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This book is dedicated to the memory of the crew of Lucky Strike, whose lives were sacrificed in unselfish service to their country.
Your memory lives on in the hearts of your shipmates.
We will always miss you, and we will always remember.
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FOREWORD

Vietnam. A country that will be forever linked to a catastrophic era in the history of our nation. A place where over fifty-eight thousand American service members lost their lives fighting for a cause that very few could define.


Americans remember this war and those times for a variety of reasons. Even for those who served in-country within what was then South Vietnam, the experience differed based upon a plethora of factors, including location, timing, and just plain luck. For a country so small that it exceeds the area of only nine US states, Vietnam has left an indelible mark on the men who served inside its borders.


My own time in Vietnam had its share of highs and lows, as it did for every one of the 2.2 million service members who landed there. My time spent aloft as Crew Chief of my UH-1 (Huey) helicopter, Super Slick, was exciting, distressing, insightful, exhilarating, terrifying, and just about any other adjective that can be linked to the adrenaline-junkie syndrome we all experienced above the tree lines, fields, and rice paddies of Vietnam. We were fighting an enemy we seldom saw while witnessing the loss of our many crewmates with whom we flew side by side on a daily basis. And every day we wondered, Who would be next? Maybe it would be me.


Throughout my two-year enlistment, especially the twelve months I spent flying combat missions in Vietnam, the common issue of fate hung over everything. It was all prevailing and seemed to determine the day-today question of my existence. Would I live to see another day? Would my crewmates survive? Would any of the bullets that seemed to emboss the outer hull of our ship on a daily basis find their intended mark and end my life? Or worse yet, would they hit a critical component of the rotor head or fuel line that would send us spiraling out of control into the ground below, killing us all?


So many times over the years since returning from Vietnam, I’ve found myself pondering that factor.


Fate.


The Merriam-Webster.com dictionary defines fate as “the will or principle or determining cause by which things in general are believed to come to be as they are or events to happen as they do.” I’ve thought a lot about that definition and how it applies to me, both today and as a soldier in 1969–1970. Was fate the overriding factor that decided what happened to me on a daily basis? Was fate to blame for whether I lived or died, regardless of my own actions? I doubt it, but looking back, many of my decisions seemed to lead me down the right path, even when I didn’t realize the consequences of my actions. Fate.


How much of what happened to bring me home alive was directly linked to that one factor? I think about it a lot as I consider my string of good luck, day after day and week after week, considering all the elements that brought me home alive.


My mother, Betty, made me promise in advance to keep my head down and “never volunteer for anything.” I heeded her attention for a matter of weeks before veering off from her request and asking for the Crew Chief position. It was a combat mission, but I accepted it anyway. Had I remained onboard the air ship Lucky Strike for another two weeks, I would have never been here to write this book. Six of my best friends and crewmates perished in the fiery crash, while my life was spared. Fate.


The fact that I was assigned to the US Army instead of the Marines Corps position in the thick of the fighting and killing. It could have easily been me. Fate.


The very fact that I had been assigned to aviation, where I could hide out in our very own safe hangar, isolated from much of the fighting that enveloped our infantry troops on a daily basis. They fought and died while I worked on helos inside a corrugated metal building on a protected base. Fate.


The day that Lucky Strike was shot down, my pilot, Mr. Olson, was supposed to be copiloting that ship. But instead he was asked (against his wishes) to ride in a Jeep leading a supply convoy. He completed that mission, “bringing home the bacon,” while fuming that someone else got to take his place that night. No one survived the crash of Lucky Strike; all six men onboard perished. Fate.


My day-one assignment, made by a nameless, faceless clerk whom I would never see again and that sent me south toward the Mekong Delta instead of northwest into the deadly Central Highlands. Those mountains and high plateaus seemed to be the origin of many of the body bags seen on the nightly news across our country. But our area was much quieter by comparison. And so I got to live. Fate.


The fact that I didn’t participate in the defoliation missions, one which so many fellow crew members decided to accept. The mission, which utilized the now infamous Agent Orange, turned out to be one of our deadliest endeavors in Vietnam. At the time little was known about the defoliant or its toxic ingredient, dioxin. Yet its presence can serve as a catalyst for an entire lineup of health problems, including cancer, diabetes, liver problems, birth defects, and more. The numbers of soldiers who spent time deployed in that country and have since passed away due to cancer and other side effects of the chemical is horrifying. It has even been linked to birth defects in offspring up to twenty years after the initial exposure. But for some reason, I declined and was never involved in the use of Agent Orange. Fate.


Even the fact that I had been assigned as Crew Chief to one of the best, most experienced Huey crews in southern Vietnam seemed to be pure, dumb luck. We had Randy Olson, pilot, and Rob Sandwith and Tom Wilkes, door gunners, and anyone else who flew with us, especially when entering zones that were “hot” and full of Vietcong fighters. Mr. Olson possessed an innate sixth sense that told him when we were safe versus when we had to “get the hell out of there.” These were men who were the very best at what they did, and they knew how to survive when facing adversity.


Fate.


I am convinced that a small number of the people we lost in Vietnam were lost to fate, just as it was the cause for my own survival. In a land where there were so many hostile fighters and so many deadly projectiles aimed at us as the enemy, a certain percentage of our platoon and company were not coming home. That part was simply the application of logical statistics. Some bullets were going to find their targets.


Yet it never happened to me. True, I had been hit by an AK-47 round on at least one occasion—thus my Purple Heart, which still sits on a table inside my house as a reminder of my close call. But even more scary were the bullet holes that appeared in our ship’s skin, uncomfortably close to the position of my head just a few feet away. What would have happened if the high-powered shell had struck a metal frame member and diverted downward by six inches? What would have happened had I repositioned to take a better gun position? I shudder to think about those possibilities.


So many of these chance incidences were linked to that one factor: fate. And while I didn’t recognize it at the time (or perhaps just didn’t have the time to consider it), I do today. The fact that I am alive today and living a good life instead of being just another name on The Wall is proof that fate exists.


What follows is the story of my life, as well as the lives of my fellow crew members, who shared with me my time, life, and tribulations in that embattled hellhole called Vietnam. God bless them all, the living and the deceased, for helping us to assist fate and get us home alive.









I

THE EARLY YEARS 
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BEGINNINGS

The story of my life in a US Army air crew was never part of my family DNA. I was born in a regular working-class, middle-income family in upstate New York. The town of Webster, NY, is located about fifteen miles east of Rochester and is situated on the shoreline of Lake Ontario. At the time of my birth in 1950, the population of the town was only about 7,100, but that was soon to grow dramatically as major corporations and businesses moved into the area. One of these corporations, Xerox, would later become my employer for most of my adult years.

Life was good for our family and neighbors in the quiet little community. My father, Joseph, and my mother, Elizabeth, or “Betty,” provided a secure home for us in our little town, and we grew up as respectful children with a love of our family and country. I attended R. L. Thomas High School, later to become known as Webster Thomas High School, along with my sister Kathy. Throughout high school, I was an average student with grades that could have earned me admission into most of the local colleges, if I had selected to go that route. Life was very busy with all the extracurricular activities, sports, and friends that compete with the classroom for the overwhelming majority of teenage boys’ attention.

Another major interest of mine throughout high school was working on cars, a hobby that started early in my youth when I drove my first go-cart. I loved every aspect of it and became fairly well versed in its mechanics from the time I was knee-high to a grasshopper. With that background, I had no problem at all passing my driver’s test when I attained the legal age. It was a piece of cake since I’d already been driving for seven to eight years.

I had a large group of friends who were similarly engaged in the hobby of automotive work. There were at least eight or ten of us “gearheads” who enjoyed nothing more than immersing ourselves in tearing apart cars and engines, then rebuilding them into even hotter machines. This became a passion that consumed much of my extracurricular time. We would gather in one or another of our garages and help each other out, especially when performing major jobs like pulling an engine or transmission. Before long, there were friendly competitions between us to see who could have the highest-performance car.

One advantage I had was that I was employed at a local commercial gas station that had two attached bays for automobile repairs. I worked in that garage a few days a week, performing routine maintenance and assisting on some of the repairs that came into the garage. Later on, when I needed a place to work on my own car, the owners granted me permission to use their facility after hours, which was handy because it was difficult to find hydraulic lifts that enabled you to work beneath the car. Sometimes I ended up staying there the entire night. As a teenager, time had little meaning, and I was truly working in my preferred environment.

I remember several of my favorite cars, including a 1957 Chevy that we used for cruising in our off time. I also had a Volkswagen “Bug” with a Chevy engine up front. I bought it partially finished from another local car enthusiast and continued working on it until the time I left for Vietnam. It would be my final automotive project in that era of my life, and my father continued to labor on it after I was deployed. I was always grateful for the days and weeks that I spent beneath the hoods of various cars. The knowledge I’d gained from that pursuit would later come in handy as I trained for my pending job as a helicopter Crew Chief.

I was fairly well disciplined from an early age, although I also had a bit of a rebellious streak ingrained in my personality. My father taught me discipline and respect, and I took my lead from his example. I was also well trained in athletics, as I wrestled for my school and competed at the high school varsity level. Wrestling is one of those competitive endeavors that is little understood by most sports enthusiasts, yet it requires more training and dedication than most team sports. It taught me to work hard, train hard, and pay attention to details. All of these things would become valuable attributes in the years to come.

My father introduced me to aviation and flying at an early age and encouraged me to follow him in this lifelong pursuit. Growing up on a farm in Penfield, NY, he’d developed an everlasting love of flying that would remain his primary passion for the rest of his life. He started flying while still in his teens, and he became the youngest commercial pilot in Rochester by 1934.

Even before Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, which marked our official entry into World War II, my father was involved in training military pilots. As a civilian, he taught US Navy pilots in Norfolk, Virginia, which he followed by instructing British aviation students as part of the Lend-Lease deal with Great Britain. (Prior to the declaration of war in 1941, the United States functioned only in a support role for England and its allies.)

Once the US formally joined the war following Pearl Harbor, the US Navy wanted him to become a Naval officer on active duty. Before that could happen, in 1941, he was sworn into the Royal Air Force and become an RAF officer. He spent the entirety of World War II training new RAF pilots, many of whom fought in the Battle of Britain. They arrived by boat from England and immediately commenced basic aviation training using PT-17s (a basic trainer aircraft). Upon graduation from their primary basic training, they moved up to advanced training, where they used AT-6 trainers, which had a bit more power and maneuverability. It made no difference what aircraft they used; my father was an expert pilot and instructor in them all.

Throughout those years, my father was actually an employee of Embry-Riddle College, which is located in Daytona Beach, Florida. Embry-Riddle is an aviation and aerospace college that focuses entirely on aviation science. It was funded almost entirely by the US State Department, which arranged compensation for “employees” like my father, who were involved in the early war efforts.

My father remained in Clewiston, Florida (about eighty miles northwest of Fort Lauderdale), in his capacity as an RAF officer for the rest of the war. He also married my mother, Elizabeth (Betty), while stationed there. He did not leave the Clewiston base until the end of the war, in 1945.

Long after the end of World War II, my father got me involved in flying lessons in our part of New York State. I was only twelve or thirteen years old when I took my first lesson, but I quickly became hooked. He owned a seaplane, which he operated off of Irondequoit Bay, located along the western boundary of our home town. I did my first “solo” at age sixteen, flying an Aeronca Champ from the Williamson/Sodus Airport. It was a comparatively minor facility with small aircraft and a single runway, but for me, it was everything I ever dreamed of. I was hooked. The single-engine, high-wing aircraft took me into the blue skies over our town and gave me a birds-eye view that I would never forget. It was easy to see how my father had become so transfixed on a life based on aviation.

Even as I continued to train toward getting my pilot’s license, my father pursued his love of flying. He went on to serve as a commercial airline pilot, flight instructor, and a Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) flight examiner, becoming one of the region’s most noted authorities on aircraft and aviation.

By my senior year in high school, more and more thoughts about life after graduation occupied my mind. What would follow receiving my diploma that summer of 1968? Would I apply for a job while still in school? Would I remain in the area? Would I look at the possibility of going on to college?

College was something that I’d discussed with my family—briefly. My father had tried to convince me to attend Embry-Riddle College in Daytona Beach to continue my interest in aviation. I did give it some serious consideration—but not for long. It seemed like a good idea for some time down the road, but as I already mentioned, I had a bit of a rebellious nature, and I was itching to get out into the real world and do something. (I would later return to school, when my employer and the military would pay for my college degrees.)

While all these events transpired in my life, another major news story was developing in the country: the Vietnam War. It was always there, in the background, looming as a slow and ominous ticking that could be heard above all else. The war was in full swing by 1968, and the bloody news could be heard every night on our black-and-white television sets. It was forced into the living rooms of every American household, with the horrible stories and body counts appearing for all to see. There was no way to escape it. The Selective Service draft had started in 1964 and was continuing to snag young men ages eighteen through twenty-six, who were required to register. I was well aware of the chances of being called. Of the eligible 27 million men who fell into that age group, some 2.2 million had already been tagged for military duty. A great many of those would be deployed to South Vietnam. I worried that my turn was rapidly approaching.

While I worried about the prospects of being drafted, my entire being was tugged in a totally different direction: Whitney, or “Whit” for short. She was the early love of my life, and I could think of nothing but being together constantly and sharing our lives forever. Whit and I had only started dating in our senior year, but it was a flame that exploded like a spark in a gasoline can.

Whit was also a senior at R. L. Thomas High School, and we were introduced by a friend of hers named Anne. That was in February 1968, and it didn’t take long for us to go out on our first date. She was a petite girl with beautiful blonde hair. I was instantly attracted to her, and we seemed to form an almost-immediate connection between us. It wasn’t long before we were an inseparable couple, doing everything together.

The bond between us grew through the spring and into the summer, when we spent the time out cruising in my 1957 Chevy. We hung out with our group of friends and became regulars at the local drive-in. It really didn’t matter what the movie was or whether we’d seen it before or not. In fact, our group of friends spent so many nights together at the outdoor movie venue that we adopted our own area of the parking lot. No one else parked there because our cars had staked our claim in the parking lot. It was reserved territory.

We also spent a lot of time hanging out in the local parks, where once again, we usually had a good-sized group. We often brought some cold beer along for the ride, and times were good. You couldn’t get away with that in today’s world, but no one bothered us, and we usually kept it pretty restrained, not causing trouble for anyone else.

As that final summer progressed, Whit and I continued to get closer and closer. We spent a lot of time with each other’s families, including over the holidays. My mother and father really loved Whit, and I got along great with her parents as well. Sometime in that period, we discussed getting married, and Whit suggested that I ask her father’s permission for her hand. I was very nervous about that, but her father was fine with the idea. He only wanted to know one thing: did I love her? Once I professed to him that I did, it was all smiles and hugs.

By the end of the summer of 1968, Whit and I were engaged and were planning on tying the knot sometime over the next few years. It was a fairly common thing to do back then; teenage sweethearts graduating from high school often pledged themselves to one another in the hopes of finding a lifetime of wedded bliss. We had talks of a house, children, and all the other trappings of married life in our little hometown. But these were unsettled times in a world filled with uncertainty.

With the exception of the possibility of being drafted, life charged right ahead at a fast and furious pace. Even before graduation, I’d applied for a job at Xerox, which had major facilities on the Webster Campus of our town. Xerox, which got its humble beginnings under the name of Haloid, achieved its first commercial success with the introduction of the 914 Xerox copier in 1959. It was a product that literally launched a new era in American business, and the effects were immediate. Major tracts of land that been open fields were transformed overnight into a huge industrial megacomplex, and almost anyone looking for work was hired instantly.

Not knowing what was in store for my future, I filed my application for employment with Xerox over Easter in 1968. I was amazed at the speed of the hiring process. The person doing the hiring asked me if I could start the following day! He was astounded when I informed him that I was still in high school. Hearing that, he backed off and asked if I would come back following graduation, which is what I did. I, an ambitious eighteen-year-old kid with a ton of energy, started working there in July 1968.

In the late 1960s, Xerox was a booming business that was hungry for people to assemble machines, which they could not keep in stock. As fast as copiers were built, they were sold, and the company couldn’t seem to hire enough people to meet their manufacturing needs. I was put to work in a cavernous assembly building, piecing together Xerox copy machines along with an army of other assemblers. It was good work that paid a generous hourly wage, and I enjoyed earning a weekly paycheck instead of spending my time in a classroom.

And still, the clock ticked.

It was somewhere around my eighteenth birthday when I had to satisfy the requirement to notify our town clerk of my status for the Selective Service. That time arrived late in the spring of 1968. It was something that all of us had to do around the time of our eighteenth birthday, and now it was my turn. All my friends were doing the same thing as their birthdays rolled by. It was part of life at the time. Tick, tick, tick …

As we moved ahead into the fall of 1968, all my schoolmates who were not bound for college began contemplating their next course of action. For most, that meant deciding whether to enlist or wait until they were drafted. There were advantages and disadvantages to both. If you enlisted, you could make your own choice as to which branch of the service you would report, including, Army, Navy, and the others. However, enlisting also meant a thirty-six-month commitment. If you were willing to wait until you were drafted, the commitment was only twenty-four months, but you had no say over your assignment, which most likely would be infantry in the Army or the Marine Corps. It all depended on the risks you were willing to accept.

It was around that time (the fall of 1968), that I received my draft-card status. It read “1A” in big, bold characters. That pretty much said it all: no deferments, no exceptions. If called, I would be there on the first bus out of town.

My “greetings” (induction) letter from the Selective Service arrived in February 1969, as I had a 1A draft status. We always called it the “Greetings” letter because that is how it always started out. Even before opening it, I knew what was inside. It arrived by regular mail in the standard Selective Service envelope and was printed on their standard stationery. It confirmed that I was to report to the induction center in Buffalo, NY. Attending college could have deferred my date for reporting until after graduation. But college was not in my plans. So there were no surprises; I had been expecting this for at least three months.

The following weeks and months literally flew by in an eye-blurring burst, and my departure date arrived before I felt ready. I knew that I’d be in transit for a few days, passing through a gathering point in downtown Rochester, then on to the induction center in Buffalo, where we’d all get sworn in. Immediately following our induction into the Army, it would be a quick flight to my basic training site at Fort Dix, New Jersey. Things were happening so fast, it hardly felt I had time to breathe. But that was just a precursor of things to come.

My final recollection of departing was saying my goodbyes on the steps of my house. My mother was there, as were Kath and Whit. Everyone was crying and reaching for one last hug. We then said our forced goodbye, and my father and I climbed into our car for the trip downtown.

It was a difficult ride, and I didn’t know when I would return to see my family and fiancée again. The only certainty was uncertainty, and I only hoped that I was up to the task. 
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BOOT CAMP

The first leg of my transformation from civilian to US Army soldier started in downtown Rochester. It was just my father and me in the car, and the ride was both awkward and silent. Normally, we had so much to say to one another, so much to discuss. But this ride was different. Few words were said as we headed west along Route 104 toward the city of Rochester. I know my father would have liked to talk this one last time, but there was very little to say. It was as though a noxious pregnant pause had filled the car and lingered throughout the full thirty-minute ride.

We soon headed over the Irondequoit Bay Bridge, still in relative silence. The bridge was only two years old at the time, and as we passed over the expanse of steel and pavement, I looked at the ground in the rear-view mirror and wondered when I would return.

Our destination was a building that the Selective Service used as an initial gathering spot for newbies who were just starting their first steps into military service. It was an old brick building that had previously served as Rochester City Hall. I only remember the dark bricks on the outside edifice of the fortress-like building. It looked old and tired. The building is still there today, even older and more tired than before.

Outside the building a group of local war protestors gathered to express their sentiments about the war—and possibly even about us.

“You don’t have to go,” they screamed at the top of their voices, over and over again.

“Come with us to Canada,” others shouted. They created quite a commotion, yelling and hollering at the tops of their lungs. We walked right past them and into the building. I know I never gave them a second thought, and I doubt that any of the others did either. It was just part of the scene in our country at the time.

Our stop was primarily to gather together everyone from the Rochester area for the ride down the thruway to Buffalo. We did little or nothing in the way of administrative processing. We were just herded together in a room to wait for everyone to arrive.

Looking around the room at all the other arrivals, I was able to find one familiar face. His name was Pat, and he was a fellow student at R. L. Thomas High School. He wasn’t in my normal circle of close friends in Webster, but it was nice to have a familiar face in the crowd. I did recognize a few other folks as they entered the room and checked in, but no one I knew by name. Webster was a small, close-knit town; we didn’t get out and about often to socialize with students from neighboring townships.

We spoke casually as more recruits arrived, the place filling until we numbered about forty. About that time, we were herded once again onto a bus. (The word “herded” is used a lot here. It just fits.) They must have carefully planned the size of our entourage, because we filled the bus to capacity just about perfectly. The whole process had taken just a little over an hour.

Pat and I sat together on the bus heading to Buffalo. It was a different kind of experience—not because I was chatting with someone who wasn’t a close friend as much as from the uncertainty of the voyage. I remember the two of us laughing as we verbalized our thoughts, the common mental bond screaming, “What the hell are we doing here?” Neither of us could provide a logical answer. And at this point, there was nothing we could do about it, so we were just along for the ride.

The day had started quite early in Rochester. We’d left the building in Rochester for the bus ride to Buffalo by about 8:00 a.m., so we arrived shortly after 9:00 a.m. I already knew it would be a very long day, but I didn’t realize just how long it would be extended. And extended. At different times of the day, I would be transported by car, bus (twice), and by plane. Of the seemingly indefinite legs of the trip, we were still on leg number three—a very long day.

The building in Buffalo was more of an induction center, where we would be initially processed, sworn in, and dip our toes into the waters of the military pool for the first time. The structure itself looked more like an office building than anything connected with the military. It was about five or six floors in height, concrete, and commercial in appearance. It was located downtown, right on Main Street, although I doubt I could point it out today.

All forty of us were herded once again into a large holding room on the second floor of the building, where we ran into another similar-sized group. Whereas our entire block of men was from the Rochester area, the other assemblage was from Buffalo. I imagine that there were similar groupings of men being pushed together in countless other induction centers across the country, just like ours. Well over two million men served in Vietnam, so there must have been a great many forty-man clusters on any day of the week. We were not unique.

Contrary to our first stop in Rochester, this function seemed to last forever. We were there most of the day, filling out paperwork and forms that hit us in a never-ending stream. It went on for hours and hours, with little time to rest in between. I continued to talk with Pat, mainly because I knew no one else. “At least there are two of us,” I thought to myself. It made it a bit easier to have some companionship.

The day continued in unbroken monotony until sometime around 3:00 p.m., when a spit-shined Marine Corps Sergeant marched into the room. I still remember him to this day. He was an African American wearing the most perfect Marine Corps uniform I had ever seen. His shoes were polished until they had a mirror-like finish from the toes to the heels. His uniform was perfectly starched and pressed. The crease in his pant leg could have sliced a loaf of rye bread in half without leaving any crumbs. He was a Marine Corps Sergeant, and he fit the description to a T.

The Sergeant strode purposefully to the front of the room, where he did a crisp facing move to address the entire assembled crowd. In perfectly timed cadence, his voice boomed over our heads and drowned out all other sounds.

“I’m looking for five volunteers. I want a show of hands; who wants to be a Marine?”

The silence following his request was absolute. You could have heard a mosquito sneeze from across the room as we all looked at one another, no one daring to make a move or a sound. Evidently, everyone else had heard the same stories about the rugged combat faced by the Marines in the jungles of Vietnam: the fierce firefights and the ever-escalating body counts. The Sergeant would have no volunteers on this day.

After surveying our silent and motionless group for ten or fifteen seconds, the Marine concluded that he’d have to resort to plan B.

“OK then, we’ll do it my way,” he intoned. Then he left the room in the same, stiffly choreographed march. He was 100 percent Marine Corps to the core, and there wasn’t a single soul among us who would have willingly taken him on. In fact, there was only one thing wrong with this man: We knew he’d be coming back.

It didn’t take long. About fifteen or twenty minutes later, he repeated his earlier entrance and steps to the front of the room but, this time, accompanied by a small packet of papers. They were orders that instantly identified those individuals who would become members of the United States Marine Corps. In a toneless bark, he read the five names aloud. Thankfully, neither Pat nor I were on the list. I remember breathing a sigh of relief and hoping that no one could see my heart beating through the front of my shirt. Of all the bullets I would see over the next two years, I felt like I had just dodged my very first.

A short while later, we were gathered together and sent down the hall to a smaller room that was dressed out in American flags and other decorations from the various services. We quickly established that this would be the swearing-in room, if such a thing existed. We stood in straight lines and rows and were asked to raise our right hands. At that point, a noncommissioned officer in the front of our formation led us through the formal oath, using the “repeat after me” format.

We had almost made it through the entire swearing-in ceremony when a commotion arose on the other side of the room. There were other voices accompanied by some scuffling, and the “non-com” performing the ceremony went silent. Evidently, of the five men selected to go into the Marines, three of them objected and said they were not going to be sworn into any branch other than the Army. After some verbal badgering by the soldiers in charge, one of the three consented, leaving only two detractors. A Sergeant then prepared to take the two out of the room.

At this point, one of the recruits asked, “Where are we going?” “We’re taking you to jail,” replied the Sergeant.

At this point, one of the two dissenters gave up and went through with the swearing-in process. The other did not. He was quickly and unceremoniously taken away. We never saw him again.

I remember thinking to myself that this was heavy stuff. A lot of these kids had probably never been away from home before. Now here they were, facing these big life-and-death decisions away from their parents, their families, their friends, and with no legal counsel whatsoever. I remember thinking that everything else in my life up to this point had been a cakewalk.

After the swearing-in ceremony, we were shepherded back into the bigger room, where we sat for a while without doing much of anything. It was obvious that they were preparing our bus transportation to the Buffalo Airport, where we would be flown out to our next point of accession. It was already getting dark out by the time we left the building: step four in the very long day.

Our bus dropped us off at the Buffalo Airport terminal, where we were led to a rather isolated part of the terminal. Our gate area seemed to be reserved for just us, and we waited quietly for a couple of hours before we were asked to board our plane. Throughout this waiting period, Pat and I remained together, and we found ourselves getting to know each other much better than we had through all those years of high school.

I don’t know whether Pat had ever flown before, but I had logged a great many hours in the air. However, I still found this aircraft to be amazing. All my hours had been spent in single-engine prop planes, but this was a 727. I had never flown in a jet before, much less something this large. It was obviously a chartered aircraft, as only military personnel were onboard.

I remember taking off in the plane and being astounded at how rapidly it climbed into the nighttime sky. Had it been a prop plane attempting this rate of ascent, it most definitely would have stalled out and crashed into the city not far from the airport. But this powerful, multiengine jet soared rapidly into the clouds at a rate I could barely fathom. It was yet another new experience—and step five of the very long day.

Our plane touched down at Newark Airport in New Jersey sometime around 10:00 p.m. From there we boarded buses that took us to Fort Dix, which was some distance away. It may have been after midnight by the time we arrived and pulled through the gates. It made little difference, as by this time, time itself had little meaning.

Our bus pulled up to a reception center, where an Army Sergeant got on and gave us “greetings.” (The term “greetings” seldom has a good connotation in the military.) He marshalled us off the bus and ordered us to form up in two lines.

“We’re going to march you down to the warehouse,” he shouted. “There, you will pick up your bedding. After that, you will carry your bedding back to your barracks and take your bunk. Now let’s go, double time!”

At the warehouse, we each picked up our sheets, pillows, and blankets in rapid order before exiting for the barracks buildings, which, thankfully, were not far away. It must have been after 1:00 a.m. by the time we arrived at our barracks, and I was amazed that I was still able to stand. Once inside, we each grabbed the first available bunk, made our beds, and collapsed for a few hours’ sleep.

Literally.

The Sergeant’s voice seemed to explode inside our craniums within an hour of our falling asleep. It would be an early morning, the first of many, as we strained to pull our unrefreshed bodies from our bunks.

After a quick breakfast, our first stop of the day was back at the reception center, where the first order of business was haircuts. I found it hard to believe that a number of the recruits arrived with long hair—I mean, very long hair. I knew that this would not bode well in forming a good impression with my Drill Sergeant, so I’d had my head fairly well buzzed before I ever left home. As such, my appearance really didn’t change much after my obligatory haircut. But the transformation of some of the fellows with long hair was almost comical. To see the expressions on some of them as they were seated in the barbers’ chairs was priceless. I’ve seen worse on the faces of individuals facing root canal surgery.

One other thing I thought unusual was that the barbers were civilians rather than military. What that meant to us was that we had the regretful responsibility of paying for our own haircuts. I found this to be a bit ironic, as none of us wanted the standard buzz cut that was provided, but we had no choice. I still wonder what would have happened if one of our fellow recruits had arrived with no cash. I doubt they would have escaped the chair.

A lot more happened on day two, much of which took place in the reception center. For one thing, Pat and I (who had stayed together since our first stop in Rochester) got separated. He went one way, and I went another. I never saw him again.

In the reception center, there were a lot of people, perhaps one hundred recruits in a big room. As we were sitting there, a Lieutenant stood up in the front of the room and called out just two names. One of them was mine. I tensed up as I rose and approached the officer, not knowing what kind of trouble I had caused to be singled out like this.

The Lieutenant didn’t immediately say anything but asked the two of us to accompany him to a desk at the back of the auditorium. He was a young-looking fellow who looked to be only a year or two older than myself. He also appeared to be very friendly and open, which I appreciated. I also noted that, while being very clean-cut, he didn’t seem like a career officer. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but that was just the impression I got.

Once he had me aside, he asked me about the tests I’d taken a few months earlier, during my discussions with the recruiters in Rochester. I had inquired about going into a warrant officer program for aviation, as I wanted to fly. The Lieutenant had access to the recruiter’s notes as well as my test results. My tests had scored high enough to permit me admission to the program. He wanted to know why I hadn’t accepted the offer.

I quickly explained that the recruiter told me I’d have to satisfy a seventy-two-month (six-year) enlistment period in order to go through the aviation warrant officer program. That explanation drew an incredulous look from the Lieutenant.

“That is simply not true,” he said as he gazed at me with a level stare. “Your commitment would be only forty-eight months, no more.”

To this day, I still don’t know whether the recruiter had intentionally lied to me to gain enlistment points, or perhaps he was just ignorant of the basic requirements. But either way, I been given bad information that had led me to my current placement.

“You know, I could still get you into that pilot program,” he added. “It isn’t too late if you still want to fly.”

I considered it briefly but then compared the commitment periods; it was still four years of piloting versus two years in my current route. The two-year enlistment won out. But the officer wasn’t finished, and he made one more generous offer.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “In my opinion, you’ve been wronged. So if you’d like, I’ll put you into an enlisted program that will still involve aviation but in a support role. Instead of infantry, you’ll have a different MOS [military occupation specialty] that will have you working with aircraft in one capacity or another.”

I readily agreed to that offer, as I would prefer almost any form of aviation over infantry. I didn’t know where that would take me, but I figured I had enough time to figure it all out before I left my eight weeks of basic training.

Our first several days in the reception center were interesting because there were all kinds of recruits going through the same process, just at different points of the process. Behind us there were numerous day-one folks who still had their long hair and civilian clothes, just as we’d had when we arrived. The day-two recruits had their haircuts but were still in civilian clothes, having not yet received uniforms and combat boots, and so forth. The day-three people had uniforms and were much closer to commencing the actual training that toughened us up for future combat.

Following all the in-processing, we were next sent to the basic training area and the training center. There would be four platoons, which formed a single company. Of those, I was assigned to the 4th Platoon, which contained only about six members on the first day. We would have to wait for the rest of the forty men to arrive, but in the meantime, we had a barracks all to ourselves.

During one of the first days in the barracks, our Drill Sergeant came inside to address us. He looked at me and asked, “What’s your name?” When I replied that it was Feigel (which is pronounced “Fie-gel,” he responded by telling me that I was to become the Platoon Leader and that I should go to pick up an arm band to pin on that had three stripes on it. For the life of me, I didn’t have a clue what a Platoon Leader’s duties entailed; I only knew that I was it.

Another interesting bit was that the Sergeant never quite got the hang of pronouncing my last name. Throughout the entirety of basic training, my name was “Fuh-gelly” or various combinations and permutations of that pronunciation. But I answered to almost anything, so it made very little difference.

One other issue I quickly recognized was that the Platoon Leader had many places to go, including the company orderly room to pick up orders every day, as well as to other administrative locations. I was the only one who was required to visit all these daily offices, and we were always required to run between stops. That was a problem. Although in pretty good condition, I was not a runner, and the constant surging over countless locations quickly took a toll on my legs, ankles, and feet. I was always naturally flat-footed, which added to the anguish I experienced from the very first day. The stiff, heavy combat boots certainly didn’t help either, instead adding to the constant agony.

The only benefit I gained from my leadership position was that I was never scheduled for details. If we were assigned the task of scrubbing the floors, polishing the brass, or loading/unloading trucks, I was exempt from that duty. But there was many a time when I would have gladly traded places and performed the details in exchange for the endless miles of running between buildings.

The running persisted whenever our platoon had to move between any two locations. Every movement was done as a run; we never walked anyplace. Ever. Platoons were required to run as double columns, and I (as Platoon Leader) had to run alongside the columns calling out a cadence to keep us all together in stride. It was very difficult for me, and it became worse by the week as my feet and ankles systemically fell apart. Our Drill Sergeant noticed that my problems were worsening, and he sympathized with my handicapped gait. But still, I persisted and kept up the pace as best I could.

The barracks in which we lived were comfortable, but they were genuine relics of World War II. They were two-storied wooden structures that were very run-down but simultaneously spit shined to extremes. Sometimes I wondered if the second-story floors had been polished so many times that the floor would give way. Every day they were cleaned, then waxed, then cleaned again. It would have been safe to eat chow off any tile on the floor.

The barracks were also old enough that they were heated with coal furnaces, which were located in the cellars of the buildings. In colder times a recruit trainee would be in the cellar, shoveling coal into the furnace to heat the buildings through the cool nights. However, thankfully, the weather in New Jersey was warm enough in April and May that it was unnecessary.

Sometime during the first few weeks, we received our M14 rifles, though without any ammunition. These would become ours to “love, honor, and cherish” for the rest of basic training. The M14 had been the standard combat rifle in Vietnam up until about 1965, when they were officially replaced by the M16. By 1970, most of the rifles in use by Americans in Vietnam were the M16s. However, we still used the M14 throughout basic training prior to deploying.

Through constant drilling, we became extremely familiar with each part of those rifles and took classes instructing us on how to take them apart, field clean them, and then reassemble them in rapid time. The Sergeant was constantly inspecting these pieces to ensure that we were keeping them perfectly clean. We also completed training on all the commands, including “Present arms,” “Order arms,” and “Right shoulder arms.” It became second nature; we could do it in our sleep.

As we moved through week six of the eight weeks, my feet and ankles continued to deteriorate. My ankles got so bad that I had to swab them with alcohol on a daily basis, then wrap them with heavy ace bandages. This helped somewhat, but it made my feet and ankles almost impossible to squeeze into my combat boots. It made my ankles feel as though they were breaking every time I had to run, which was several times each day. I really needed to go to the hospital, but my pride and my daily commitments restrained me from taking this course of action.

I finally arrived at a point during week six when I knew I could not go on in my current condition. My Drill Sergeant knew it as well. He arranged a swap of duties; I traded places with a Squad Leader. A Squad Leader was below a Platoon Leader (there were four squad leaders who reported to each Platoon Leader), so I was actually requesting a demotion in position and responsibility. But the Squad Leaders did much less running and still were exempt from working details, so I gladly accepted the new job.

Sometime near the end of week six, we had to go out to the rifle range to qualify with our M14s. We were given three rounds for our magazines, which we used on targets that were placed roughly twenty-five yards away. The range instructors observed us and helped us to correct for sighting errors. As our training progressed, we moved up to combat scenarios where we had to run forward, then drop and provide cover fire for the next man moving forward. It included pop-up targets that provided for even more realistic training.

During the final rifle qualification firing, I surprised myself by achieving the expert level, which was not easy to attain. In fact, it was so difficult to achieve that the Army rewarded that performance with a two-day pass. This was very rare, and I gladly took advantage of the opportunity. I flew from Newark back to Rochester and spent the forty-eight hours with Whit and my family. I still had to wear my uniform and the buzz-cut hairstyle, but I was home again for those two days.

It seemed like it was taking forever, but we were rapidly approaching week eight, when we would graduate and move on—that is, if we passed our final qualifications, which would be difficult. I remember two of the hardest parts of the final testing were the run and the man-carry. The run was a couple of miles long, timed, around an oval track, and in all our gear. It was very close, but I made it across the finish line with seconds to spare.

The second part of the testing was much harder. The man-carry involved picking up another recruit and physically carrying him one hundred yards across another finish line. By this point, running one hundred yards without carrying anything seemed hard enough. But performing this task with a man on my back, on ankles that were completely shot, and in a timed run over a stone track? That seemed impossible. But one thing the Army had taught me by that point was that you had to push yourself. You had to push yourself to the very end of your limitations, and then go beyond.

As I started down the track, the finish line seemed to be at least a mile away rather than one hundred yards. But I knew that if I didn’t make it in time, I would fail and be forced to start basic training all over again from the day-one start. I was not willing to do that.

Push, push. Put one foot in front of the other. Keep going. Keep moving. Never stop. Never give up.

The stop watch was within a couple seconds of hitting the end when I fell across the finish line—and I did literally fall across the finish line. The fellow on my back came tumbling over the top of me, and I did a face-plant into the gravel. I’m sure my “rider” didn’t appreciate it, nor did I. But I had made it. I had passed. The Drill Sergeant just looked at me, shaking his head, concealing a smile as he walked away.

Once we’d all completed our qualifications, the only thing remaining in front of us was graduation itself. It was to be conducted on a big lot, somewhat similar to the scene in the iconic movie Stripes. There was a large gathering of all the other companies, stands for the three hundred to four hundred spectators in attendance, a band, a pass-in-review stand with the high-ranking officials, and more. As we marched out to our positions, my eyes scanned the bleacher seating as I looked for my family. My father had told me that he was going to fly his plane down to Newark with a friend of his, and he was going to bring Whit along as a second passenger. I had looked forward to seeing them in the stands, and I spent most of the ceremony in a failed attempt to pick them out of the crowd.

Following the ceremony and still unable to locate my family, I called home to inquire about their absence. My father told me that the weather in Rochester was abysmal, preventing them from getting airborne. It was disappointing, but I certainly wouldn’t have wanted them to risk their safety by flying under those conditions.

Finally, basic training was over. Done. In the rear-view mirror. We didn’t have much to do over the following days as we prepared to move on to our next course of training. For almost all the men in our platoon, that meant advanced infantry training, which was also held at Fort Dix. In other words, the vast majority of our men would be staying in place for the next few months.

The very next day, our platoon was sitting outside in a grassy area, taking apart our rifles and cleaning them. As we worked, our 4th Platoon Sergeant came outside with a stack of papers and a staff clerk.

“I have orders for the 4th Platoon,” he announced. He then proceeded to read off all the orders and MOS (job descriptions) for all forty men in our unit. Of those, thirty-eight were assigned to attend advanced infantry training at Fort Dix. Only one other soldier and I received orders to another training school in another location. I learned that I would be driven to Fort Eustis, located in Virginia, to attend some other school. I was also told that my MOS would be 67N20. I had no idea just what that meant. I only knew that it was not infantry.

I did make one casual attempt to find out the meaning of 67N20. Before departing, I asked a Sergeant if he could translate the letters and numbers into something resembling a job description. He glanced at a sheet of paper and was able to come up with the word “transportation.”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “Maybe you’re going to drive a truck.” And so I prepared for the drive the following day that would take me all the way down to the middle of Virginia. I didn’t know what to expect in this next step of my military journey other than that I should prepare for another very long day.
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