychological makeup. Peter Arnett and George Esper were both hanging on, reporting for the Associated Press. Fox Butterfield, whose coverage of the Pentagon Papers had won him a Pulitzer, was there from the New York Times. Butterfield had plopped himself into a folding chair in the first row, the only place with enough room to accommodate his long legs and size-twelve feet.

Sam sat in the back row to pick up bits of conversation between Lisette and the local Vietnamese journalists whose sympathies shifted with the wind. Lisette never minded translating a few juicy tidbits for him.

As much as Ambassador Martin wanted to ignore it, he began by acknowledging just how grim the situation was. If he expected to have any credibility with the press, he needed to admit that Thieu had already abandoned the northern part of South Vietnam. City after city was falling to the NVA.

“It’s obvious to all that the situation here in South Vietnam is precarious,” Martin began. “But, after consulting with General Weyand and our diplomatic staff on the ground”—embassy speak for the CIA—“we are assured that Saigon will hold.”

When Weyand walked up to the podium to stand next to Martin, he remained silent for several moments. On the taxiway behind the dais, a long row of aircraft—C-130s and C-47s, an occasional commercial airline flight, and some small private aircraft, were clearly visible. They were waiting their turn to take off, having to squeeze between the continual stream of aircraft that were landing on the distant runway.

It looked like the comings and goings of any busy airport, save for the fact that the planes leaving were packed with refugees and the arriving flights were bringing in munitions and supplies for South Vietnam’s army. The planes would land, dump their cargo of weapons and ammunition, refuel, and load up with more South Vietnamese heading for refugee camps in Guam, the Philippines, and Thailand. Unfortunately, the South Vietnamese Army was in such disarray that most of the war materiel eventually wound up in the hands of the enemy.
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