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This book began over thirty years ago, when I first stepped foot in Vietnam as a Military Policeman.
Writing it has truly been a family project, from my wife, Charlene, with her support and encouragement providing the impetus to begin, continue, and finish the manuscript, to my daughter, Allie, who spent many hours transcribing my handwriting to the computer, to my son Scott, who provided the artwork for the cover.
To them, I dedicate this book.
John R. Schembra
3 June, 1968 2127 hrs.
The sprawling air base at Bien Hoa was lit only by the runway lights which the controllers turned off as soon as the plane came to a stop. The only other lights were evenly spaced along the perimeter wire a half mile away, and the lights from the terminal building south of the runways. The pilot shut down the plane's running lights as a jeep arrived at the boarding platform placed at the forward hatch by the air base personnel. The door opened, and Sgt. Vincent Torelli saw the interior lights had not been turned off again.
"Shit, Sarge, when are those idiots gonna learn?" Satler said, shaking his head.
"Maybe, Corporal, when the VC drops a mortar round in his cockpit."
"Never happen, Vince. Those gooks ain't no good with them mortars. Can't aim 'em for shit, then they only fire two or three rounds before they run off. Never hit anything but open space anyway."
"What's the matter, T.J.? You forget so soon what can happen?"
Vince shivered as the memory of the terrible night five months ago flooded back. He could once again hear the explosions and the gunfire, could feel the pain of his wounds, hear the cries of the dying. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and forced the memories from his mind.
"I don't want to be around if they get lucky, T.J. That open door is shining like a beacon, and maybe ol' Charlie will use it as an aiming point."
Torelli lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply as he watched the soldiers walking down the stairs from the plane. "Hey, T.J., how many of these guys you think will be getting back on a plane a year from now?"
"I dunno, Vince. I guess it depends how lucky they are."
"Yeah," Torelli said under his breath, "or maybe how smart they are." He turned to T.J. and said, "Let's get these newbies to the 90th before Charlie wakes up."
Phoung watched the soldiers walking across the tarmac with the binoculars he had stolen from the American deuce and a half parked in front of Three Doors earlier that evening. He could not see the unit patches on their shoulders from where he was, but he could at least count the number for his superiors.
He thought, It does not matter how many come, we will prevail in the end. One year from now, maybe ten years from now, but we will prevail. As the last of the Americans entered the terminal, he put the binoculars back in their case, and crawled through the brush down the low hummock he had been using as his observation point.
Sgt. Vincent Torelli stood on the table addressing the newly arrived troops. "Welcome to paradise, gentlemen. You're probably wondering what's going to happen to you now. Well, from here you will be bused to the 90th Replacement Battalion where you will spend a couple of days while your paperwork is processed and arrangements can be made to get you to your permanent units." As he looked out over the group, he could see fear and uncertainty in their faces. Good, he thought, fear makes a man cautious, and a cautious man has a better chance of surviving here.
"From here on out" he continued, "you touch nothing that isn't government issue. You do not leave the friendly confines of the 90th until ordered to do so, and starting right now, consider every gook your enemy. You will be right most of the time. Trust no one who doesn't have round eyes, and be careful of some of them. If you keep your head out of your ass, you just might survive long enough to get back here a year from now."
Torelli knew it wasn't his job to lecture these men, but he figured the more they heard it, the more likely they were to take it seriously. "I wish you all luck. Now, head out to the buses, out that door", he said, pointing to the exit behind him.
Watching them walk out the door, Torelli's mind drifted again, remembering when he had first arrived at Bien Hoa. He, too, had been a green 20 year old PFC, scared of the unknown, wondering what the next year would hold for him. He had stood at the top of the boarding platform, squinting in the bright sunlight. The heat and humidity were like a damp blanket, covering him and trying to pull him down. Now, here he was almost a year later, still alive, though somewhat worse for the wear. He was a short-timer now, with less than two weeks left until he rotated home. He thought of the last year and how it had changed his life. He was no longer the naive, sheltered, middle-class boy who had grown up in the San Francisco Bay Area. He had matured beyond his 21 years, and his eyes had been opened.
15 June, 1967 1145 hrs.
PFC Vincent Torelli couldn't believe how hot and sticky it was. When he left Travis Air Force Base in California 16 hours ago, it was 55 degrees out and foggy. As he walked across the runway to the terminal, he felt as if he was walking through a thick, hot fog. It was almost a struggle to breathe, and the smells in the air made his stomach queasy. "God damn, Sarge, what the hell is that smell?" he asked the MP sergeant leading them to the terminal.
"Garbage, private, tons of rotting garbage, plus the water buffalo shit the gooks use to fertilize their fields. Don't worry, after a couple of weeks, you won't even notice it any more."
After the short walk to the terminal, Torelli's uniform was damp with sweat. The hour he had spent waiting in the un-airconditioned building only made him hotter and more miserable. By the time the buses to the 90th Replacement Battalion arrived, he was wishing for a shower and a cold beer, neither of which he would get this day.
As he boarded his bus, he saw they were painted the usual O.D. green and had metal screens welded across the windows. He sat next to a buck sergeant and asked, "What's with the window screens?"
The sergeant looked at Vince and grinned, shaking his head. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to Vince, saying, "Well, newbie, it's a favorite trick of the local VC to drive up alongside the buses on their motorbikes and toss a grenade or two in through the open windows. Those screens have saved a lot of GIs a lot of grief."
God, thought Vince, what have I gotten myself into now? He looked out the window, nervously watching the motorbikes as they passed alongside the bus. He was quiet the rest of the trip to the replacement battalion, busily watching the people and countryside they passed along the way.
He saw that the buses were escorted by two MP gun jeeps, with three MPs in each jeep. An M-60 machine gun was on a pedestal mount welded to the floor behind the front seats. The sergeant saw him staring at the jeeps, and, nudging him with his elbow, said "That there is an M-60 machine gun. Perhaps the most effective weapon in use at this time. It fires a 7.62 mm bullet, and is effective up to 1100 yards. It can fire at a rate of 600 rounds per minute, and uses tracer, ball, armor piercing, and armor piercing incendiary ammunition. It weighs less than 25 pounds, is light enough to be hand-carried and fired, and can be set up on a bipod, and loaded in seconds. The barrel can be changed quickly, and it is the backbone of the grunts' arsenal."
"You sure know a lot about that gun," Torelli said, grinning at the sergeant. He remembered the range training at MP school at Fort Gordon, Georgia, and how much he liked shooting the M-60. He remembered the feel of the gun bucking in his hands, and the sense of power it gave him.
"Yeah, and so would you if your life depended on it", the Sergeant replied. He turned away, looking out across the fields on either side of the bus, forestalling any more conversation. Torelli settled back, and returned to watching the landscape as it passed by.
It took them about 30 minutes to get to the 90th Replacement. One gun jeep led the buses, and one followed. The machine gunners rode all the way standing up, manning their guns, as the VC liked to ambush the newly arrived troops on their way from the air base as they drove through the old plantation and marshlands east of the city. They would fire an RPG or two at the buses, then open up with small arms fire or a light machine gun, then break off and fade away into the brush before a response could be organized. The MPs would always return fire, but the effectiveness of this was never known. A sweep of the area would always be conducted afterwards, but usually nothing was found except some empty cartridge casings. This day, there was no ambush, and the buses made it safely through the main gate of the 90th.
The 90th Replacement Battalion was the processing point for all troops arriving and leaving from the huge air base at Bien Hoa. A miserable few days was spent there when arriving in country, and a joyful, though nervous, few days when processing out for the trip home. The base was relatively safe, the only problems being a few mortar rounds or rockets fired into it a couple of times a week. There was little damage in these attacks, as the base was spread out, and there were rarely any casualties. These attacks were mostly hit and run night time harassment by poorly trained local VC, pressed into service by the provincial VC commander through threats and intimidation. During the day, these local villagers tended their small vegetable gardens or rice paddies, using tools and seed provided by the U.S. and South Vietnamese governments. At night they fired mortars, rockets, or small arms at the American and South Vietnamese military bases, using weapons supplied by Hanoi. Most often, they only wished to be left alone by both governments, to live their lives simply. They held no real allegiance to either side, and did not care who was in control as long as they could live their lives in peace.
The 90th was always crowded with troops, the new arrivals trying not to stare at the old timers with their dirty, faded fatigues and dusty, cracked boots. The shoulder patches of the old timers were varied, from combat to support units from all over the country. Once processing at the 90th was completed, the old timers boarded buses for the air base and flights home, while the new arrivals were shipped to their duty stations by bus, jeep, truck, helicopter or plane.
Torelli handed his records and orders to the personnel sergeant, received his temporary billet assignment along with directions to his bunk area and the mess hall, and was told to check back in a few hours to see if transportation had been arranged to his new unit. He knew his orders assigned him to the 557th MP Company, Long Binh Post, but he had no idea where Long Binh was. He made his way to his billet, and saw it was an open-sided, canvas-covered area with rows of portable canvas bunks inside. About two thirds of the bunks were occupied. He dropped his duffle on an unoccupied bunk, took out some paper and a pencil, and began the first of many letters to his fiancee back home in San Lorenzo, California. Writing to her made the loneliness he felt all the harder to bear. They had planned to be married this year, but when he received his draft notice, they agreed to change their plans. Vince had resisted the temptation to have the wedding before he left for Nam, as he didn't know if he would ever return to her alive, and in one piece. He couldn't bear the thought of returning crippled, of being a burden to her the rest of their lives, so he convinced her to wait until he returned, giving her other reasons for the delay.
Their last night together was an awkward, difficult time for both of them. Each tried to be in good spirits for the benefit of the other, and each failed. There were many tears shed, and the sadness of parting was an awful burden to bear. Torelli still felt the weight of that burden, as he had only said goodbye four days earlier. He kept his letter lighthearted, not wanting her to know how miserable he really was.
Three hours later, he walked back to the processing point, and was told he would be picked up at 0630 hours the next day for transport to his new company. Torelli went back to his bunk to get his duffle together, and saw that the bunk next to him was now occupied.
"Theodore Josiah Satler, though nobody dares call me that. T.J. will do. So, who are you?"
"Vincent Torelli, lately of San Leandro, California. Call me Vince. Where you from, T.J.?"
"From a little town called Riggens, Idaho. Right along the Salmon River. Best steelhead fishin' anywhere."
Vince saw that T.J. was no more than 19 years old. He had a smooth, pinkish baby face, bright blue eyes, and a thin mustache. He was about 6 feet tall and thin, but looked wiry. Vince thought he would be stronger than he looked.
"So what brings you here, T.J.? You on vacation, or you planning to settle down."
"Just a little vacation, all expenses paid by the U.S. Government."
"Yeah, me too. Where're you stationed?"
"I'm being transferred to an MP company at Long Binh. Used to be with the 25th Infantry at Cu Chi northwest of here, but I got hit for the second time, so I'm gonna be an MP for the rest of my tour."
"Oh, yeah? I'm going to the 557th at Long Binh. Maybe we'll be in the same unit. You know where Long Binh is?"
"Yeah, you're next to it. I'm going to the 557th, too, so it looks like we'll be serving together. I heard this is a pretty secure area, not too much enemy activity."
"I guess if we have to be here, this isn't too bad a place. Sure glad I'm not going to be out pounding the bush somewhere."
"Yeah. Being a grunt is the shits. Humpin' the boonies all day, never knowin' what surprises Charlie has set for you, sittin' in a foxhole all night hopin' the sneaky little bastards don't shoot your ass or cut your throat, then back to humpin' the boonies again the next day, fightin' the heat, bugs, and snakes."
"Doesn't sound like my idea of fun," Vince said.
"Well, it certainly ain't been the highlight of my life! Actually, I'm glad I've been reassigned. Been wounded twice, now, and they say the third time's the charm. Sure don't want to press my luck."
"I don't blame you. If you don't mind me asking, what happened when you were wounded?"
"First time was about, oh, three and a half months ago. I'd only been in country a few weeks. We were on a two day sweep of an area south of Cu Chi. There'd been some minor contacts during the previous week, so our C.O. sent my platoon out on a recon. We was supposed to look for signs of enemy buildup or activity.
"We choppered in, and durin' the first day, we found lots of signs of enemy movement, like camp sites and stuff, though it didn't seem to be too large a force. Maybe company size or so. We struck a trail a couple a' hours later that showed signs of real recent use, and the L.T. decided we should follow it. We moved off the trail a couple a' meters and started forward. We hadn't gone too far, maybe a couple hundred meters, when Jennings, walkin' point, signaled a halt. He heard some voices up the trail, so we all hunkered down and waited. Sure enough, here comes these four VC walkin' down that trail like they was out for a Sunday stroll. The L.T. passed the word to let them get close, then to open up on his signal. Now, I didn't think that was such a good idea, 'cause we didn't know how many others were in the area, but the L.T. was a new guy, and kinda spoilin' for a fight, and he was the boss, so we open up and drop all four of 'em.
"Well, after the firin' stops, we wait a couple 'a minutes, then when nothin' happened, the L.T. tells me and four other guys to go out and check the bodies and take any papers and weapons. We went out onto the trail, and found those four gooks shot to shit, deader'n hell, so we start searchin' the bodies and collectin' their weapons. We're just startin' to move back into the bush when we start takin' fire from up the trail. I seen Johanson go down, shot through both legs. Smitty takes a round in the neck, but he makes it off the trail. I dive into the bush, and can hear the other guys movin' further off the trail. I can see six or seven gooks movin' down the trail towards me, so I figure it's about time to get my young ass outta there. I fired a burst from my 16, and started runnin' back toward the platoon. Johanson had crawled about three meters off the trail, and was layin' there, one leg broke and the other with a hole in it. He ain't movin', so I grab ahold of his collar, and start pullin' him along with me.
"Them gooks musta heard me 'cause they start layin' down some serious fire, shootin' up the jungle. Man, there was bullets flyin' all around me. All of a sudden, somethin' hits me in the back of my leg. Jesus, it felt like I'd been kicked by a mule. I went asshole over elbows onta my back. I can feel the blood pourin' outa my leg, but it didn't really hurt, at first. About this time, the rest 'a the guys came up, firin' at the gooks. Doc slapped a bandage on my leg, then went to check on Johanson and Smitty. The rest 'a the guys came back a few minutes later. They'd chased the gooks a couple hundred meters up the trail before losin' 'em. Killed two more in the process, but Youngblood took a round through his hand.
"The L.T. calls for a Medevac chopper, and we move to a clearing a little ways away. When the chopper arrived, me, Johanson, Youngblood, and Smitty are loaded up and flown to the 93rd Evac Hospital just a short ways from here. Me and Youngblood were the lucky ones. Neither of our wounds was very serious. The bullet that hit me went through the muscle 'a my leg a few inches above the knee, and come out the front. Didn't hit nothin' goin' through, so it's as good as new now, except for the scar. I spent four weeks on light duty with that one, working around the base camp, doin' all the shit details before I was sent back to the bush. Youngblood recovered o.k., too, but Johanson got a free ride home. I heard from one 'a the guys he's stationed at Fort Ord for the rest 'a his time. Smitty, well, he wasn't so lucky. Never made it outa the bush alive."
"Jesus, T.J., I'm really sorry about your friend. I didn't mean to stir up any bad memories."
"That's o.k., Vince. Smitty wasn't close to anyone in the company, kinda kept to himself. Still, it's tough to see someone you know get zapped. Kinda makes you feel real mortal, if you know what I mean."
"Yeah, I can understand that. Listen, you want to get something to eat? I'm kind of hungry."
"Yeah, that sounds good. All this talkin' has made me hungry, too."
Torelli and Satler found the mess hall, and after getting their food, made their way to an empty table. The food this day was basically the same as every day. There was some sort of meat, though most of the time it was hard to tell exactly what kind, and mashed potatoes, the dehydrated kind that is like wallpaper paste, along with a vegetable, and bread. There was always some sort of dessert, either a yellowish pudding of unknown origin, or what was supposed to be cake, and the ever-present Jell-O. The army liked to be creative with its jello, always putting something in it. If they were lucky, it would be fruit. If they weren't, it could be celery, carrots, or rice, which not only looked bad, but tasted as bad as it looked. The soldiers learned not to look too closely at their food, though, because it was that or nothing, and the discriminating eater often went hungry.
Torelli and Satler kept to themselves while they ate. When they were done, they bused their table and started to walk back to their bunks. Torelli lit a cigarette, offering one to Satler.
"No thanks, man, never use the stuff."
"T.J., I sure hope you don't mind me asking, but I don't really know what to expect here. You've been in country for a while, so maybe you can help me out?"
"I know how you feel, Vince. I'll be happy to help, much as I can."
"You said you were wounded twice. What happened the second time?"
"That was no big deal. Just got a gash along my ribs from some shrapnel. It seems ol' Charlie didn't take to us settin' up camp in his territory, so one night he dropped a few mortar rounds on us. I was on watch along the perimeter when the first round hit. One 'a them was pretty close to our hole. My flak jacket kept it from bein' worse, but it took 9 stitches to fix me up. Just got 'em out a week ago."
"How long you been here, T.J.?"
"Almost six months now. Only six to go, then it's back to the world for me."
"I envy you, man," Torelli said. "I'm just starting my tour. Only been here about seven hours, but it seems like seven days."
"Yeah, I know, but the time will go fast enough. Let me give you a little advice my platoon leader gave me when I first arrived in country. You can never, ever let your guard down. If you want to survive this place, you always got to be ready for the worst. Never trust any gook, any time, anywhere, even our ARVN counterparts. You got to look out for yourself. Be smart, man, and the chances you will make it outta here in one piece are pretty good. Be dumb, and you'll still make it outta here, except you may be in a box when you go."
"Thanks, T.J. I appreciate you telling me this stuff," Torelli said, yawning. "I'm about ready to call it a day. It was a long plane ride, and I'm really beat."
"Yeah, me too. Let's go, Vince."
They walked back to their bunks, talking about their homes and lives back in the world. They realized they did not have a lot in common, coming from such different backgrounds. Each wondered why they liked the other, and felt they could trust each other, that he was someone who could be relied on.
When they got back to their bunks, Torelli grabbed his kit, and made his way to the latrine where he stripped to his shorts and washed as well as he could, since there weren't any showers for the new guys. He felt better afterwards, and put on clean undershorts and a t-shirt, though by the time he finished, he was sweating profusely, as he was not yet acclimated to the heat and humidity.
After he shaved and rinsed his face, he looked at himself in the mirror. He saw a good-looking, olive-skinned 20 year old with green eyes. His 175 pounds filled out his 5'10" frame, though he had very little body fat. His shoulders were broad, and his waist was slim, his chest and arms well muscled.
As he stared in the mirror, his thoughts turned back to the day he had gotten his draft notice. He was surprised when his mother handed him the brown envelope with tears in her eyes. He did not realize what it was until he opened it, and saw it actually did say "Greetings from the President of the United States." Vince couldn't believe he had been drafted. He thought he still was exempt with the student deferment he'd received a year and a half ago when he started college at San Francisco State University. He turned to his mother, and took her in his arms, hugging her tightly.
"It'll be OK, Ma. Don't worry, it'll be OK" he whispered to her as she sobbed softly into his shoulder. He dreaded having to tell his father when he came home from work. A World War Two veteran, he had been wounded in Sicily while a grunt with the Big Red One, and knew firsthand the terrors of war. Those were terrors he did not want his sons to experience, and had many times expressed his fears they would end up in "that funny sounding place, having to fight."
He arrived at Fort Lewis, Washington, one month later for basic training. After ten weeks, he received his orders to MP school at Fort Gordon, Georgia. Ten weeks later he graduated and caught a bus for Atlanta where he had a flight home for a two-week leave. He carried orders with him assigning him to the 557th MP Co., Long Binh, South Vietnam.
Sighing deeply, he pulled his thoughts back to the present and went back to his bunk. Covering himself only with the sheet, he lay on his back, staring at the canvas roof. He was very tired, but found it difficult to sleep.
"Still awake, Vince?" Satler asked.
"Yeah, can't seem to get to sleep."
"I know. I don't think I've had a decent night's sleep in the six months I've been here."
"You have much family in Idaho, T.J.?"
"Just my folks. Got one sister, but she moved to Boise 2 years ago, and got married. Don't hear from her much. Got an aunt and uncle and 3 cousins livin' outside St. Louis, but I haven't seen them for 10 years. One thing I know for sure is I won't be goin' back to Riggens to live when I get out. Town's too small. No work unless I wanna get into mining or be a hunting and fishing guide, and that ain't for me."
He was silent for so long that Vince thought he had fallen asleep.
"I miss my Ma mostly," T.J. said, quietly. "Never was too close to my Dad. He was always workin', never around much, and when he was, he was usually drunk. Used to get mean when he was drinkin'."
"Doesn't sound like he was much fun to be around when you were growing up."
"Naw, he wasn't, but we never wanted for anything. Just wish he treated Ma better."
Torelli and Satler talked long into the night, and by the time sleep overtook them, they knew all about each other, and had become firm friends.
16 June, 1967 557th MP Co., Long Binh Post
Torelli and Satler were picked up by an MP jeep at 0700 hrs. the next morning and driven to the 557th MP Company HQ. The ride took about 15 minutes, and their driver, a very large and very black Spec. 4 by the name of Sanders, drove in silence, refusing to respond to any of Satler's or Torelli's questions. The route took them down Hwy 316, past fields once cultivated but now abandoned and barren of trees and bushes to deny the VC the cover he needed to carry out his terrorist activities. There was an occasional rice paddy, but most of the area had been cleared as a security zone for Long Binh.
At the main gate of Long Binh, they were passed through by MPs from the 615th MP Co., whose main responsibility was not only gate security, but Long Binh patrol duties. They saw a row of trucks being searched by the MPs, just inside the gate in a holding area. Vince saw the MPs had all the civilians out of the trucks, and were searching their bags and clothing, as well as the trucks. He later found out it was standard procedure to search all vehicles carrying Vietnamese workers onto the base. The workers were always searched unless escorted by American MPs. Since there were several thousand civilians working on the base, it was a necessary precaution.
The number of VC and VC sympathizers on the base was not known, but there had to be a significant number who were spying and gathering information for later use. The searches were done to keep sabotage to a minimum, by denying the enemy access to information, weapons and explosives. It was not unusual to find crudely drawn though accurate maps of key areas of the post hidden in the clothing or belongings of a Vietnamese employee. When the MPs found someone in possession of those items, they were taken away for interrogation by American and Vietnamese intelligence officers. Once the interrogation was over, they were turned over to the ARVN Military authorities for further "interrogation", and nobody seemed to know what became of them. Mostly, they were sent to a P.O.W. camp outside Bien Hoa, usually with no trial. Some simply disappeared, their fate never being known, and U.S. military authorities seldom asked.
Though Vietnamese applying for jobs on post were screened as well as possible, it was not known where their true allegiance lay. It was a common practice for the local VC command to infiltrate as many agents as they could into the big American base. Every opportunity for sabotage would be utilized to frustrate and impede the American war machine. If the Americans could be hurt at their largest, most secure bases, it would prove that the U.S. and its puppet, the Saigon regime, was not omnipotent, and was ineffective and incompetent in administering the country. The people would see the true face of the Saigon Government, and would join the freedom fighters from the North in a "General Uprising" to overthrow the current government, and reunite north and south once again under a communist rule.
As they drove to the 557th Company Area, Torelli was surprised at the size of Long Binh. He had heard there were 20,000 Americans there, and he could believe it. Sanders pulled into the gravel parking area next to the CQ office, and parked by the front entrance. As they got out of the vehicle, Satler said, "been a real pleasure, Bro" to the driver, at which Sanders slowly turned his head and stared at him. The look in Sanders eyes made Satler shiver involuntarily. Satler got the distinct impression it was better not to antagonize Sanders, and said, "Hey, man, no offense, OK? Just tryin' to be friendly." Without a word, Sanders backed up and drove off.
"Whoa, T.J., that's one scary guy!" Torelli said.
"Yeah, man. I get the feeling he don't care too much for new guys."
As Sanders drove off, a voice boomed from the open doorway of the CQ, "If you two are replacements, get your sorry asses in here." The voice belonged to Sergeant First Class Burton Polachowski, known as "Ski" to those who knew him well.
Ski was the kind of soldier referred to as a "lifer" by the troops, a career soldier who went by the book. Most lifers were not well liked because they tended to be too "regulation" to suit the draftees or four year enlistees. Even so, Sgt. Polachowski was respected and well liked by the men in the 557th.
He had grown up on a farm outside Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, and had enlisted in the army at the age of 17, shortly after Pearl Harbor. The Japanese sneak attack had so angered him and stirred his sense of patriotism that he, along with tens of thousands of other young Americans, had gone to the local recruitment office and signed up. He had lied about his age so he could join, against his mother's wishes. He told her he was determined to join, with or without her consent, and though she did not approve, she did not protest his decision.
Ski found he liked the strict regimentation of military life, and grew to enjoy the army, re-enlisting each time his commitment was up. Here he was, 26 years later, involved in his third war, and still the patriot, still serving his country.
He was a solidly built man, stocky and strong as an ox. Though he only stood 5'8" in his boots, no one challenged his authority. With his crew cut grey hair and deeply lined face, he had the look of an angry bulldog that caused others to believe it was not a good idea to piss him off. Those who really knew him had come to realize his true nature was just the opposite. He was always willing to dispense advice, always good, and to lend a sympathetic ear to others' problems. To him, the men in his company were his family, and he took it upon himself to guide them along. Wounded twice in World War II, he had earned a Bronze Star on Guadalcanal, and a Silver Star on Okinawa. He received his second Silver Star in Korea, along with his third Purple Heart. He nearly died that day in Korea from shell fragments that severed an artery in his leg. It was his good fortune to have a medic in the foxhole next to him when he was hit. He ended up at Letterman General Hospital in San Francisco to recover, then was assigned to a recruitment office in Madison, Wisconsin, not far from his Sun Prairie home. Three years later, he was promoted to Sergeant First Class, and re-assigned as the First Sergeant at the MP school, Fort Gordon, Georgia. In 1966, he was assigned as Company Sergeant for the 557th MP Company when they were deployed to Vietnam. When his first tour of duty was over, he extended, opting to stay another six months.
He had never married, though he had come close once. His bride to be had begun to pressure him to leave the army life he loved and settle down in one place. Three weeks before the wedding, he told her he couldn't give up the army, that it was his life. She told him he had to choose, the army or her. Two days after that, he re-upped for the third time, and she said goodbye forever. Ski never regretted making that decision.
Torelli and Satler sat through the welcoming speech by the First Sergeant, which in reality was nothing more than a lesson in surviving the next year.
"Torelli, you're new in country, and don't know shit about this place. You got a rough education ahead of you, son, so pay attention. You understand me?"
"Yeah, Sarge, I understand."
"Good. First of all, this place ain't like nothing you ever imagined. It's hot, it's dirty, it smells bad, it's filled with disease and death, and most of the gooks don't care if you live or die. Never, and I mean never, put your trust in any of them, even those supposedly on our side. Old men, women, kids, the whores, none of them can be trusted. You never know where their loyalty lies. And let me tell you, they can be real creative in ways to kill ya."
Turning to T.J, he said, "Now you, Satler, you been here awhile, so you got a pretty good idea of what's goin' on. Only thing is, you ain't in the jungle no more, boy. It's a different kinda war in the city. You ain't humpin' the boonies now, so you pay attention, too. This country is the anus of the world. It's worse here than any place I ever been, and this war is worse than the other two I been in put together. At least in those two, I knew who the enemy was, where the lines were drawn. Here, shit, anybody could be the enemy, and there ain't no lines. Let me tell you, boys, I got a bad feeling about this one. I got three more months here, and a year left in this enlistment. If I make it outa here, I think I'll be taking my pension then. I figure it's time for me to quit. War is a young man's game, now."
"C'mon, Sarge, you're startin' to depress me," Satler said, grinning uncomfortably.
"Sorry about that, but I get to talking, and sometimes don't know when to stop. You boys need to know what it's like around here. I'm going to have Corporal White take you to your hootch and get you settled. Your duffle bags should already be there. After you unpack your gear, go get some chow, then be back here at 1000 hours. Sgt. Anderson will get you going on some orientation. I'll be back later this afternoon, and check on you then."
Corporal Andrew White sat at his desk outside the First Sergeant's office listening to Ski brief the new guys. He had heard this speech, or rather several variations of it, many times in the eight months he had been serving as company clerk. Most of the time it was given to replacements for the guys that rotated home after their year's tour was up, but sometimes it was given to replacements for guys wounded or killed. When that happened, Cpl. White knew, the replacements heard Ski's "anus of the world" speech, as these two had. He entered Ski's office on cue, and led the two new guys to their hootch.
"Here's where you guys will be bunking," Corporal White said, pointing to two empty bunks. "Make yourselves comfortable. Get your gear stowed away, and get something to eat. Mess hall's out this door and three buildings down on the left. Just follow your noses. Meet me back at my office in an hour and a half."
"Hey, Corporal, where's the showers?" Torelli asked.
"Out that door and to the left. All the way down. It's the last building on the right. Don't expect any hot water, though. We're lucky to have showers. See you in 90 minutes," he said, leaving the building.
Torelli and Satler started unpacking their uniforms and gear, placing them in the footlockers by the end of the bed. Vince saw that about half of the bunks were occupied, most of the men sleeping, having worked the night shift. As Vince and T.J. unpacked, they saw that the last bunk by the door was occupied by the driver of the jeep that had brought them to the company area. He was reading a book, and seemed oblivious to them as they got settled. Torelli stripped to his shorts, grabbed a clean towel, a pair of undershorts, and his soap, and headed to the showers. As he passed Sanders bunk, Sanders lowered his book and watched him walk by, his face expressionless. Vince grinned at him, and said "How ya doing?" Sanders nodded, then raised his book and continued reading. Vince saw the title was "Journey to the Center of the Earth" by Jules Verne, which surprised him, as Sanders did not seem the type to be interested in that kind of novel. Vince walked to the showers, and found that the hootch maids were washing their laundry at the far end. Figuring it was no time to be modest, he stripped off his shorts, and took a quick, cold shower. Though the walk back to the hootch was short, he was sweating by the time he got back.
Satler came back from the mess hall while Vince was dressing.
"Food ain't too bad here, Vince. You hungry?"
"Nah. Besides, we gotta be back in a little while for orientation."
Orientation for the new guys usually lasted a week. The first day, they were issued their weapons, an M-16 rifle and Colt .45 pistol, along with their web gear, steel helmet and MP helmet liner and arm band. The helmet liner was fiberglass and painted black with a 1" white band and 1"red band around the bottom. MP was painted in white 3" letters on the front. On the right side was the double axe in gold with a green sword between them, the 18th MP Brigade insignia, and on the left side was the 8 point green and gold star insignia of the 95th MP Battalion. The arm band was black vinyl, and had the 18th MP Brigade patch sewed on it above the 3" white MP letters. It was worn on the left shoulder
They were given a tour of the company area and of Long Binh, then spent some time filling out pay forms, signing for their equipment, and picking up their bedding and other gear they would need during the next year. They were allowed to go to the PX to buy some essentials, then were assigned work details for the rest of the day.
During the rest of their orientation, Torelli and Satler were schooled in Vietnamese customs, the layout of Long Binh, the makeup of the surrounding countryside and Bien Hoa City, and the type of duties they would be doing. Often their time was spent learning the fine art of filling and stacking sandbags around the ammo bunker.
A couple of days later they spent the day at the firearms range, being checked out on the weapons they would be using. They fired their M-16 rifles, .45 pistols, M-60 machine gun, and M-79 grenade launcher. They were also instructed in the use of the .50 caliber machine gun. It was unlikely any of them would ever have the occasion to use one, but if one thing had been learned, it was that it paid to be prepared. Their instruction included the proper use of each weapon, how to field strip and clean them, how to clear malfunctions, how to maximize the firepower of each, and their limitations. Much time was spent on the importance of proper and continuous care. In a climate such as Southeast Asia's, rust and corrosion could start forming after only a few hours. Weapon failure was a real problem with a firearm that wasn't properly maintained. They were told that each weapon in their care would be inspected every time they turned it, and they were to strip, clean, and oil each weapon before turning it in to the arms room.
Their duty shift would start each day at either 0600 or 1800 hours by standing guard mount in the company area. The day would end twelve hours later.
There was plenty of time during their orientation when their "training" consisted of filling and stacking sandbags around bunkers and hooches, cleaning weapons from the arms room, loading magazines and ammo belts, and raking the gravel in the company area. Torelli and Satler's real orientation began after their duty hours, when they could talk to the others in the company. Their real school began then, and they learned what it took to survive in a war with a hidden enemy, where there seemed to be no rules, and the enemy was everywhere. They learned that death awaited them with open arms around every corner, just behind each door, in every bush, and along each stretch of road. No one could be trusted except the people they worked with. They listened carefully to the stories the others told of their day.
"Wild Bill" Hickok told of how he and his partner, Jackson, had to stand by with two dead bodies found floating down the Dong Nai River. One of the PBR's found them and hauled them onto the bank, where an Army ambulance called the "meat wagon" would pick them up. During the three hours it took for the meat wagon to get there, he and Jackson had to stand guard over them. Hickok said the bodies were most likely peasants or village officials from up river, murdered by the VC as part of their terror campaign to keep the villagers in line.
"Chances are they'll never be identified," Hickok said. He described in detail how the bodies had been mutilated by the VC, and said they had been in the river for several days. The ambulance from Long Binh would take the bodies to the ARVN III Corps Compound in Bien Hoa, and turn them over to the Vietnamese Military Police, the Quan Canhs. Vince was surprised to learn that a dozen bodies a month were pulled from the river. Most were Vietnamese civilians, though sometimes they were NVA or VC soldiers. Occasionally ARVN soldiers floated down, and once in a great while the body of an American soldier, who had been murdered while on some "unofficial" business, like black marketeering, running prostitutes, or drug running was pulled from the river. These soldiers were always listed as killed in action to avoid any embarrassment to the military or the soldier's family.
Renfro told of sitting on a checkpoint in the city with the Quan Cahns and a Cahn Sat, a Vietnamese National Policeman, called "white mice" because of the white uniform shirts they wore. They had set up in a vacant lot along Hwy 1 just around a bend in the road. Renfro was the jeep driver, with "Andy" Anderson riding shotgun, and "Booger" Baines as machine gunner. They met their Vietnamese counterparts at 0800 hours, and began conducting random checks of people and vehicles traveling through the city, looking for contraband, weapons, and undocumented civilians. If a civilian was found without proper papers, it usually meant that they were draft dodgers, deserters, VC or NVA. Renfro told Vince and T.J. they sometimes would find weapons or explosives headed for the local VC cadre's use against the ARVNs or Americans. In particular, they concentrated on men and women 10 to 40 years old, as they were the most likely to fit one of the categories of people they were looking for. "Booger" Baines job, as the machine gunner, was to remain alert at the gun whenever a random check was being done on a vehicle or person. Renfro and Anderson provided cover with their M-16's for the QC's who did the actual inspections.
These checkpoints were somewhat effective in finding contraband of all types being transported to the Saigon area via Hwy 1 from enemy supply points northwest of Bien Hoa. This contraband, usually consisting of arms, ammunition, or explosives, was destined for the VC that operated in the Saigon-Bien Hoa area. Never were any hard core VC or NVA captured, as the drivers were only sympathizers recruited by the VC to make the deliveries. Though thoroughly interrogated by Vietnamese and American Intelligence officers, they never provided any useful information, simply because they were not told anything other than where to pick up their load, and where to drop it off.
Parker and Gilchrist told of a traffic accident between an ARVN deuce and a half and a civilian Lambretta taxi. Three people were killed when the Lambretta driver tried to turn left in front of the truck, and was struck broadside. Two women and an old man were killed, and the driver slightly injured when he was thrown clear by the collision. Parker said they waited over an hour for the Vietnamese Accident Investigation Team to arrive. In the meantime, they treated the injured and got them off to the dispensary at the III Corps Compound, cleared the roadway, and placed the three dead along the shoulder of the road, covering them with a poncho. Gilchrist couldn't get over the fact that no one seemed to care that three people had just been killed. They merely went about their business, walking around the bodies.
Later, after Gilchrist left, Parker told Vince and T.J. that Gilchrist was having a hard time adjusting to being out on the road. He was nervous all the time, jumping at shadows, and had begun talking to himself. He kept his M-16 locked and loaded all the time, set on full auto. More than once, for no apparent reason, he pointed it at groups of people as they drove. He wore his helmet and flak jacket all the time, and refused to allow Parker to drive off the main roads while on patrol. Parker said he was worried about how Gilchrist would react if they got in a dangerous situation. He doubted his stability, and planned to talk to SFC Polachowski again the next day and ask for another partner. Vince decided at that time to keep a close eye on Gilchrist, and avoid being teamed with him if at all possible.
That night Vince and T.J. were at the EM Club to celebrate the completion of their orientation. They were scheduled to begin training on town patrol the next day, and were looking forward to getting off post. Vince had been assigned to a gun jeep with Sanders and Hickok. Normally, being the junior man would mean he was the machine gunner, but for the next few days, he would be riding shotgun. T.J. was assigned a checkpoint with Jackson and Gilchrist, along with two Quan Cahns and a Cahn Sat.
Vince ordered a hamburger and fries from the EM Club's kitchen, and another round of beers for Parker, T.J., and Jackson. When he came back to the table, he saw the three of them talking quietly. As he approached, he heard Parker saying "... about to lose it, man. I mean he's real shaky. He could go off any time now, and Ski won't take him off the road." Turning to T.J., he said, "You and Jackson got to work with him tomorrow. You guys better keep a close eye on him. He's ready to break, and when he does, there could be big trouble."
T.J. said, "You said Ski knows all about it, but won't take him off the road? Why not?"
"Well, actually it's not that he won't, it's that the LT won't let him," Jackson said, lowering his voice even further. "We're short handed, and activity seems to be picking up a bit lately. Until you new guys are trained, we need all the bodies we can get on duty. There's been a lot of talk lately about increased enemy activity around An Loc and Loc Ninh, too. Seems the VC are gettin' bolder. Even been some reports of NVA regulars showin' up in the area. I heard from some grunt friends from the 199th that they had some contact with a pretty good-sized enemy outfit north of us three days ago. They said they found NVA bodies after the firefight, and they all had new uniforms and equipment. He said it's a bad sign, and he thinks something big is comin' down."
Parker snorted, saying "I don't think so. I think the gooks are just sending replacements. They've been hit pretty hard over the last few months, and I'll bet they're just trying to replace their losses."
Vince sat down in the empty chair. "Of course, I don't know, being new here," Vince said, "but from everything I've been hearing lately, I would agree with those grunts from the 199th."
"O.K., newbie," Parker said, laughing, "now that you've graced us with your wisdom, you can pass out those beers."
Vince and T.J. had a couple more beers, then made their way back to their hootch. As Vince was sitting on his bunk writing a letter, Sanders walked over and said, "Listen, newbie, tomorrow we'll be workin' together, so you watch, you listen, you learn. You don't do nuthin' I don't tell you to do. You can ask questions all you want, but if and when I tell you to do somethin', you do it with no question or comment, and without hesitation. If I tell you to shut up, you shut up. You see anythin' that don't look right, you tell me. Understand?"
"Yeah, I understand."
"Good. I'm drivin' tomorrow, you ride shotgun, and Wild Bill's the gunner. Get some sleep."
As Sanders walked to his bunk, T.J. said in his best John Wayne voice, "Ya got that, Pilgrim?"
Vince laughed, then said, "You know, in spite of how he comes off, I think I'd rather be working with him than anyone else. He seems to really know what's going on, and how to handle himself. I think I got lucky being assigned a jeep with him. Anyway, I better get some rest. See you in the morning, and watch your ass tomorrow, T.J."
"For sure, GI. 'Nite, Vince."
Vince stood at attention at his first guard mount, wearing his web belt and MP helmet liner, holding his M-16 at port arms while the LT and Ski made their way through the ranks, inspecting uniforms and equipment. Once in awhile the LT would inspect a rifle or pistol, but mostly it was a routine performed each morning because of military regulations and procedures.
On the ground next to each MP was the rest of their gear. Their steel helmets, flak jackets, M-60 machine guns and ammo, M-79 grenade launcher, grenades, and extra M-16 ammo was all neatly stacked for inspection. Lt. Carlton finished the inspection, then dismissed the men, reminding them to be careful, as he did after every guard mount. As the formation broke up into groups, Sanders approached Vince and told him to collect his gear and follow him. "Wild Bill went to the motor pool to get our jeep," Sanders said. "We'll meet him out front."
The motor pool was located across the road that ran by the 557th. Sanders and Torelli walked through the company area to the road, arriving just as Wild Bill drove up. They loaded their gear while Hickok mounted the M-60 and loaded a belt of ammo in the gun. Sanders climbed in the driver's seat, and motioned Torelli to get in. When all was ready, he drove off, heading for the main gate. Sanders turned right outside the main gate onto Hwy 316. A few minutes later, he turned left onto Hwy 15, and headed south into Bien Hoa City. As they entered the city, Sanders pointed to the left, and said, "See that alley over there, just inside the city limits?"
"Yeah. What about it?"
"That's Death Alley. You don't go in there unless it is absolutely necessary, and never alone. It ain't called that without good reason."
Vince saw a narrow alley leading off the main road, lined on both sides by two story buildings. There was barely enough room for a jeep to drive down it, and after about 30 meters, the alley curved to the right. It was littered with trash and garbage, and several dogs roamed freely along its dusty length. There were several young men loitering at the entrance. They watched the MP jeep closely as it passed. Sanders said "We call those guys 'Cowboys'. They're youth gangs that are at the least VC sympathizers. Most are draft dodgers, some are VC agents, and all are dangerous. They are the main reason you don't go down there, day or night. There's been lots of GIs and ARVNs who got in big trouble goin' to the whorehouse in there. They've been beat up, robbed, and even killed. You ever have to go in there, you better take a couple'a guys with you. Best if you don't go in there at all. That's Indian country, man, and belongs to the bad guys."
"I'll remember that," Vince said.
As they continued into the city, Vince was surprised at the number of people walking around. There was a constant stream of pedestrians on both sides of the road. The road itself was just wide enough for two vehicles to pass abreast. Though the roadway was asphalt, the shoulders were dirt, hard packed by the thousands of feet passing by each day. During the monsoon season, it would become a muddy quagmire, with small rivers of water running on both sides of the road.
Vince saw all the American products displayed in bins in front of every building. He asked Sanders about this, and Sanders told him, "That's the black market. The G.I's from Long Binh and the air base buy the stuff at the PX, and trade it to the Gooks for just about everything. They can get tailoring done, souvenirs, weapons, or one of the whores. The Gooks'll trade anything for PX stuff."
"Don't we ever do anything about it?" Vince asked.
Hickock said, "It ain't hardly worth the effort. As fast as we pick the stuff up, it's replaced. And we can't get the White Mice to do nuthin', since the local Police Chief is paid protection money from the sellers."
"We could spend all day confiscatin' stuff, and not make a dent. The word gets around too fast for us to get it all. Most 'a the stuff gets hidden before we really have an opportunity to seize it, and we can't go inside their buildings to search unless the White Mice let us, and that ain't going to happen" Sanders said. "So all we can do is try to get the GI's that sell or trade the stuff to them. Those guys got to know that some of this stuff, like food and medical supplies, goes directly to the VC. I guess all they're interested in is making a buck."
As they drove through the city, Vince asked lots of questions. Sanders and Hickock answered all of them, and told him many things about the city. He learned where the whorehouses and bars were, where they were most likely to find GI's off Post, since the whole city had been declared off limits. They pointed out the Combined Police Station, known as the CPP, the main gate to the large American air base, and the Vietnamese Army III Corps Compound. Hickock pointed out a butcher shop with dog haunches and butchered monkeys hanging out front.
"You got to be kidding me," Vince exclaimed as he looked at the shop. "These people really eat dogs and monkeys?"
"Yeah," Sanders said. "And rats. Remember, these people don't raise cattle or sheep or any other meat animal, so they make do with what they have. Some people actually breed and raise dogs to sell to the butcher shops. Monkey is fairly rare, so most of the time what they call "monkey" is really rat. There are millions of 'em around. Wait until you get on nights. You'll see 'em then."
Hickock said, "We'll show you a couple 'a little cafes that are safe to eat at. They use black market Spam for their meat, and nobody's ever gotten sick from eatin' there. Stay away from any other places. They ain't safe, and you never know what you're eatin'."
Vince learned where Cambo Alley and Turkey Road were, and that Turkey Road was o.k. to travel at night since it followed along the air base south perimeter. They showed him Three Doors, a favorite whorehouse for both American and Vietnamese soldiers, and where the two most popular bars were, the Cherry Bar and Susie's. They drove to the PMO in Di An, a few miles south of the city, then went as far south along Hwy 316 as Newport, crossing the bridge over the Saigon river. They told Vince that Newport was where they usually escorted convoys, as a lot of cargo ships came and went there. On the way back, they stopped at a little cafe in Thu Duc, and had a bowl of soup similar to won ton soup. They bought fresh baked bread and Ba Mui Ba beer, which means 33 in Vietnamese. The M.P.'s called it "Tiger Piss."
The signs of war were all around. Blasted and burnt jungle along the roadway, bullet scarred buildings, large areas cleared of vegetation, barbed wire everywhere, helicopters of all types constantly passing overhead, jets en route to bombing or ground combat support missions, troops on the move. Every so often, a convoy passed loaded with soldiers or supplies, and weapons were everywhere. The smell of diesel was thick in the air, and the noise from the vehicles and aircraft was constant and loud.
Sanders drove back to the MP company area for chow a couple of hours later, parking the jeep by the mess hall. As they ate their lunch, he told Vince to stop waving back at all the Vietnamese people, because they were not waving to say hello. That was their way of saying "come here" when they wanted something. Sanders told Vince he usually ignored them, unless they appeared frightened or were upset.
"Hey, newbie," Sanders said, "did you see the PMO next to the security area? That's where the 615th MPs hold their prisoners until they can be picked up or transferred to LBJ."
"LBJ? What's LBJ?"
"Long Binh Jail. It's the main stockade for this area. You'll see it when we drive by later today."
"We going to take a look around it?"
"No. We are gonna go in that PMO, so you know what the place is like. There might be a time you need to leave a prisoner in one of the holding cells. Finish up, and we'll stop by there on the way out."
They finished their lunch, then drove to the main gate, parking by the PMO near the perimeter fence. Vince followed Sanders inside, and saw there were three holding cells about six feet wide by 5 feet deep, each in a row along the wall on the right side of the building. The back wall was composed of cement blocks, like one side wall of the first and third cells. The other walls dividing the cells and the doors were made of 1" steel bars from the floor to the ceiling. The doors had a slot in them at floor level so food trays could be passed in. There was a wooden bench bolted to the floor of the cells along the back wall. There were no toilets in the cells, or sinks or running water. Everything was painted o.d. green, including the benches. "Looks like a real nice place," Torelli said.
"Yeah, real nice," Sanders replied, grinning. "Sometimes they get some really violent or obnoxious prisoners. There's one of them steel conexes outside next to the building. You know, those boxes about eight feet high and six feet wide, and maybe 15 feet long they use to ship supplies on those container ships."
"Yeah, I saw it. I wondered what that was for."
"Some smart MP got it from somewhere, blow torched a 6" by 12" window in the door, and put it by the PMO as an extra holding cell. They only put the meanest prisoners in there."
"Must get pretty hot in there during the day. Isn't there any other ventilation except for that little window in the door?"
"That's it. It's solid steel, and during the day, a prisoner in there can last only an hour or so before the sun beating down on the top has him begging to be brought inside the PMO, with promises to be on his best behavior. At night, it takes about two or three hours before the heat and mosquitos have the same result. To the 615th, this is the best attitude adjustment tool they have."
As they walked out to the jeep, Torelli grinned at Sanders, and said, "It must make model prisoners out of the worst of the lot."
"That it does, newbie," Sanders said.
As they drove out the main gate and turned toward town, Sanders explained their radio procedures to Vince. "Every day we get a new two word identifier and frequency to keep the enemy and other GI's from eaves-dropping. Today's code is "Sydney Oiler", frequency 63.40. It ain't unusual for the V.C. to use captured or stolen American or ARVN radios, and listen in to find out troop or convoy movements. Sometimes they can get enough information to set up some pretty good ambushes. They've also used the radios to give fake orders and assignments to our units patrolling the city or providing convoy security. The new frequency and identifier each day makes it very hard for them to figure out what unit is on the frequency, since we only use our numbers, not our unit name."
The individual M.P. units, to further complicate matters, used different call signs each day. Vince's unit call sign today was 3 Bravo. Tomorrow, working the same detail and area, they could be 4 Delta or Tango 6. Each morning at guard mount they were given that day's identifier, frequency and call sign. A different set was given to the night shift at their guard mount.
Once they exited the gate, they were back on the main road, heading north on Hwy 1 to Ho Nai village to check out a report of a 2 ½ ton truck that had run off the road, and overturned down an embankment. The truck was an ARVN army cargo truck, and the driver could not be found. When they arrived, they found the truck on its side, about 25 feet down the embankment 150 meters from the village. Military clothing was scattered everywhere, and they could not see the driver anywhere around the truck.
"He may still be inside," Hickock said. "Somebody's gotta go check it out, Sanders."
"I'll go," Vince said, getting out of the jeep, and starting to walk toward the truck.
"Hold it, Newbie. Hickock, you see anything unusual about this?" Sanders asked.
"Yeah. How come the cargo's still laying around? It should've all disappeared by now."
"That's what I was wondering. Hey, Torelli, you want to go down there, you can, but you might want to take your '16 with you. Me? I'm gonna take it a little slower, check things out a bit. Hey, Hickock, why you suppose the gooks ain't stolen everything they can from the wreck? Call in the numbers on that truck. We're all gonna take this one slow. Meanwhile, Torelli, you get that '16 of yours, and keep your eyes open."
Jackson, Gilchrist, and T.J. set up their checkpoint along Hwy 1 by a vacant lot across from the Bien Hung theater in the center of town. Gilchrist remained at the M-60 while Jackson and T.J. assisted the Quan Canhs and Canh Sat in stopping vehicles and people for searches and I.D. checks. T.J. found this duty very boring. All he did was stand guard while the Quan Canhs and Canh Sat questioned the Vietnamese Nationals, checked their I.D.'s, or searched vehicles. After a couple of hours in the sun, Jackson walked across the street to a small cafe and bought cokes for everyone. T.J. asked him if it was always this boring. Jackson said it was always this way. Everyone knows about the checkpoints shortly after they were set up, and anyone who didn't want to go through merely took a different route.
"Once in a while we get lucky and find some weapons or ammo or other stuff being delivered to the local V.C., but not very often. Relax and enjoy it. This is the easiest duty you can get."
During the next hour, T.J. noticed that Gilchrist had started muttering to himself. As each vehicle was waved over, he carefully followed its progress with the M-60 until it came to a stop. He then kept the gun trained on the occupants, seemingly oblivious to the fact that the Quan Canhs and Canh Sat were also in the line of fire. T.J. casually moved to the side, out of the way, and gradually moved closer to Gilchrist. As he neared the jeep, he could hear him saying, "Watch 'em now, careful, always careful. Are you the enemy? Are you? So careful. Can't let down, gotta watch 'em all the time."
After a few minutes, T.J. walked over to Jackson, and said, "Hey man, Gilchrist's talkin' to himself. He's got this look in his eyes like he's not with us. He doesn't seem to see or hear nuthin' else. He's scarin' me, man."
"Yeah, I've been watchin' him. I think we need to get him down off that gun, like, now."
"I agree. I'll take over if you can get him down."
"O.K. You watch him carefully, O.K.?"
Jackson called to Gilchrist, "Hey, Larry, come on down here and give us a hand. You're due for a break from that gun. T.J.'ll man the gun for a while."
"I'm o.k. Jackson. I gotta stay with it."
"No, man, come on down. Let T.J. do it for a bit."
"How am I going to watch 'em? I gotta be careful, gotta watch out."
"We'll watch 'em for you, Larry. Me and T.J. C'mon down now."
"You sure, Jackson? I mean, we gotta be careful."
"We will be, Larry, I promise."
"O.K., if you say so." Gilchrist jumped down, and as T.J. was climbing up, the radio crackled to life, ordering them to go assist Sanders with the overturned truck.
As they were driving to meet Sanders, T.J. told Jackson, "First chance we get, we gotta talk to Ski. This guy is scary. He's gonna break, Jackson. I've seen it before, with the 25th."
"I know T.J. I'll see Ski tonight. I'll take care of it."
Hickock called the PMO on the radio, and advised them of the situation. They advised that a second gun jeep was enroute to assist, and they were to secure the area and the truck, and wait until the other unit got there before doing anything. As they waited, they kept a close watch on the two dozen or so villagers milling about the area. They each kept an eye on a different group to ensure their safety. Sanders bad feelings about this was rubbing off on Vince. He felt uneasy, and remained alert to a possible trap. When the other gun jeep arrived, Sanders saw it was Jackson, Gilchrist and T.J.
"Jackson, you come with me and Torelli to check out the truck. Wild Bill, you and Satler look sharp on those 60s. Gilchrist, stay alert and cover us."
Sanders led them down the embankment, directing them to fan out as they approached the truck. Vince was nearest the cab, and could see the driver through the shattered windshield. He appeared to be an ARVN soldier, and was lying on his side. His head was covered with blood, and he was not moving. Vince signaled to Sanders, pointing in the cab and pantomiming driving. Sanders came over, and they approached the cab together. When they got closer, they could see there was a sizable chunk missing from the back of the driver's head. Sanders backed away and told Vince and Jackson to move back to the roadway. When they arrived at the jeeps, Sanders told Hickock to call the PMO. "Tell them we need the engineers to come out with a tractor or bulldozer with a couple hundred feet of steel cable to pull the truck back up to the roadway. The driver's had it. Looks like he was shot in the head. I'm gonna have the truck pulled up to the road. I think it may be booby trapped by the way the gooks are keeping their distance. I guess we'll find out soon enough."
The engineers arrived 40 minutes later with a heavy bulldozer. They carefully hooked the cable to the rear axle of the truck, ran it up the embankment, and attached it to the 'dozer blade, which the driver had raised as a shield, protecting him while he was in the 'dozer's cab. Vince and the others put on their flak jackets and steel helmets, and took cover on the other side of the roadway embankment. The driver began to back the 'dozer down the road, causing the cable to tighten. The 'dozer struggled against the weight of the truck as the driver slowly increased the power. The rear of the truck began to swing up the embankment, and after moving a couple of feet, the 2 pounds of C-4 explosive wired to the cab exploded with a tremendous roar, blowing the cab apart, and vaporizing most of the truck driver's body. The blast wave rolled through the embankment, lifting Vince off the ground. Debris from the truck and dirt clods rained down all around them as they lay flat on the ground. After a bit, Vince lifted his head and looked at Sanders.
"You remember this, newbie," Sanders said. "The next time you get careless, you might not be so lucky. Let's go clean up this mess."
They spent the rest of the afternoon securing the area while a detail from Long Binh arrived and cleaned up the debris. Sanders completed the reports while they were waiting.
When they arrived back at the company area, they were besieged by questions from the other guys, who had already heard what had happened. Sanders told them the story, leaving out Vince's initial carelessness. Vince later told T.J. the whole story, including his mistakes.
"I told you, Vince, you got to be careful! You can't make mistakes here. The price is too high. You're one of the lucky ones, you know. You get a second chance."
"Yeah, I know. It won't happen again, I can promise you that."
Later that night, at the EM Club, everyone was talking about the booby-trapped truck. They needed to hear over and over how Sanders handled it, and what made him suspicious. The story was told again and again, until, by the end of the night, not only was the truck booby-trapped, but they had fought a pitched battle with a squad of V.C. in the village. Vince and T.J. sat in a corner of the club, listening to the tale as it was retold by the others.
"Amazing how this is getting blown out of proportion," Vince said. "Does this always happen?"
"Yeah," T.J. replied, "all the time. Once, my squad was out on patrol, and took a couple 'a sniper rounds. Nobody got hit, and we never even returned fire, but the next day the story had us in a company-sized action, fightin' NVA regulars. I don't know why it happens, it just does."
Vince said, "Makes me wonder how much of the stuff I heard back home was true."
Vince finished his beer, then walked back to his hootch. He saw Sanders reading on his bunk, and walked over.
"I want to thank you for what you did today. I guess you could say you saved my ass. I won't forget it, Sanders."
"Don't worry about it. Besides, you might be able to pay me back someday. We all got to rely on each other, you know. We're all we got. You remember that, Torelli, you remember how important your partner is to you, and you to him."
"I'm beginning to realize that, Sanders. I won't forget."
"Good. Now, we better get some sleep. We got a long day tomorrow."
"Goodnight, Sanders."
"'Nite, Newbie."
Later that night, Jackson approached Ski, and told him how Gilchrist had been acting while on the checkpoint, but Ski could do nothing about it. He had his orders from the LT, and they were clear. Everyone, unless physically unable, was assigned to street duty. No exceptions. Ski told Jackson he would try to give Gilchrist duties that kept him away from a lot of people, and out of the city, if he could, but that he couldn't promise anything. He told Jackson to watch Gilchrist closely, and report back to him each day.
"It's out of my hands, Jackson. We'll just have to deal with it."
"I don't like it, Ski. We're gonna regret this."
"I know, Jackson, I know. Let's just hope nothin' happens."
Vince had trouble falling asleep. The events of the day kept replaying in his head, and he realized how lucky he was to have Sanders around to teach him how to survive. He had volunteered to go check out the truck, only because he wanted to show the others he would do his part and that he was not afraid. He was also intimidated by Sanders, and did not want to look bad in his eyes. He knew now how foolish his actions were, and swore to himself he would never do anything like that again. He was just beginning to realize that bad things could happen to him over here, and he shivered involuntarily at the thought. He could hardly believe that it had only been six months since he had received his draft notice. He remembered how difficult it had been for him and his family to say goodbye as he left for boot camp. All of them knew where he would end up.
It took him almost two hours to fall asleep.
December, 1966 1420 hrs.
Vince watched the familiar city pass by the window of the military bus as he and 57 other inductees were driven to the Oakland Airport to board a chartered airplane bound for the Sea-Tac, Washington, Airport. From Sea-Tac, they would be taken to Ft. Lewis, where they would be assigned to their respective basic training companies. All he had with him was the clothes he was wearing, and a small bag containing his razor, shaving creme, toothbrush and toothpaste, and a hair brush. After they arrived at Fort Lewis, they were formed into platoon sized groups. They then were marched to the replacement area, issued bedding, and assigned a barracks. A buck sergeant then came in and called roll again. Then, satisfied that all his charges were present, conducted a quick class on how to properly make up a military bunk. Having demonstrated the correct method, he then ordered the inductees to make their bunks. He strolled up and down the barracks, watching them with a critical eye. Every so often he would stop and berate one of the inductees over the allegedly "sloppy" bunk, pull the blankets and sheets off, and dump them in a heap on the floor, screaming at the unlucky person, "do you have shit for brains, boy? Didn't I just show you how to make up a proper bunk, maggot? Get your candy ass in gear, and do it right this time!" After 45 minutes of this, during which most everyone, including Vince, were the target of the Sergeants' wrath, the bunks finally met with approval. They were then told to form up outside in columns of four, and marched to the mess hall for dinner. The next morning, they met their drill sergeant, Master Sgt. Rodmore, were issued their clothing, more bedding, and gear, and taken to another barracks that would be their home for the next 10 weeks.
Two weeks later, Vince was made a squad leader, wearing a cloth armband with corporal stripes sewn on it, and one week after that, he was made the company Sergeant. He was given another cloth armband with buck sergeant stripes sewn on. He was one of the few in his company that had some college education, and his intelligence, common sense, and sense of humor, along with his personality, made him a natural selection for the position. In fact, it was his sense of humor that got him in trouble a couple of times. Though his stripes were never taken away, he was assigned KP duty for his little transgressions.
Once, while at chow in the mess hall, he was caught fooling around, laughing and talking while eating, which was absolutely forbidden in basic training. With over 500 soldiers to feed, time was of the essence, and each basic training recruit was to move through the line as quickly as possible, getting their food and eating without any delay, then bussing their trays and moving out to make room for the next soldier. Any time wasted during meals was frowned upon, and the offender would often be assigned KP duty or extra physical training.
That day, Vince and a couple of his buddies were eating, and Vince was joking around, imitating one of the drill sergeants, making the others at his table laugh, which caught the eye of the mess sergeant. He saw that Vince was responsible, and decided to make an example of him. He walked up behind Vince, and announced to the mess hall, "Since Private Torelli has all this extra energy and time, he will be more than happy to demonstrate the proper way to eat in my mess hall. Isn't that right, Private?"
"Yes, Sergeant," Vince shouted in reply.
"Now, Private, first of all I want you to place your fork in the proper hand." Vince was left-handed, so transferred the fork to his right hand.
"Good. Now, place some food in your mouth, then put your fork down. Now chew your food thoroughly, swallow, and pick up your fork. Get some more food, place it in your mouth, put your fork down and chew."
Vince could hear the snickers of the other men in the mess hall, and could barely repress his own grin. The mess sergeant continued until Vince's plate was empty, then said, "Now, place your utensils in your tray, push your chair back, and stand up. Now, pick up your tray, and excuse yourself from the table." Vince dutifully did as he was told, picking up his tray as he stood up. He then leaned over, looking directly down at the table top and said, "Excuse me, table." Everyone in the mess hall watching this display immediately burst into peals of laughter, including Vince. The mess sergeant grabbed Vince by the collar, and hustled him into the kitchen.
"Sit here, and don't move, smart ass. I'll be back."
Vince had stopped laughing when he saw the Sergeant was serious, though he could still hear the other soldiers' laughter. For that little remark, he was on KP all the next day, starting at 0430 hrs. washing pots and pans, mopping floors, and peeling potatoes. His day ended at 1930 hrs.
After 9 1/2 weeks of basic training, they received their orders for AIT, Advanced Individual Training. Vince had applied for the MP school at Fort Gordon, Georgia, and was assigned there along with four others from his company. At the end of basic training, Vince and several others were promoted to Private First Class.
From the first day he arrived at Fort Gordon, his Company Sergeant kept telling them not to expect orders for anywhere but Vietnam, regardless of where they had applied to be assigned, preparing them for the worst.
Their training now consisted of a lot more classroom than basic training. They were schooled in such things as military traffic control, prisoner escorts, both peacetime and in war, counter-insurgency, military law, MP patrols and jurisdiction, report writing, and guard duty, along with the usual physical training, defensive tactics, arrest techniques, and weapons training, including the Colt .45 pistol, M-60 machine gun, M-79 grenade launcher, and M-14 rifle. After 10 weeks, they graduated as full-fledged MPs, having received their next duty station orders and a 14 day pass. Out of the 55 soldiers in his training company, 51 received orders for Vietnam.
24 June, 1967 1143 hrs.
Vince sat in the jeep, wishing for some shade. The temperature was approaching 100 degrees, and they were sitting on a checkpoint on Hwy 316 about 5 miles south of Long Binh. They had stopped several American military vehicles, checking cargo and I.D. of the drivers and passengers. They were checking to make sure that the drivers were properly licensed, and were going where they were supposed to be going, carrying what they were supposed to be carrying.
Sanders told Vince, "Some of the GI's are getting rich from dealing on the black market. They buy up cigarettes, hair spray, chewing gum, and candy at the PX, then resell it at a profit to the Vietnamese. It ain't easy to get large quantities of some stuff, like cigarettes or stereos, 'cause we're issued a ration card that limits how much we can buy. It's difficult, but not impossible. There are ways to get around it, and the black marketeers know how. Other stuff, such as food, medical supplies, even ammunition and weapons are stolen, then sold on the black market. It ain't unusual to find a jeep or quarter ton truck, and sometimes even a deuce and a half, on its way to Saigon loaded with stolen supplies. Sometimes the drivers are ARVN soldiers, but most of the time, they're Americans.
"Why do they do it, Sanders? They got to know that stuff goes to help the enemy. Is the money really that good?"
"They are very well paid in MPC, and the money can be sent home to their stateside accounts, just waitin' for their return. If they get caught, it means a court martial with a reduction in grade and pay, or maybe a stay in the Long Binh Jail, depending on the type of stuff they sold. They're willin' to chance it, though, 'cause of the large amounts of money they can make. The fact that most of the medical supplies, munitions, and weapons go directly to the VC or NVA does not seem to concern them. The promise of easy money is too great. The local VC command makes sure of that."
They had stopped about 20 vehicles, mostly American, since setting up the checkpoint at 0800 hrs. Only one had been found to have contraband. An airman from the Bien Hoa Airbase was found to be taking 5 cases of steaks to a contact in the Cholon District of Saigon. Sanders took him into custody for theft of government property, and they transported him to the Long Binh PMO for processing. A CID investigator was called, and once he was done questioning the airman, he would be released back to his company.
On this day, their ARVN counterpart, a Quan Canh named Nuyen, was less than enthusiastic about his duties. He mostly just sat in the jeep, dozing or visiting with the many vendors that set up their stalls along the highway. Once in a while, for appearances sake, he would wave over a Vietnamese military vehicle, briefly check the driver's and passenger's I.D., then wave them on.
"Is that all they do," Vince asked, "just sit around? He hasn't hardly stopped any vehicles."
"I know. Word has it that he is heavy into the black market himself, so he ain't gonna do nothing to stop it."
"Doesn't anybody know about him?"
"Yeah, it's no big secret. You gotta remember, we're "guests" here, and have no authority over the Viet Nationals. All we can do is report it, and hope for the best. What the Vietnamese choose to do about it is their business. I know that a lot of the high ranking ARVN officers are on the take, one way or the other, either black marketeering, drugs, or prostitution. Same with the local police and government officials."
"And nothing ever gets done about it."
"Nope, and probably never will, either. There's too much money involved."
They were interrupted by the arrival of another jeep, driven by Ski with the Lieutenant riding as passenger.
"Sanders," Ski called, "you guys are relieved from this post. Go back to the company and pick up a gun jeep, get some chow, then report to MACV headquarters. Pick up Williams on the way. You guys are on escort duty this afternoon. I'm assigning Baines' jeep to go with you. You'll be escorting a bus load of officers to Saigon. There's some kinda honcho meeting tomorrow morning. When you get there, turn the bus over to the 716th M.P.'s, then come back. Shouldn't take you more than a couple 'a hours. You get the rest 'a the day off after that."
"O.K., Sarge. Let's go, Torelli."
At a roadside cafe just off Hwy 316, in a small village the G.I.s call Gasoline Alley, three Vietnamese sat huddled over their coffee, whispering intently.
"My cousin said the bus would be leaving about 2 o'clock. That means it will arrive at the Newport Bridge around 2:30. You must be in place by 2:15, ready and waiting."
"Yes, Dai Uy, we will be ready."
"Fool, do not call me that. I am only a simple merchant to these people."
"Yes, Dai.. er, friend."
"That's better. Now are you sure you know the proper location?"
"Yes, the creek 300 meters before the bridge. We will be set up 30 meters off the road. Nguyen and Tung are the riflemen, Than and Song will man the machine gun, and I will have the B-40's."
"You must take out the MP jeeps first, then the bus will be unprotected. Use the first rocket on the lead jeep, while the machine gun fires on the second. If your first rocket is accurate, use the next ones on the bus. Nguyen and Tung will fire on anyone that makes it off the bus. Than should also use his machine gun on the bus once the rear jeep is disposed of. You must not spend more than a couple of minutes there, then take your weapons and disappear into the jungle. Hide your weapons, and return to your homes. Tell no one of this. We will hear if you do."
"Do not fear, friend, this is not our first assignment."
"It is the first from me. There must be no mistakes. My superiors have determined there will be several key American intelligence officers on the bus that must be eliminated. Do not fail us. The price for failure is too high, Liam."
Sanders kept their speed at a steady 35. He had told Vince and Williams to be especially alert. He knew there were several good ambush sights along the highway, but doubted there would be any problems in broad daylight. He looked back to make sure the bus and other gun jeep were keeping up and were maintaining a proper interval. He looked at his watch, and saw it was 1423 hrs.
"We'll be at the bridge in about 7 or 8 minutes, Torelli. Keep your eyes open."
Two miles up the road, a poppa-san in a Lambretta chose that moment to try a u-turn in front of an ARVN deuce and a half filled with Vietnamese Rangers returning to their base outside Saigon. The resulting collision killed Poppa-san, and severely injured three passengers. The ARVN Rangers felt the impact and heard the collision, and believing they had been ambushed, immediately jumped from the truck, and deployed into defensive positions on each side of the road.
Liam heard the crash and the groaning of metal. He could see the collision and twisted metal that was the Lambretta, and saw the Rangers deploying from the truck toward him. He signaled the others to fall back with their weapons, and re-group. He joined them 200 meters back from their original position.
"What do we do now, Liam?" Than asked.
"We hide our weapons and go home."
"But you heard the Dai Uy. The bus will be here any minute, and we can't fail."
"Do you not see the Rangers? We can't get close enough to be effective, and there is not enough time to find a new location. We would not serve our cause by uselessly dying in a failed situation."
"But we have our instructions. We are not allowed to fail."
"I will take responsibility. After all, we did not fail. Circumstances merely interfered with us. I'm sure the Dai Uy will understand that. The decision is mine alone. Now go, there will be another time."
A couple of minutes later, the two gun jeeps and the bus came to a halt in the traffic jam caused by the accident a half-mile up the road. After a 45 minute wait, the Vietnamese Military and National Police opened one lane to traffic. Seven minutes later, Sanders' jeep started up the approach to the Newport Bridge.
Three days later, a patrol from the South Vietnamese Marine Battalion at Thu Duc found a body in the jungle east of their base camp. It appeared to be a peasant, his hands tied behind his back, shot once in the head. There was evidence of torture on the body. The South Vietnamese authorities were unable to identify the corpse, and it was buried along with hundreds of other unidentified bodies, in the Government cemetery outside Saigon.
While Sanders, Torelli, and Williams were arriving at MACV Headquarters, T.J. and Jackson were heading north on Hwy 1 to check out the report of a group of American soldiers that had gotten drunk at a roadside café, and started breaking up the place. The cafe was supposed to be off limits to American military personnel, as it was located in a known VC controlled area. It was about 15 miles north of Bien Hoa, and it took them about 20 minutes to get there.
As they pulled up, T.J. could see a small group of Vietnamese cleaning up broken chairs and tables. When the Vietnamese saw them, they came running over, all talking at once, gesturing to the cafe, quickly surrounding the jeep. Jackson stood on the driver's seat, telling them to be quiet, and asking if anyone spoke English. A young girl stepped up and said, "I do, MP." She appeared to be about 15 years old, though it was hard to tell her age. She was tall for a Vietnamese, and was slender, with long, straight black hair, large brown eyes, and a band of freckles on her cheeks, running across her nose. Her eyes were rounder than normal for a full blood Vietnamese, and that, along with the freckles, suggested some French blood in her veins.
"Can you tell me what happened, Co?" Jackson asked.
"Three Soja come heah, drink beaucoup Ba Mui Ba, tell Poppa-san 'we want girl, you get.' Poppa-san, he say, 'no hab girl.' GI say, 'you no get girl, we be beaucoup angry, we maybe smash up you bar.' Poppa-san say, ' I no hab girl, you go Bien Hoa, get girl.' GI get beaucoup mad, throw bottles, smash chair, table. Poppa-san, he beaucoup scared, he run away until GI leave."
"Which way did they go?"
"They go that way," she answered pointing north. "They hab jeep."
"Do you know where they're from, or see their shoulder patches?"
"They hab horse standing on back legs."
"Sounds like either the 11th Armored Cav or the 1st Cavalry Division," T.J. said.
"Yeah, though from the direction they went, I'll bet they were with the 11th. They're stationed at Xuan Loc. It fits. These guys were probably on their way back from leave in Saigon."
"What do we do now, Jackson?" T.J. asked.
"We go after them. I guess it will take about 45 minutes or more to get there."
"We goin' alone?"
"Yeah. Don't think we'll need any help with this. I'll call the PMO, and let 'em know what's goin' on. As it is, we'll be spendin' the night there if we don't get this wrapped up quickly. I don't want to be travelin' this road at night. Let's get a description of the guys and get goin'."
An hour later, they were in the company commander's office of the 11th Armored Cav.
"So you think some of my boys smashed up that place, huh?"
"Yes, sir. We checked with Division, and they said your company had just come outta the bush a few days ago, and a bunch of your guys were granted passes to Saigon. The girl also described your unit patch pretty well, and they came in this direction."
"It's true some of my guys are on leave, but are you goin' to believe some lying little gook whore who's only working a scam to get money out of us?"
"Well, Sir, I do believe her. I saw the bar, and I don't think she's working a scam."
"Well, Corporal, I don't know of anyone who could have done it."
"Excuse me, Sir, I don't believe you."
The captain stood up quickly, sliding his chair back, leaning on his desk on both hands.
"Are you calling me a liar, son? 'Cause if you are, I'll have your ass. You'll be digging latrines the rest of your tour, as a private."
"Again, Sir, with all due respect, don't pull rank on me, and don't threaten me. It's been tried before, and didn't work then, either."
"Why, you wise ass little punk! You are gonna regret..."
"Excuse me, Sir," Jackson interrupted, "But if there is a problem, I would be happy to call my Provost Marshal at Long Binh, Colonel Robbins, and tell him how we are conducting a criminal investigation here, and that your cooperation has been less than helpful. You can explain your side to him, Sir, and lodge any complaint you want. May I use the phone, Sir?"
After a slight hesitation, the Captain said, "That won't be necessary, Corporal. I apologize for losing my temper, but I won't apologize for trying to protect my men. They've just come out of the bush after a particularly rough time, and are just blowing off some steam."
"I understand that, Sir. Now, can we take care of this?"
Forty minutes later, they were on their way back to the cafe to give Poppa-san the equivalent of $75 in Piasters as payment for the damages. Jackson had identified the three Gis, and they admitted to causing the damages. He collected $30 from each, which was all they had. The other $15 was contributed by the Captain. Jackson called Ski to get his o.k., then thanked the Captain, and left for the cafe. Poppa-san was more than eager to accept the money to forget the whole matter. So ended another episode of military justice.
2245 hrs., 557th Company Area
The first mortar round landed inside the motor pool, destroying a small storage shed. 4 seconds later, the second round cratered the road adjacent to it. The next three rounds "walked" toward the EM Club, and the sixth round hit dead center on the club itself, ripping through the sheet metal roof, exploding over the bar. The explosion blew out the doors and windows, and the shrapnel shredded the tables and chairs, and shattered the glasses and bottles on the shelves behind the bar. The club caught fire from the blast.
SFC Weston, the club manager was in his office behind the kitchen, and when the first rounds exploded, he dove under his desk and was not injured in the explosion. He ran out the back door before the fire got out of control. Since the club closed at 10 p.m., it was deserted. By the time the fire company arrived, the building was fully engulfed. They could only keep the fire from spreading as the club burned to the ground.
Torelli, T.J., Sanders, and several others from the company walked over to the Club after the all clear sounded to see what had happened and watch the fire. Vince found a jagged piece of metal about the size of a silver dollar imbedded in the blown out door 40 meters from the Club. He pried it loose, and put it in his pocket. It was still warm to the touch. Later, back at the hootch, he showed it to Sanders and T.J. T.J. told him it was piece of shrapnel from the mortar shell that destroyed the Club.
Vince was unable to sleep that night. He was too keyed up over the shelling of the base and the destruction of the EM Club. The closeness of the mortar shells made his loneliness and despair all the worse. He wondered what he had gotten into, and what the future held for him. Would it always be like this? Would things get worse or better as time went by? Would he ever get used to it? The uncertainty of not knowing if he would survive the night, the next day, or the next month, made him uneasy. Vince did not fear death, because he believed death was final. What worried him more was that he could be maimed or crippled for life. He did not want to return to his family and fiancee in a wheelchair, or missing an arm or a leg. He didn't know if he could cope with that, and hoped he would never have to find out. He thought of these things as he lay in his bunk, and sleep did not come easy. Finally, he fell asleep, dozing fitfully until T.J. awakened him in the morning.
13 mortar rounds had fallen on Long Binh that night. There were no casualties in the attack, and the only damage was to the motor pool shed, the EM Club, and a latrine in the II Field Force area. Bien Hoa Airbase received 16 rounds, several of which landed in the helicopter park, destroying one Huey, and damaging two others. One Chinook had been slightly damaged by shrapnel. A security bunker near the flight line had suffered a direct hit, killing the two airbase Security Police inside.
Ton Son Nhut Airbase outside Saigon was also struck that night, not only with mortar fire, but 122 mm rockets, followed by sapper probes along the perimeter. Three Air Force Security Police were slightly injured in a brief firefight with the sappers along the northern perimeter in which two sappers were killed. 22 mortar rounds struck the airbase, setting off two secondary explosions in a fuel dump. Several buildings were damaged in the attack.
Other American installations at Cu Chi, Xuan Loc, Phuc Vinh and Lai Khe were struck with mortar fire and sapper probes that night.
Though damage was slight, with very few injuries, this seemed to the intelligence people to be a "test" of the defenses of the bases, and it appeared to them that something extraordinary was up.
29 June, 1967 0637 hrs. 557th MP Co. Area
"C'mon, T.J., we got buses to go get," Wild Bill said, as he loaded his gear in the gun jeep.
Jackson, T.J. and Wild Bill had been assigned to escort the buses from the airbase to the 90th Replacement Battalion, along with a second gun jeep manned by Booger Baines, Renfro, and Andy Anderson. There were several flights scheduled to arrive during the day, and because of the increased enemy activity in the area, it had been decided to escort two buses at a time with two gun jeeps, instead of three buses with two jeeps. That meant more trips, but better control and less of a target, should the VC decide to ambush them. They also had been told that an ARVN platoon would be patrolling the most likely ambush sites for added security.
"T.J., you'll be riding shotgun today. Wild Bill will be on the gun. Your job is to watch for any gooks that try to come up on motorcycles. They like to ride double and shoot up the jeep or bus as they pass. Wild Bill will be watching the buildings and fields and any likely ambush sites. I'll be driving, so if you see something, let me know right away."
"What if I see someone comin' up that doesn't look right?"
"You let me know, and keep your 16 locked and loaded and ready to go. 4 or 5 weeks ago, me, Gilchrist, and Sanders were on bus escort like this one night when the Gooks opened up on us from the paddies near the 90th. Shot up one of the buses and one of our jeeps."
"Yeah," Wild Bill said, "that's when Jonesy and Baker got hit. In fact, I think you and Vince were their replacements."
"What happened to them?"
"The Gooks opened up with a couple'a AK's at the lead jeep and the first bus. Jonsey was drivin', and got hit in the knee. Baker was the gunner. He got grazed in the neck. Last I heard, he had healed up o.k. and was sent home. He only had about 4 weeks left, anyway. Jonesy's knee was smashed up pretty good. I'd be willing to bet he has problems with it for a long time to come."
"I think he'll be lucky to keep his leg," Jackson said. "I patched him up, and it was a real mess. He's lucky we were so close to the hospital. We were able to get him , Baker, and the new guy from the bus to a doctor right away. The new guy got gut shot. Man, what a way to start your tour, huh? I'll bet he wasn't in country more than two hours, and he ends up in the hospital, probably with a ticket home, too!"
"Were you guys able to return fire at all?" T.J. asked.
"Yeah," Wild Bill replied. "We could see where the ambush came from. Fired a bunch of M-60 at 'em, and Sanders put 3 or 4 grenades right on top of 'em. The ARVNs and 199th did a sweep of the area a half hour later, but didn't find anything, not even any blood trails. I think the Gooks di di mau'd as soon as they quit firin'."
"Seems like it's always that way. When I was with the 25th, there were lots of times we'd take some fire, and we'd fire back. Most of the time we weren't even sure where the fire came from. Didn't know if we hit anyone, though sometimes we'd find blood trails. We usually only saw the VC when we set up ambushes, or surprised them when we were on patrol."
"I know. We've had convoys hit along Hwy 316, and Hwy 1, and we always fire back, but never see anyone. The grunts and ARVNs would always sweep the area without findin' nothin. Gets real frustratin'. I'd rather have a stand up fight than this hit and run shit. It's real hard on the nerves."
"Yeah, but I'll tell you one thing," T.J. said, smiling crookedly, "it's sure nice comin' back to the Post every night. I got real tired of sleeping out in the jungle for days."
Jackson agreed. "I do have to admit we got it pretty good. When I first got in country 5 months ago, I asked Ski if this was a safe area. Know what he told me? He said, 'There ain't no safe areas here, son, just some a whole lot shittier than others.' This is one of the less shitty areas, and I sure am glad I been stationed here. We still got to be real careful. I've seen too many of our guys get hurt."
"You guys ready?" Booger said, as he drove up. "First flight landed at 0630 hours, so let's get a move on."
About that time, Vince, Sanders, Parker, and Gilchrist were arriving at the 93rd Evac helipad. They had been assigned MedCap duty, escorting a doctor and two nurses to the orphanages in the area. Every week, a similar medical team made the trip to the orphanages by helicopter to provide free medical care to the children. The orphanages were run by the Catholic church, and were staffed by Vietnamese, French, and American nuns. The children living at the orphanages were not only orphaned by the war, but were the illegitimate half-caste children fathered by American and other allied soldiers. Most of the mothers were prostitutes who would leave their babies at the orphanages to be cared for.
The U.S. and South Vietnamese governments provided birth control devices to the soldiers and the prostitutes, but few took advantage of them. The government's purpose was to stop the spread of venereal diseases, and to slow the high pregnancy rate among the prostitutes, which resulted in thousands of unwanted babies.
The helicopter, a "slick" Huey marked prominently on both sides and the bottom by a large red cross on a white background, lifted off and headed in a north-easterly direction. The first orphanage was located in the countryside about half way between Bien Hoa and Phouc Vinh. From there, they would fly west to the second orphanage about 3 kilometers outside Lai Khe. The third orphanage was 1 kilometer outside the large base at Cu Chi, and the last was 5 kilometers west of Long Binh, completing the circle. The entire trip was expected to take 5 or 6 hours.
Each of the orphanages was located in areas referred to as "Indian country", as they were areas of high VC activity. As the Huey flew toward the first orphanage, Sanders told Vince that two of them would stay with the chopper pilot at the chopper, while the other two escorted the doctor and nurses to the orphanage.
"We ain't gonna sneak up on anyone in this chopper, and it's all Indian country out there, so you got to believe that Charlie is gonna know we're there."
"You think they'll cause us a problem?"
"Usually don't, but there have been times he has. This chopper ain't armed, and he's expectin' us, so we ain't a threat. They know why we're there, and probably will come to take a look at us, just to make sure we ain't pullin' a fast one."
"Anything in particular I should watch out for, since I'm probably going to be guarding the chopper?" Vince asked.
"Yeah, you are. I will tell you, though, you keep your eyes open and your head down. Stay under cover, and if you hear or see anything, don't get trigger-happy. They usually won't bother you, so don't give them a reason to. Don't forget, there'll be a lot more of them than us. You and Parker will stay with the pilot. I'm gonna take Gilchrist with me, seein's how he's been actin kinda squirrely lately."
"Good idea," Vince agreed.
Talking was difficult, as the doors to the chopper were open, and the wind, engine, and rotor noise made talking a chore. Vince leaned over and looked out the door. He could see the jungle passing some one thousand feet below them. The sun reflected off the hundreds of streams criss-crossing the countryside, and the jungle was like a brilliant green blanket, covering the land. Every so often, they passed over a peasant's garden, or a small rice paddy, or an opening in the jungle, sometimes natural, sometimes a bomb created clearing. The temperature was already over 90 degrees, with 100% humidity. The wind blowing in the open doors cooled the sweat on his face, but Vince knew that as soon as they landed, the heat would be stifling. This was the first time he had ever flown in a helicopter, and he did not like it much. Too noisy, too windy, and it just didn't seem possible they could be flying around in such a flimsy, awkward looking machine. He did not like flying on commercial jet liners, much less this. It was not something he wanted to do very often, and he was thankful the flight only took 20 minutes. He sat back and silently stared out the door, watching the jungle pass underneath them.
The two gun jeeps arrived at the terminal, parking near the buses. T.J. and Jackson waited in the jeep while Wild Bill went inside and contacted the bus drivers. This was the first time T.J. had been on the air base, having arrived in country at Ton Son Nhut in Saigon. He was surprised at its size, and at the constant activity going on. He could see F-4's taking off, heading out on combat missions, and all types of helicopters coming and going. There were troop transports, combat aircraft, and supply planes all arriving and leaving at a constant pace. He saw the bunkers at the gates, manned by the Security Police. An M-60 machine gun was mounted at the firing port, and each carried a .38 revolver as well as an M-16. They had passed two artillery emplacements as they drove to the terminal, and Jackson said the big guns were used as fire support for infantry operating in the surrounding countryside, and as harassment fire. They passed other bunkers, some empty, some manned, along the winding road through the base. T.J. thought the security was very good for an Air Force operation.
When the new arrivals were all on the buses, they started off, T.J.'s jeep in the lead. They drove out the gate and turned left, heading up Hwy 1 through Bien Hoa City, through Plantation, then turning right onto a secondary road heading toward Hwy 316. To their right was a large rice paddy. To the left was a smaller marsh. A creek wound its way out of the brush and across the marsh, passing under the road through a drainage pipe. It was from this area that the VC liked to ambush the buses, and this day there was a Cobra gun ship patrolling the area. Unknown to the MPs, an ARVN patrol had earlier made contact with a squad of VC moving through the area. After a brief firefight, the VC had broken contact and fled into the bush, with the ARVNs in close pursuit. The ARVN squad leader had called for assistance, and the gun ship had responded from Bien Hoa. T.J. knew they would have an uneventful escort with the Cobra in the area.
The MedCap chopper landed in a clearing about 150 meters from the orphanage. Vince, Parker, and the pilot, a 1st Lieutenant named Paciotti, stayed with the helicopter while Sanders and Gilchrist walked to the orphanage with the medical team. There were two foxholes about twenty meters apart on each side of the chopper that were used by previous MPs as cover. Vince and Parker went to one, the pilot to the other. After checking for booby traps, they jumped down inside, and tried to get as comfortable as they could. Not a breath of wind stirred the air, and the temperature had climbed to close to 100 degrees. Vince could see that the pilot had promptly laid down and gone to sleep. He was feeling the energy-draining effects of the heat, and sweat continually trickled into his eyes. His uniform was soon soaked, which added to his discomfort. Wearing his helmet and flak jacket did not help matters.
"Man, it's hot," Parker said, taking off his helmet and flak jacket. "I'm gonna take a little nap. You keep watch for a while."
"OK, but I'm going to wake you if anything happens."
"No problem. Oh yeah, when you hear Sanders coming, wake me up. He doesn't like us sleeping, and it'd be better for both of us if he didn't know it, OK?"
"Alright, but you better not snore."
Parker laughed, slid down in the hole, and using his flak jacket as a pillow, went to sleep.
Vince sat in the foxhole, scanning the edge of the jungle as the sweat ran down his forehead into his eyes. He listened to the various clicks, chirps, and whistles of the jungle insects, and after a little while, his eyelids began to droop and his head nod as he dozed off.
He had been dozing for a couple of minutes when he awoke with a start. He was instantly awake, though he could not figure out what had startled him. He looked over at the helicopter, at the sleeping pilot, then looked down the path Sanders had taken, but nothing seemed out of place. He shrugged, took his helmet off, and wiped the sweat out of his eyes. He stopped suddenly, realizing what wasn't right. The jungle was quiet. There were no sounds, no insects, no birds.
As he listened to the silence, he heard a slight sound. Clothing brushing against the jungle foliage, a shoulder rubbing against a tree trunk, or perhaps a rubber sandal slipping on the ground as its wearer stumbled. He slowly put his helmet back on and slid deeper into the hole, leaving only his eyes above the rim. He picked up his rifle, and clicked off the safety, scanning the jungle where the sound had come from. He listened carefully, but heard nothing. He saw no movement, only the shades of jungle green and shadowy grays. As he stared, the sweat again dripped into his eyes, causing him to blink and wipe them clear. When he looked back, it seemed something was different. Had the shadows changed, shifted maybe? There! Was that a face looking out at him? Was that a branch sticking out, or a rifle barrel? Vince shifted his gaze to one side, to use his peripheral vision, focusing on a point a few feet to the left. As he did, the "branch" slowly moved in an upward direction. He could see a face that gradually receded until it and the "branch" faded out of sight into the jungle. Vince continued listening and watching, but saw nothing else. The only sound he heard was the pounding of his own heart. He felt a lump of fear in his stomach, and his throat felt constricted and dry. After a minute, the natural sounds of the jungle returned, and Vince let out the breath he had been holding. He turned around and slid down, sitting on his heels. He took his helmet off and leaned back, resting his head against the side of the foxhole, taking several deep breaths.
"You OK, Vince?" Parker asked, as he sat up yawning.
"Yeah, I'm alright. Just a little hot."
"Take a rest, if you want. I'll watch for a while. How long has Sanders been gone?"
"About a half hour or so."
"They oughta be comin' back in a bit. Anything goin' on?"
"Nah. All quiet."
"Usually is. I hate these details. It's too goddamn hot, and boring as hell, unless you get to go into the orphanage."
"Yeah, real boring," Vince echoed to himself.
Thirty minutes later they were airborne again, heading toward their next stop.
T.J. saw the Cobra suddenly bank and turn parallel to the road about 400 meters in. Suddenly, the minigun opened up, saturating the jungle with 7.62mm bullets. The gun fired so fast that T.J. saw an almost unbroken stream of red tracers arcing out of the helicopter. Once the Cobra finished its firing pass, T.J. could hear small arms and automatic weapons fire, punctuated every now and then by a grenade explosion.
"Looks like Charlie ran into a bit of trouble," he said.
"Sure does. Go get 'em, boys," Wild Bill yelled, as they drove past.
"There always seemed to be something going on in that area," Wild Bill said. "A few days ago, a patrol from the 199th Infantry sweeping the fields found a fresh arms cache in a patch of brush near the creek several hundred meters off the road. There was 122mm rockets, rocket propelled grenades, AK-47 assault rifles, grenades, mortar rounds, rice, medical supplies and all kind of shit. It was all collected and taken to the III Corps Compound in Bien Hoa. It was put on display, photographed by some reporter, then taken out to the range, and blown up."
"Will those the photographs be shown in the U.S.?" T.J. asked.
"Yeah. My folks said they're in the papers and some magazines as proof we're winnin' the war. Who knows, maybe we are winnin'."
The chopper gently set down on the helipad at the 93rd Evac. Sanders, Vince, and the others gathered their gear and weapons, and prepared to load them into their jeeps.
"You OK, Torelli?" Parker asked. "You've been awful quiet today, and you don't look so good."
"I'm alright. Just don't like flying in these choppers. Makes me queasy."
"You sure? We can stop at the dispensary on the way back, if you want."
"Thanks, man, but that's not necessary. Trust me, I'm fine."
"OK, if you say so. Let's load up and get outa here. I'm starvin'!"
Parker grabbed his gear and walked to the jeep while Vince collected his stuff from the chopper. Sanders took that opportunity to walk over and quietly say, "I heard Parker, and that's bullshit. We'll talk later. I think there's something you need to tell me."
Sanders then walked toward the jeeps, saying, "C'mon, you guys. Let's get goin'. I wanna be back in time for chow."
While Vince was stripping and cleaning his weapons, T.J. and the others drove into the company area. T.J. saw Vince at the cleaning tables, and came over.
"How'd it go, T.J.?" Vince asked.
"Real quiet today, Vince. We did see a Cobra working over Plantation today. Musta been somethin' goin' on in there. Made eight runs back and forth from the 90th. We did get to eat at the air base, though. Man, what great food. Those guys sure got it knocked. Everything was fresh, no powdered eggs or milk. Got army chow beat to hell! How'd your day go?"
Vince was done cleaning his weapons, put his .45 in his holster, then picked up his M-16 before heading to the arms room.
"Meet me in the mess hall when you're done. Gotta tell you what happened today."
"What's up?" T.J. asked.
"I'll tell you at chow. See you there."
Before T.J. could ask anything else, Vince walked off to the arms room.
40 minutes later, Vince and T.J. had their trays of food, and found a table away from the other guys. They sat down, and as they started to eat, Sanders walked over.
"You looked kinda far away out there today. I know that look. You want to tell me about it?"
"Yeah. Have a seat." Vince took a deep breath and said, "You remember what you told me on the way to the first orphanage, about the VC knowing we were there, and if I saw or heard anything, not to do anything foolish?"
"Yeah, so?"
"Well, I saw 'em. At least I'm pretty sure I did. I think."
"What do you mean, 'I think'?" T.J. asked.
Vince told them what had happened, including the fact that Parker was sleeping when it happened. He knew he could never explain to Sanders satisfaction why he saw what he did and Parker was unaware of it, unless he told the truth.
"At the time, I was sure I saw him, but now I'm not so sure. The jungle was so thick, and it was so hot and all, and with all the shadows, I just don't know now."
"Trust your instincts, Vince," Sanders said. "If you believe, deep down inside, that you saw him, then believe it. I'm sure glad you didn't do nuthin' stupid. You don't know how many others there were around. Maybe he was just a single scout sent to check us out, but he may have been with a squad or platoon. You just never know. You do realize that they have those holes you guys were in ranged. You wouldn't have stood a chance. You made a wise decision, Vince. I guess there's hope for you, yet. You keep usin' your head like that, and you just might make it outta here in one piece. You guys wanna join me for a beer at the 615th club? I'm buyin'."
"Hell yes!" T.J. piped in. "Long as you're buyin, I'm drinkin'. How about it, Vince?"
"Sure, I could use a couple of cold ones about now."
"I said a beer, you two. You want more, you better bring some money. Let's go."
Later that night, Vince was watching a poker game in one of the hooches. Sanders, T.J., Renfro, a friend of Renfro's from the 615th MPs, and a clerk from the 212th MP Sentry Dog Company were playing five card draw. The clerk, Norton, seemed to be in the middle of a lucky streak, winning about every third hand. He was a cautious better when one of the others was dealing, but bet more liberally when it was his turn to deal.
It was still very hot out, and most everyone was wearing only their fatigue pants or shorts and shower shoes, with no shirts, getting what little comfort they could from the heat. A large fan was at one end of the hootch, turned on high, and a radio was tuned to the Armed Forces Radio Network. An early Beatles song was playing softly in the background. There were numerous empty beer cans littering the area around the poker players. Vince watched a few hands when he suddenly realized Norton was cheating.
He saw Norton would start a running patter of small talk as he scooped up the discards from the previous hand to divert the others attention from what he was really doing, which was stacking the deck in his favor. He very deftly would separate three cards of the same value, and as he put the deck back together, would slip the cards in so they would be dealt to him. He was careful when shuffling not to mix them up with the rest of the deck, and never offered the deck for cutting. If someone said he wanted to cut the cards, he would merely put the two halves back the way they were without anyone being the wiser. After about an hour, he was two hundred dollars ahead. None of the others seemed to notice what was obvious to Vince. They merely complained about their losses and his run of luck.
When the players took a break to stretch and get another beer from the ever-present hootch refrigerator, Vince approached T.J. and Sanders.
"That Norton's cheating, guys. He's stacking the deck every time he deals."
"You sure, Vince?" T.J. asked. "I ain't been payin' too much attention, but he has been awful lucky."
"Yeah, I'm sure. I was able to call his hand the last four times he dealt. Doesn't it seem strange to you that he always seems to win with three of a kind, or a full house?"
"Now that you mention it, that's right! Sanders, we need to have a little talk with this guy."
"We ain't gonna do nuthin."
"What? This guy is cheatin' us blind!"
"I know he has. I been watchin' him, too. Don't you worry about it, T.J. Let's go back and finish the game. Not a word out of you, either, Vince. T.J., you got to act like nuthin's wrong, understand?"
"If you say so, man."
"Good. Let's get back to the game."
When the game resumed, Vince got another deck of cards, and stood where Norton couldn't see him. Each time Norton got the deck, and was ready to deal, Vince would hold up a card to indicate Norton's three of a kind. He was always right. Vince watched for another hour or so, and when he left, Norton was another $150 up. Vince went to his hootch and wrote some letters, then took a shower and went to bed, intending to read a book he bought at the PX. He was asleep within two minutes, the book having fallen to the floor.
Vince awoke to Ski shaking him. "Wake up, Torelli. Some people wanna talk to you."
"What's up, Ski? What time is it?"
"Oh dark thirty in the a.m. Get dressed, and meet me in my office in five minutes. I've got coffee there, if you want it."
Five minutes later, Vince was sitting in Ski's office, sipping from a steaming mug of coffee.
Ski was sitting at his desk, and two other chairs in his office were occupied by a couple of E-5's from the 615th MPs.
"What's this all about, Sarge?" Vince asked, yawning. The clock in Ski's office said it was 0430 in the morning.
"Seems a guy was found in a field a ways from here a couple of hours ago, beat up pretty bad. Turns out he's with the 212th MPs, a clerk or somethin'. These boys here tell me he was here last night playing poker. They talked to him, but he says he don't know who or how many jumped him. He says he wasn't robbed, and doesn't know why this happened. The sergeants here talked with the other poker players, and they say the game broke up about one a.m. They claim this guy was O.K. when he left. He had about $50 on him when he was found, and the other guys said he didn't lose much during the game, and didn't have a whole lot of money. Now, you answer these boys' questions, son. He's all yours, Sergeant. Keep it civil, understand?"
Vince told them he had watched the game for a couple of hours, then left about 2230 to write some letters and take a shower. He said the game was kind of dull, and he didn't recall anyone winning or losing much. They asked about the other players, and Vince told them who they were, knowing they already knew the answer, and had talked to them before him. Vince maintained his ignorance of the matter, and in a little while, they finished their questioning and left, admonishing Vince to contact them if he remembered anything else.
After they left, Vince asked Ski, "You got any idea what happened?" probing for information.
"No, Torelli, I don't. Can't understand why anyone would want to do that, unless they had some sorta grudge against that boy. He wasn't robbed, cause he had some money on him. No, son, I don't know. Only thing I do know is, you got to be real careful who you play poker with. Now, go get some chow. See you at guard mount."
As Vince started to leave, Ski said, "By the way, Sanders says you're about done with your training. He thinks a couple more days oughta do it. Startin' this morning, you're driving. Sanders will ride shotgun, and tomorrow you guys go on nights for a while to complete your training."
At the mess hall Vince got his food and found T.J., Sanders and Renfro sitting together. He joined them, and as he sat down, Sanders asked, "How'd it go in Ski's office?"
"O.K., I guess," Vince replied. "Those two Sergeants didn't seem too interested in finding out what happened, though."
"I think they know." T.J. said, "That guy apparently has a bad rep when it comes to poker. They just don't know for sure who did it, and ain't tryin' too hard to find out."
"Well, they didn't get much from me. Ski managed to tell me most of what you guys said before they could ask me any questions, so it was easy for me to go along with your story."
Vince turned to Sanders, and asked, "think they'll be back?"
"Nah. Norton's not gonna tell 'em nothin', and without his statement, they're not gonna be interested. Besides, he wasn't hurt that bad, and he knows what would happen if he told. It's over, now. So, you guys ready to go to work? Vince, You're drivin' today, so when you're done with guard mount, you go get us a jeep. No gun jeep today, though. It's just you and me on town patrol."
2 July, 1967 1023 hrs.
Vince was driving south on Hwy 1 through Bien Hoa, heading toward the bridge over the Dong Nai River. Sanders wanted to show him the bunkers and security points on the riverbanks and bridge, and introduce him to some of the PBR guys that tied up near there. They might even get a ride on the PBR itself, if they were lucky. The flow of traffic was going about 20 miles per hour, and as they drove along, every so often Vince would see a woman or man sitting by the side of the road, holding their heads, some with blood running down their faces. There were several other people milling about, talking excitedly.
"Can you see what's going on, Sanders? Do those people need some help?"
"Keep drivin'. I know what's goin' on, and we're gonna take care of it."
"Where to?"
"Just keep goin'. Speed up a bit, and pull up alongside that motorcycle with the two guys on it."
Vince looked where Sanders was pointing, and saw two teenage boys riding a small Honda. The one on the back carried a four foot long bamboo pole in his right hand, and Vince now saw that the driver would suddenly swerve toward the shoulder of the road when passing a group of people, at which the rider would club one or two with the pole as they drove past, striking them in the back of the head. He did not seem to care who his victims were. Men, women or children, it was all the same to him. Each time he struck someone, causing them to cry out, and most to fall to the ground, both he and the driver would laugh uproariously. The pain they caused their unsuspecting victims did not seem to matter to them, as they continued to drive along, choosing their victims at random.
As Vince neared the motorcycle, Sanders took out his billy club, holding it in his right hand across his lap so it was mostly hidden. When they pulled abreast of the motorcycle, Sanders yelled, "Hey, cowboy!," and when the rider turned his head to look at him, Sanders whipped out the club and struck him on the left side of the head, causing a two inch gash, and knocking him off the cycle. As he hit the ground, he was immediately surrounded by an angry crowd, who began beating him with their fists and feet. The driver saw what had happened, and tried to accelerate away from the crazy MP's jeep, but before he could, Sanders struck him across the forehead with a backhanded blow. The force of the blow caused the driver to do a backward somersault off the motorcycle. He landed on the shoulder of the road in a sitting position, blood pouring down his face from the cut on his forehead. The motorcycle continued on for about 20 meters before it fell over.
"That oughta make them think twice before they try that again," Sanders said, as Vince continued driving, leaving the fate of the two to the angry crowd.
They drove all the way through Bien Hoa, and soon Vince could see a three-lane bridge arcing over a muddy, slow flowing river. It was about 100 meters wide, and as he parked the jeep off the roadway at the approach, he could see numerous clumps of brush and other debris floating slowly down the river. Vince heard several shots ring out, flinching involuntarily at the sound.
"Easy, Vince. Nothin' to worry about," Sanders said, smiling at him.
"What are those shots?"
"Just the ARVNs shootin' up the river. C'mon, lets walk up the bridge, and I'll show you."
They joined the steady stream of people walking over the bridge, passing a sandbagged bunker at the foot of the bridge. Vince saw 3 ARVN soldiers in the bunker, which had both an M-60 and .50 caliber machine gun inside. There were several other ARVNs sitting around outside the bunker, each armed with an M-16 or grenade launcher. There was an identical bunker on the opposite side of the road, and two more on the other side of the river.
They walked across the bridge amid the throngs of pedestrians, and approached another small sandbagged bunker midspan on the upstream side of the river. There was a single ARVN in it, watching the river flow past. Whenever a clump of vegetation or branches would get near the bridge, he would fire several shots into it.
"What the hell's that all about, Sanders?"
"The VC sometimes like to float bombs and booby traps down the river in those clumps, hoping it will damage the bridge or one of the PBRs. A few months ago, one hit one of the bridge supports, and exploded. It wasn't powerful enough to cause much damage, but it shut down the bridge for a day while the engineers checked it out. The gooks shoot at 'em when they're still far enough away not to do any damage if they do explode. See the flood lights? They use those at night for the same reason, 'cept at night, the VC will float down the river hidden in the brush, grab onto one of the supports, and plant a bomb, then float away before it goes off. Shootin' at the brush kinda discourages them from tryin' that. This bridge has been standin' for almost a year now without serious damage. Once in awhile there's an explosion, but it don't happen too often any more."
"Man, it's amazing what they will think of. You just can't take anything for granted here. You never know what's safe and what isn't."
They walked back to the jeep, with Sanders lecturing Vince on the way things were in Southeast Asia. He reminded him to be careful and suspicious of everything from the unusual to the ordinary, and everything in between. Over the last few days, Vince had heard this same lecture many different ways. As they walked up to the jeep, Sanders reminded him to check it out before getting in and starting it up. Vince slowly walked around the jeep, checking inside and out, looking for anything unusual or out of place. Seeing nothing, he got in to start it up. Just before hitting the ignition, he looked over at Sanders, and saw that he was standing a few feet away with his fingers in his ears and his eyes squeezed shut.
"Not funny, Sanders, not funny at all," Vince said, as he started the engine. Sanders chuckled and got in the jeep.
"Drive along the river. I'll show you a PBR base."
Vince drove back into the city, and followed route 314 along the river to Buu Long Village, where Sanders told him to turn onto a dirt road that paralleled the river. He passed a flat, hard packed dirt area that sloped gently down to the river. It was swarming with young boys, most 6 to 12 years old, and there were several jeeps and trucks of all sizes parked close to the river being washed by the boys. As they passed, several boys ran alongside their jeep, offering to "wash jeep cheap, MP." Sanders ignored them as Vince drove on.
"How much do they charge to wash a jeep?"
"Usually a hundred Piasters or so. You can usually bargain with them on the price."
"Hardly seems worth their while," Vince remarked.
"Oh, it's worth it to them. Sometimes they can wash 10 or 15 vehicles, on a good day, if they work hard and do a good job. The GIs will pay 'em, 'cause then they don't have to do it themselves when they get back to their company."
Vince drove along, passing several huts and shacks, and a small village, with patches of dense jungle in between long stretches of marshland. They passed a squad of ARVN infantry patrolling along the river, checking the village and the villagers. They saw no other vehicles.
After driving for 20 minutes, they rounded a curve and saw a small outpost a quarter mile up the road. He could see several small buildings, and two large power boats were tied up at the dock. The outpost extended from the bank of the river two hundred meters inland. The brush and trees had been cleared on three sides, and there were three barb wire perimeter fences spaced about 10 meters apart surrounding the base. The compound even had a helipad, with a Huey parked on it. As Vince drove up to the gate, one of the gate guards shouted, "Hey, Sanders, you big asshole. You still alive?"
"Yeah, Murph. I'm surprised some whore hasn't cut your throat by now."
"Guess I been lucky. You here on a friendly visit, or is this official hot-shit MP business?"
"Just a visit. Got a newbie here, and I wanna show him your toys."
Turning to Vince, Sanders said, "See this sorry excuse for a soldier, Vince? A couple of months ago, he tried to drink all the whiskey at the Cherry Bar. Got real wasted, and when he stepped outside to take a leak, got his ass jumped by a bunch of Cowboys. He'd laid a couple of 'em out, and was holdin' his own until one 'a them broke a board over his thick Irish skull. Knocked him cold. They was just goin' through his pockets when I drove up."
"That's right," Murph laughed. "Know what this guy did? Kicked the shit outa a couple of em', and kept another from knifin' me, which he was just gettin' ready to do. Then this asshole arrests me for bein' off limits! He was nice enough to take me to the doc's first. Got five stitches in my head, and spent the rest of the night in a cell at the PMO. Tell ya one thing, though, Sanders treated me OK through the whole thing, even though I don't think I was too nice to him." Turning to Sanders, he said, "Seriously, I owe ya a lot. All you gotta do is ask."
"OK, I'm askin'. Can you fire up one 'a them tubs, and take us for a little ride?"
"No sweat, GI. They just put one of 'em back together and gotta take her out on a test run. Be goin' in a few minutes, so you're welcome to come along. I'll get someone to cover for me here, and go with you."
"Thanks, Murph. Mind if we look around a bit while we wait?"
"Nah, go ahead. Come down to the dock when you hear 'em fire up the engines."
Vince drove into the camp and parked by one of the larger buildings. Above the door was a hand painted sign saying "Hollywood Pavilion", and they could hear music coming from inside. Vince got out of the jeep, and walked up to the front door, pulling it open.
"Hey, Sanders, can we get a beer in there?"
"I don't think you want to go in there, man."
"Why not?"
"Well, let's just say they wouldn't be too happy to see us walk in there, considering what they're smoking. It's so thick, you could get high just standing in the doorway."
Walking back to the jeep, he said, "Why do these guys do that, Sanders? Don't they realize how dangerous it is?"
"Yeah, they do. They just don't care. Who knows, maybe they've had enough of this place. It's just a way for them to escape for a while, Vince. Sometimes the things they have to do, the things they see, get to be too much and causes an overload. This is their way of copin'. Makes 'em forget for a while where they are. Course, others are just plain ol' dopers and don't care. Either way, it ain't none of our business. Let's go wait at the dock."
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