
Larry’s Viet Nam Accounts



I was born in North Carolina while my dad was stationed in the Marines at Camp Lejune.  He and my mom were married in California while on leave and in transit from his post on Midway Island to Cherry Point to serve out the rest of his tour in the service.  After he was discharged we all moved to California.  There my eldest sister was born and my dad worked a while and they scrimped and saved and got a home and a car.  It was after the war and times started getting tough and dad's brother came from Texas to visit.  While here he began to tell dad how great it was back in his hometown and that with the oil industry booming, how the job market was skyrocketing!!  Well, It didn't take much.  His brother convinced him and told him he'd help us find a place to live.  Before it was over we were packing and following his brother back to Texas.  In the mountains somewhere before they got out of California, our car broke down and to take care of that problem, my uncle Kinky (Cortez), had a chain in the back of his car and they hooked it up and he drug us, car and all, the rest of the way back to Texas and a some times miserable life for my mom.  We were none the wiser as kids, we knew nothing better.  This all took place in 1947 shortly after DD (Diana) was born.  From that time on we lived and were raised in my dad's hometown area, moving from place to place as the family grew and the jobs came and went.  We were all brought up in a religious environment and were sheltered some what from the segregation that was going on there in the South around this time.


It was 1965 and I had been out of school for quite some time.  I had decided that, beside the fact that I was doing badly in the 11th grade, I didn't need any more education.  At the time and with 5 of us children, the biggest concern in life was to find a good job that could support the family you intended to have.  I didn't need any more schooling to do that.  When I did leave school, I had been working part-time at a hamburger stand in the evenings.  One day the manager asked when would I be finishing school, cause he liked the way I worked and wanted to put me on full time.  That was all I needed!!  Mom and Dad begged and pleaded, and tried all other means at their disposal, but I wouldn't have it any other way.  The thought of all that money for full time labor rather than part time was all it took for me!!  As I said, I was doing badly in school anyway, probably from boredom and lack of interest.  I'd rather be making money, slinging hamburgers!!  It may have taken 2 or 3 weeks from the time my manager mentioned it, till I had quit and started full time!!   I worked quite a while at that job and I think eventually became the assistant to the night manager.  I got acquainted with one of the customers that came in occasionally that ran a gas station just a few doors down from the burger stand.  I eventually got an offer for a better job working at the gas station for more money.  You have to remember, back in the sixties, any wage was a good wage, Especially for an 18 or 19 year old 'know it all', oldest son of 5!!!   I worked at the gas station for quite a while and was working days and got uniforms and full time.  I was later asked if I'd like to go to the new station they were opening down the road near the new freeway that was coming in.  It promised to be a great opportunity with the possibilities of management and raises.  I eventually wound up on nights again at the new station, running it for the evening shift. It was pretty nice 'cause I didn't have to do any rack or garage work or car washes.  All I had to do was pump gas.  I had it made!!  It was here that I met one of Country Music's Legends.  It was long before they became legends.  They were playing at a local honky-tonk called Yvonne's, and after one of the performances they stopped in for gas and asked if they could pull around back and rest for a while before they headed for Louisiana.  I told them sure!!  It was the group that was called Rusty and Doug, back then.  Now, Rusty still plays with his brother some times but Doug Kershaw gets all the billing for his Cajun style of singing and fiddle playing.  Incidentally, that night, Jimmy and DD came by to buy gas that night.  I told them that Rusty and Doug were back there.  Jimmy went down and got beer and brought it back and they stayed in back for sometime drinking and talking.


It was while I was working at this station that my mom got a call from California that her brother was missing.  He lived in Medford, Oregon and was a flight instructor there. On a trip, I think he had flown over to Boise, Idaho to take one of his students home and on his way back ran into bad weather over the mountains.  They searched for a month or more with no luck. It had to be around late summer when it happened, cause they finally gave up the search and waited for hunting season to open.  They knew that this was a very popular area for hunters at the time and hoped some one would find clues.  Sure enough, shortly after the season opened his plane was spotted against the side of a mountain that he hit on his return trip.  Well, all arrangements were made for the funeral and Mom was going to fly out to California and hook up with some of her sisters and go on to Oregon.  This was disturbing to me as just the previous year, 1964, Dennis my cousin from California, came out on a vacation and spent some time with us alone.  He'd been working in California and gotten a vacation and came out on his own.  While there he and I schemed, and I took off from my job and took a trip with him on east to Florida for a week. 


When my mom informed us she was going to California and on to Oregon, I decided that I should be able to go with her. I wasn't in school and was making a little money.  Mom and Dad didn't want to hear of it, 'cause we couldn't afford my airfare.  It was all they could do to borrow enough for her to go back for her brother Max's funeral.


Well I protested, and not silently, and continued to work at my 'great' gas station job. One day, about a week after she'd gone I'd had a bad day and things weren't going too well.  I'd been stewing all along about the whole thing.  I finally decided then and there I was going to California and no one was stopping me!!  I packed my little suitcase and on a piece of paper drew a picture of a hand with a thumb sticking up and wrote below it " gone to California".  No one was home.  Diana was working on the West side of town at a truck stop restaurant, and the other kids were in school. Dad was at work.  I hitched to the restaurant to let DD know.  I think I got a sweet roll or something and she wouldn't let me pay for it.  I said my goodbyes to her and I was on my way.  I had 2 dollars in my pocket and decided I didn't need anything else!!


It took me 3 days to get to the corner of Norwalk and Whittier Blvds. and when I arrived I still had 75 cents in my pocket and didn't miss a meal. What an adventure!!  I called my uncle and aunt's house I knew their number from memory.  I wound up staying for 4 or 5 months and worked at a gas station to earn my keep.  It was while I was in California that I got my first draft notice.  My mom had called; she'd long gone back home after the funeral and a family get- together. I either had to go back to Texas to take my physical or I take it here. I called and checked and got permission to go downtown LA for it.  My uncle dropped me off in front of the induction center and told me to call when I got done.   I went through the whole thing and we were all standing in a formation.  The sergeant went down about half way and said 'those on my right, go over there for the Army, those on my left go over there for the Navy, Dancer, come over to my desk'   He told me, they didn't want me now.  I was too overweight.  He told me though; I had 6 months to take off the weight 'cause they were going to call me again.  If I didn't take it off, they were going to send me to the 'fat farm', a special boot camp for fat people.  He said 'If you don't take it off, we will'.  I marched out of there and called my uncle and forgot about the service!!


Two or three weeks later I got caught putting gas in my cousin's car and installing plugs etc. and not charging him anything or under charging.  I was fired for stealing, no excuses, no butts!!(I thought I'd fake making a mistake, they didn't believe a word of it.)  I became ashamed and discouraged, where you going to go after getting fired for stealing!!  I decided to hitchhike back to Texas.  I made it back in 2 days.


 I couldn't get my old job back and DD and Jimmy had since moved to Houston.  She told me I could come live with them and look for work. I did and found a job and eventually my own apartment.  I worked some time for General Tire there in Houston.  While living in the apartments at Polk and Dumble in Houston I met Nancy Smith that lived in the same apartment complex with her mom and sister.  I would work all week and sometimes go back to Beaumont for the weekend and visit family.  I eventually traded my 49 or 50 Ford pickup in on a 54 Buick Century on one of these weekend trips.


Everything was going good and I was enjoying life as a single man.  I, being alone in my own apartment was the least bit concerned with the way I was eating.  That was not one of the important things in life at the time.  I was away from home-cooked meals and in a month or so I found I had lost 70 pounds or more.  I didn't stock the fridge with anything of importance.  Beer, mayonnaise, and bologna was the only staples I needed. (That reminds me of someone close to my heart, now)  Six months to the day, Mom called me and said I had another notice from the Selective Service.  I went to Beaumont to make my appointment.  They told me to pack a lunch, that I might not be going home.  Since I'd lost the weight not long before, I passed with flying colors.  They had put us on a bus in Beaumont and took us right back to Houston to take the physical.  They let us call home and I told them I was being taken and I'd let them know where, once I got there and settled in.  They took us on another bus right thru Beaumont and directly on to Fort Polk, Louisiana.  Where I did 8 weeks of basic training.  Normal is 6, but I'd lost so much weight, so fast, I couldn't pass the final physical tests after 6 weeks.  They inserted me in to a group that was just in their 4th week and I took the last 2 over again and finally passed.  I got a two-week vacation and it was back to Fort Polk for 6 more weeks of Advanced Infantry training. Once that was complete, I got another two-week vacation and I was off to Oakland and on my way to Viet Nam.




GOOD MORNING VIET NAM!!!!

I was sent to Ben Hoa, S. Viet Nam for processing.  My orders said that I was to be assigned to the Big Red I (The First Infantry Division).  Upon arriving, the processing procedure usually took several days.  I found out later that when I had arrived, our orders were changed because one of the units in the 25th Infantry had just experienced 50 percent casualties in a helicopter assault mission.  Needless to say, since we were considered a replacement, that's where they sent us.  I was to be in the 4th of the 23rd infantry in the 25th Infantry division.  When I arrived I was assigned to the 2nd platoon, 4th squad.  As it turned out, they in fact were back in division headquarters to regroup and bring their man count back up to operating numbers.  That scared me right off!!!  When coming in to the division, each new recruit was sent to a training area on base and retrained for the local environment.  The greeting instructor told us " Forget everything you learned State side. This is a whole new ball game.  We are going to retrain you idiots all over again in a week!!!"  Well, to me, that 14 weeks I just got done with, was all for nothing!!  As it turned out it was only some things they had to retrain us for.  An example was.  They taught us how to raise and fire our weapons accurately and effectively without having to pause to aim, loosing precious time that could mean a matter of life and death for one's self and his unit members.  After a week of training I was told, not only were they regrouping for personnel, but the Army had decided to make our unit the first mechanized infantry unit using diesel driven APC's (Army Personnel Carriers).  These vehicles look somewhat like a tank and are a full tracked vehicle.  This means they didn't have pneumatic tires.  Each APC is designed to carry one squad of infantry to the designated destination for whatever operation it is assigned.  We usually always operated as a Battalion size unit at least, but many times as a much larger unit in conjunction with other Battalions.  


This story reminds me so much about the movie 'Platoon'. In fact, the story was a true story and actually took place in the two 25th infantry division base camps that my unit operated from.  Once my training was over and we had gotten all our APC's for our unit and had stocked each squad's particular one, it was time to do some operations to familiarize us with the units.


I was immediately assigned to Track (our abbreviation for APC) # 2.  Since I was the new guy, I was given the job of ammo bearer for the gunner of the 60-caliber machine gun. I carried as much ammo for him as I could handle and carried my own AR 15 and as much ammo as I could handle for that.  As it turned out I wound up being ammo bearer and 2nd gunner 'cause we were so short men, we had to make do.  We would go out of the division base camp for as much as a month or more at a time.  Helicopters out in the field would re-supply us wherever we happened to be operating. We would go out on search and destroy missions and spend most of the day either in combat or looking for combat.  When it came time to set up in the after noon for the night, we'd secure the camp.  Each APC carried a minimum of 2 rolls of barbed wire and each night may have to put it out spanning across the front of our individual unit. This all depended on the possibility of enemy activity expected for the night.  Once we were set up we'd have to secure the area, and wait for re-supply and chow if it was safe enough for the choppers to fly in.  If there had been, or if enemy activity was expected, we'd set out trip flares and claymore mines out front of the barbed wire.  Many nights we would have to go out on night ambush patrols after dinner just as night was falling.  Often times we would even wait till complete darkness before setting out.  We would go out in 6 to 8 men patrols and when we'd set up our positions, would have 2 men per station, that way one could sleep while the other stood watch.  We generally came in the next morning just before breakfast and would help break camp after breakfast and do our missions for the next day.


There were a few times we encountered several of the enemy while out on these type of patrols.  I will never forget the night we were walking along in a village.  The SOP (standard operating procedure) was to walk with at least 10 or more meters between each person.  This was to lesson the chance of more than one person getting hit if fired upon by the enemy.  As we'd proceed with the night patrols, we would count off silently to make sure everyone was always accounted for.  If the number was different at any point along the way when it got to you, you were to alert the other members so we all could stop and find the missing person or see what might have happened.   This was a particularly dark night.  It was overcast and there was no moon out.  As we proceeded through this possible hostile village, the count-off changed once it got back to me.  It scared me and I started alerting the men ahead of me. It took some time to stop, as the message had to be relayed 1 person at a time before we could do so.  The squad leader decided we should fan out and start a house-to-house search for him.  I began moving out looking for the missing soldier when suddenly I heard a "PPPSSSTT" sound.  I stopped and looked around and couldn't see a thing!!  So I started to move out again. Again! "PPsssstt!!!"  We were all worried that 'Charlie' was in the village and there had been some kind of fowl play!!  I stopped again and looked around again. Then I heard "Psst" "down here!!".  I looked on the ground and found I was about to step on him.  He'd fallen into one of the wells in the village and couldn't move around enough to push him self out.  He was hanging on by his fingers and he said someone had just passed him and stepped on them, almost causing him to turn loose and fall farther down.  It was strange, but quite a thriller at the time 'cause everyone was expecting the worse!!


We would come back to base camp (25th div. hdq.) some times, a month after going out.  There were times we'd stay out longer than a month.  We traveled and operated anywhere from the Mekong Delta in the South, up to Tai Ninh further North.  We even did operations along the Cambodian and Laos borders.  The word would come down that if for some reason we crossed over the rivers we were informed that we knew nothing!!  Once close to the Cambodian border one time we were assigned to secure a Combat Engineer division.  Their job was to take a very large area, probably a mile (they used Meters) square at a time, of jungle, and completely flatten it with bulldozers.  Our job was to secure and protect the operators while they worked.  We sometimes would spend weeks at a time doing this during the day.  At night back at our individual camps, we'd do our normal patrol thing.


Once we were en-route to a particular operation.  We were driving across unused rice fields.  It was a wide-open area of nothing but rice patties, except for small homes and farmhouses that always were surrounded by bamboo hedgerows.  This more or less gave the occupants privacy in their homes and yards from passers by.   It was from one of these homes, while passing, I'd say a good half-mile away, that we began to receive sniper fire. Thank goodness it was far enough away that the first rounds missed everyone.  We weren't expecting any hostile fire, so all those in each vehicle, except for the driver and the 50 caliber gunner in the turant, were all sitting top side just as casual as you please!  You never saw GI's scramble so fast when that first shot rang out, though!!  We stopped the vehicles and our C.O. radioed in to let Battalion know we were receiving hostile fire and to see if it was OK to return fire. 


 All areas in Viet Nam had a color code assigned to them.  A 'Red Zone' was considered too dangerous to even return fire even if fired upon.  A 'Yellow Zone' meant you could fire back only if fired upon.  A 'Green Zone' meant, any thing that moved was fair game.  That is, if it was a male or female and it looked like they were carrying a weapon or if they looked suspicious.


The C.O. (commanding officer) got the reply, that if we were fired upon, we could return the fire.  We then were ordered to turn our vehicles on line toward the small farmhouse, keeping about 2 or 3 vehicle lengths apart.  We were to advance at a slow pace and fire everything we had into the complex.  When we began, we met with fairly rapid automatic return fire.  As we proceeded the firing slowed.  A squad member got permission to fire a rocket into one of the buildings.  Once it was fired we were ordered to advance but hold our fire.  As we got nearer the building we could see a gaping hole in the roof of the main house.  Of course it was the result of the rocket.  We got within 20 or 30 meters and the C.O. stopped us and told everyone to get out with all our gear (ammo, weapons, flak vest, helmets) and go in behind the row of bamboo and see if there was anyone still there.   We didn't know what to expect.  They could be waiting behind the bushes and open fire once we got closer.  We covered one another taking turns advancing into the farm complex taking all precautions. (just like in the movies, is what I thought, It was one of our first confrontations since arriving in country).  We got inside the complex with no resistance what so ever and found 2 or 3 small buildings with one large main central one.  The central one was evidently the center of life on this farm.  I think the smaller ones were for the younger and smaller families that lived there and worked on the farm.  The larger one even had tiled roof shingles, so it was a very permanent and well built building. This is the one that had the hole in the roof.  We, My gunner and I, advanced on that building slowly still taking precautions while others were doing the same with the other smaller ones.  When we covered each other and entered the door, too our surprise, there sat six to ten older women, men, and children casually eating their meals at the large dining table, This with the large hole in the roof above them.  They seemed the least bit concerned that we were there.  


Sometimes on different maneuvers if the commanders thought we needed them, they'd assign South Viet Nameise Regular Army interpreters to our units.  This was one of the times and we were ordered to search the entire complex and round up everyone.  The interpreter began questioning each one.  He was not very nice about it either.  He'd slap some of them around a time or two. Well they found a young lady in one of the other houses and she gave him a hard time.  After he slapped her around a couple of times, and who knows, if he promised protection or threatened her, she spilt the beans.  She said 2 Viet Cong came in their complex and threatened them and made them give them rice and whatever they could carry.  We happened to be passing and they jumped at the opportunity to harass us.  Usually this many wouldn't do anything like that unless they were buying time so that a larger group of their unit had more time to get away.  The girl said they had been ordered down into the underground cellar while they fired on us.  Once we started advancing and got closer, they ran out the back way and down a trail to the brush and jungle area in the distance.  If we'd had helicopter surveillance in time we could have nailed them.  As it was they accomplished what they needed, to slow our advance as a unit. The thing that amazed me was the fact that all those civilians were just sitting there so unconcerned when we came in.  It shows how hardened to war a people get when exposed to it so long.


Once we were sent down Southwest of Saigon to set up close to a known route for the Viet Cong.  We were to setup a long-term base.  It was just 2 companies of APC's with 2 Sherman tanks with twin 20 mm cannons mounted on their turret, and 2 deuce and half's (2 1/2 ton trucks) with quad 50s mounted on back.  We had a bulldozer from an engineer company brought out on a truck and they dug trenches in a bean field for us.  The holes were dug deep enough that we could park our APCs inside and the tops would be ground level.  They were dug wide enough that we could build ourselves bunkers with sand bags along side the APCs in case of incoming mortar or rocket rounds.

Since this was a fairly permanent camp, at least a month would be spent going out on different missions from here.  Some of them was to give ground troops rides down a main road to the Delta where they would spend the day in the pineapple fields on search and destroy missions and we would pick them up and bring them back to a predestined location in the evenings. We did this for 1 day without incident, then the next day we encountered personnel mines planted in the road.  These did no harm to our vehicles, as they were too small.  On the first day when we went out, the ground troops had walked along side us.  Charlie (the Viet Cong) saw that and targeted them on the second day.  As it turned out we all were running a bit late so they all had piled on top of the APCs and were en route to the drop-off point when we began running over the small mines.  On the third day we started out again expecting small mines once more.  We were about halfway to our drop-off point when the APC ahead of me hit a large anti-tank mine that had been planted over night.  It was suddenly a mad scramble.  1 or 2 guys were hurt pretty bad.  The CO called in for a medivac helicopter and they said to meet them at the clearing where we normally drop off the troops.  We loaded the guys from the other APC on to the remaining vehicles.  As we approached the clearing we were instructed to fan out and secure a circular perimeter.  As I drove in I headed for the opposite side of the clearing and pulled up to the tall brush.  It was as tall as the APC or more.   I eased on up into the brush until I nosed out of the brush on to the edge of an irrigation canal.  They are as big as a river here in California.  

    Prior to this operation I'd been selected to become a driver.  It was a scientific process.  We were on maneuvers when the driver yelled at the platoon sergeant reminding him that he'd be rotating soon back to the states and they needed to find a driver to replace him.  The sergeant stopped the PC and looked around at all of us and asked if anyone wanted to volunteer.  We had always been taught never to volunteer in the service. To me this had to be an exception.  Immediately I raised my hand.  Sergeant said OK and told the driver to take some time in training me.  My training was very military!!  The driver said to come over beside his hatch. He wanted to show me.  He showed me the gear selector and said it's like a car. 1 2 & 3 were forwards. R is reverse.  N is neutral.  The gas pedal was on the floor on the right side.  There is no brake pedal.  He showed me 2 long levers coming up from the floor that had handles on the top with some small buttons for locks on them kind of like an emergency brake on a car.  Then he said to look under the front of the hatch there were 2 more levers.  The set on the floor and the set under the dash were interlocked.  They both did the same except the ones under the dash did a more exaggerated job.  He said you pull the left one and that was a brake for the left sidetrack.  When you pull back on the lever it slows that track down and you begin to turn left.  Pull back on the right and you begin to turn right.  He asked me 'You got it?'  I said yes.  He said good and stopped and said OK hop in.  I got down in the hatch and sat in the chair.  He said now hold back on the left one as hard as you can and floor the gas till I tell you to stop.  I did and we went in a circle to the left.  He said 'good' now hold back on the right and do the same thing.  We went around in a circle to the right.  He said OK stop.  I pulled back on both the levers and that was my brakes.  He told me "OK, you are a driver, Hop out and I'll drive till the end of the day.  That was my drivers training in a nutshell!!

     At the canals edge, I pulled back on the levers to set the brake and the PC rocked a little on the brink, so I backed up a foot or so to be on solid ground.  We were all kind of excited not knowing what was going to happen next.  One of the other PC's pulled in to the brush on the other side of the clearing and the driver was standing up looking down in front of the vehicle to see if he could see anymore signs of more mines when he suddenly hit another personnel mine with the vehicle.  It exploded in front of him giving him all kinds of small shrapnel wounds to his face head and upper torso.  Needless to say they got him out and took him to the center of the clearing where the medic had the other wounded men on the ground waiting for the med-evac chopper.    We got the call that it was on its way in and to be especially on the alert.  Soon we could hear it coming and saw it come directly above us at a high altitude. He suddenly began to descend rapidly and almost hit the ground but never actually did.  They loaded the injured on to stretchers and the medics aboard the chopper strapped them in and began working on them. The guys on the ground no more than let go of the stretcher than the chopper began its rapid accent straight up.

The swiftness of the extraction was on everyone's mind and the people began to stand around in the clearing discussing it, when all at once all hell broke loose.  Right in the middle of them dropped a mortar round launched by Charlie just over the canal I was up against.  It had taken them a little longer to get the grid co ordinance or they would have gotten the chopper.  We were all sure that was what they were going for.  The CO tried to get them to come back and pickup the guys that just got wounded and they said no way there was too much activity.  Suddenly rounds started whistling over our PC, and some struck the front of the vehicle.  We started getting heavy automatic weapon fire from across the canal.  Now we are in a predicament.  The chopper said if we'd take the wounded back down the road that we had come up on to the next clearing they could come and get the others.  So one of the PC's took off with the wounded while still under fire, while we started opening up with all the firepower we could. We were firing our 50s, grenade launchers, 60's, and even our M16's for quite a while and they never let up from across the way.  By now they have the battalion commander, flying overhead and saw that there was a large concentration.  He called in air strikes.  When the time came, we were ordered to cease fire, for the pilot's safety.  Three F14's began their strikes.  They made their approach from behind my vehicle and as they flew over our PC, they would release their payload of bombs.  The first one came in with a large load of hundreds of what was called Butterfly bombs.  These are called that cause they have little tail fins that rotate and flutter to make them spread out over a wider area and then explode.  As he ascended from his drop, another came right in behind him and dropped a whole bunch of 500 lb bombs.  He made his assent and behind him came a load of napalm, the next one a load of butterfly bombs again.  It was so close to where I was in my PC that each time they dropped their payload, it was released directly over our heads. Each plane made 2 passes and it was all over.  We got no more fire from the other side.  We broke perimeter went back to the damaged vehicle on the road and towed it back to our little base camp for the trucks to come pick up.  The ground units were sent in to the other side of the canal to sweep up the mess left on the other side.

    One day we came back to the base and the CO told us that the next day the people from the village nearby was coming in to work their bean field and pick what ever was ready for harvest.  The next morning civilians started gathering at the entrance of our barbed wire.  We had a Viet Nameese interpreter that went to the gate and interviewed each little lady that came in.  They did their work for the day with no incidents.  The next day one of our guys went to let them in and was standing by the wire watching them.  From the middle of the compound the interpreter started yelling 'get back'! 'Get back'!  He raised his pistol and shot an old woman that was bent over with her hands behind her and walking in the gate.  We thought what a jerk and everyone immediately ran to her.  The interpreter also began running over and immediately rolled her over on her stomach, tore open her top, took a trigger from her hand, then revealed that she had a claymore mine taped to her body and ready to set it off with the trigger in her hand.  She was to try to get the GI's to gather around her and then set it off, killing and crippling as many as possible.

   One more incident that happened before we left that camp didn't really happen to us.  One morning the CO called everyone and told them to get ready to move out.  He said get everything ready to evacuate.  We got everything ready except the barbed wire and trip flares. When the final word came down 2 or 3 from each PC was to run out and collect them.  We sat there for at least an hour with engines running and everyone sitting on top or inside their PC's. 30 miles north west of us was a unit set up close to the Cambodian border.  It was about the size we were.  They also had the 2 Twin Pom Poms (Sherman's with twin 20mm cannons), and 2 Quad 50 deuce and a half's.  The call came in for us to get ready to rush up the highway to their aid, as they were being over-run by a regiment or more of Viet Cong. They were the objects of a human wave attack.  It was what it sounds like.  A mass of the enemy troops, numbered in the thousands, was attacking all at once. As it turned out we didn't have to go after all.  We were told to abort and reset up our base camp as it was. 


A month or more along in my tour we got in some replacements that had come from a disbanded unit and they happened to be from the unit that actually made it to their rescue.  The buddies that were in that unit told us of what had happened and why we didn't have to leave.

    They said that the reason we sat so long waiting, was that they were having trouble crossing a river to get to the aid of the other unit.  They had been dispatched just as we were about to be.  They got near to where the attack was taking place and they came upon a river.  It was too deep to cross and none of their PC's would float for all the mine holes in the shells.  As a last resort, as it would take too much critical time for us to get there, they sunk one of the PC's and drove the rest over the top of it to get across the river.  I was told that once they got there the fighting was so intense they could not believe their eyes. They came in from the rear of the enemy with their APC's and as they drove through the crowd, were shooting in all directions, forward, backward and both sides.  The drivers said they got to do their share by just driving up against each other and squashing the enemy between 2 PC's.  When they reached the perimeter they noticed that as the enemy had gotten to the barbed wire, if one got shot, the ones behind them would just climb over them using them as stepping stones.  If one was able, he'd treat his own wounds and keep fighting.  The guys said that by the time they had arrived at the wire, the Gooks had over run one of the Quad 50's and was about to turn it on our own guys.  In the turmoil with the APC's coming to the aid of the other units, the Viet Cong began retreating and the PC's began chasing them as they left.  They then got all the wounded evacuated and then it was time to clean up the mess.  Bulldozers were flown in to dig mass graves.  The PC's were used to go all over the battlefield and they'd load several of the victims in the trim-vane and drive over to the edge of the hole and release them (this is a large piece of 1inch plywood mounted on the front of the APC's.  They were on hinges so that they could be extended forward when entering water so that the initial rush of water wouldn't flow over the top of the APC).  That is one of the most graphic stories of my tour. There are some that are more so, but aren't even worth mentioning here, such as gross things that were done with the enemy bodies and body parts.


Once we were out on a patrol and had just gotten a new platoon sergeant. He was a veteran of WWII and Korea, so he wasn't a youngster.  When he came to the unit he asked who had the most experience at driving.  By that time I was the driver in the platoon that had the most time and experience.  He said that he would ride on my PC and I could take the lead position for our platoon.  I didn't have a problem with that until this incident happened.  This particular patrol was platoon size only and we had gone out from the company perimeter that morning for a search and destroy mission.  We were traversing through some pretty heavy jungle and undergrowth.  Our new platoon sergeant was riding on top of the PC behind the main hatch.  He had a head set with radio that he'd taken from my turret operator and I still had mine.  We were going along pretty good when all of a sudden our intercom quit working.  We had been communicating back and forth with the radio headsets that he and I had on.  As we maneuvered through the jungle, I'd sometimes have to change course a little to avoid a tree that was too large for me to run over, or avoid what may seem to be areas I felt I couldn't take the vehicle over safely.  The sergeant had a compass and if I had gotten off course he'd tell me to go left or right enough to get back on course.  At the time it was critical as we were the lead PC and the others depended on us to make it to the right destination.  When the intercom failed we had a problem.  He tried yelling, but that wouldn't work well over all the engine noise and the noise that the track made as we rumbled through the brush.  He finally halted the column and said, "Wait a minute."  He reached up in the tree overhead and broke off a branch and said that if he needed me to go to the left, he'd tap on my left shoulder.  If he needed me to go right, the right shoulder.  Once on the top of my helmet meant go forward and twice meant stop!  I thought that sounded OK.  I could handle that.  Well now we were off and running again.  I soon came to a large tree that I knew I couldn't push over so I proceeded to go around it to the left.  He commenced to pound on my right shoulder and when I finally got around the tree he started pounding on the helmet.  I stopped and he wanted to know why I had turned.   I explained and he was OK with that.  He took another reading and we were off again.  We hadn't moved more than a few hundred yards when he tapped on my right shoulder.  At that instant I had the vehicle with it's tracks and idlers in a position on top of some trees that I had just run over.  If I attempted to turn at that instant, I would have thrown a track and we all would have had to stop and wait while I repaired it and got it back on track.  He wasn't buying that excuse, possibly he didn't have the experience with a tracked unit and had no clue as to what I meant.  He may have thought I was just making excuses.  So we took off and once again I swerved off course a little due to what ever may have been the reason.  This time he started going ballistic and banging numerous times on my helmet.  Each time the stick hit the top of my helmet; it was magnified to my ears and rattled me.  That was the straw that broke the camels back.  I pulled back on the brake levers and locked them.  I stood up and turned around, took the stick out of his hand, broke it in two, then told him I wasn't pulling point for him anymore till my intercom was fixed. He would have to get one of the other PC's and ride on it.  Their intercoms worked fine.  He told me that I was to move on and reached up to get another stick.  I said I'm not moving the vehicle and he remarked that I was refusing a direct order!  I told him he could call it what he wanted, I wasn't going to be his driver as long as my intercom wasn't working.  I just sat there with the whole platoon stopped, until he finally got on another and continued the procession.  Everything went OK for the rest of the day and nothing was said until that evening.


We were already setup in our perimeter for the night, with hot chow flown in. We had all eaten and I noticed the lieutenant making his rounds and working his way towards our squad.  When he got there he asked what happened and asked if I realized that the sergeant could bring insubordinate charges against me in a court martial.  He said, "You do realize that it was insubordination?"  I said, "Call it what you like.  I'll do it again if I don't get the radio fixed."  This after my squad members and I went in to detail as the way the guy was so outrageous.  The officer said, "OK, we'll see how it goes."  The next morning hot breakfast came and the old 'new' platoon sergeant got on the chopper going back to base.  I heard later that they sent him to a different unit.  The possibility of a grenade party was mentioned as to the reasoning for the move.  I found out later that I wasn't the only one that had problems with him.  


This is the incident that got me out of the field.  It was probably 2 or 3 months after all this that we were sent on another mission.  We went on a search and destroy mission out west of Cu Chi. We reached our predestined site and were setting up camp for the evening and getting the area secure so we could bring in hot chow.  Three men were selected from the company to go out and be an LP/OP (listening post/observation post).  One went with his M 16, one with an M 79 grenade launcher and a 45, the other had a radio and his M16.  They were to go out 1000 klicks (Kilometers). We were finally enjoying our chow, when we got a call on the radio.  The radio operator said they had 10 Viet Cong, in black pajamas, on line with weapons at the ready coming straight toward them. The CO asked how far from them were they?  They said probably 3 or 4 hundred meters.  The CO said to wait till they got close and open fire on them.  When we heard their firing we would come running.  In the mean time he told me and another driver and squad to get ready to go and sit with the engines running.  It seemed forever, but I'm sure it was only 3 or 4 minutes before we heard them firing.  We started off with the CO's PC in the lead.  We headed in the direction that we heard the fire come from.  It took us about 5 minutes to reach them and the Lieutenant asked which direction they'd gone.  The LP leader pointed through a hole in a row of bamboo growth.  The size of the hole looked like maybe a tank or APC had gone through probably six months or longer prior.  The CO said for both squads to dismount and only gunner and driver were to stay back and wait for their call if they needed help.  The other driver and I let the back ramps down and we sat back to back so we had a 360 view between the two of us.  We watched them go around the bend and sat there listening to the conversation of the 2 squads on the radio as they were looking for the enemy.  They had been out of our sight for about 6 or 7 minutes, when the CO shouted for us to get those APCs up there with them.  He said if it came to it, they could sure use the 50-caliber machine gun fire support. He was screaming and with his tone, he sounded desperate.  I was facing in the direction that they'd gone so we both started the engines and raised the back ramps.  Since I was pointed in the right direction, I took the lead.  I was only thinking of catching them before anything could go wrong.  I completely threw caution to the wind.  We always knew to never use a previously opened trail.  As I went through the row of bamboo, the whole world exploded.  All I could do was hold on to the sticks for the ride.  Once I hit the ground, I put my hands on my head as there was so much debris falling.    Once the vehicle settled, I looked around and saw that there was a hole big enough that I was below the ground level, while sitting in my hatch.  The gunner, got out of the turret, came over to me and asks if I was OK.  I said I didn't know.  I began first to wiggle my toes to see if they worked. They all did.  He reached down to help me get out of my hatch.  He said it's a good thing you are OK.  I'd never be able to pull you out.  He was a very small black man.  While I was sitting in my hatch, one of the other squad members came to me and asked to use my rifle.  I looked down beside me where I kept it in my hatch and couldn't find it.  He said he saw a gook jump up from behind a bush just after the blast.  His rifle had jammed and was going to chase him.   We found my helmet up under the PC in the bottom of the hole.  My radio headset was blown off my helmet and was hanging in a tree.  The diesel engine that was next to me behind the panel was blown to pieces.  The largest part of it rained down on my head and I got a little scratch.  It blew all the axles and wheels off (5sets). One combination wheel and axle was found 50 yards away.  It's a wonder no one got hit by flying debris.  We threw all the axles and wheels in to the empty engine compartment. The mission was over now. The task of getting my vehicle out of the field became priority.  It was later determined by the fragments that Charlie had drilled a whole into one of the Air Force's dud 500-pound bomb and put a command detonated blasting cap in it.


They put me on the medic track and took me back to the base camp.  They told me to pack some of my things cause I was going back to Cu Chi. When we got to base they called the medivac but they refused to come in.  They said it was too dangerous because of all the enemy activity.  The battalion commander radioed saying to get me ready, he would come in and take me.  It had been determined by the medics that I'd received burns and they wanted me to go in to base and have the doctors take a closer look.  They told me to get my things right away to the center of the perimeter; cause the chopper was on it's way in.  They never even set the runners on the ground.  I jumped and was pushed and pulled in as the pilot lifted off.  We flew at tree top level and sometimes below that level.  This is done so that if there is enemy, by the time you reach them you are gone before they have a chance to figure out where you are coming from and they don't have but a couple of seconds to get off rounds.


I got in to base camp and was taken to the battalion first aid center.  The medic on duty had me get in the shower and came and cleaned my burns. I was burnt over 80 % of my back.  Afterwards he put some kind of salve on the burns and wrapped my whole torso with gauze.  I went back to my unit and was told to report to sickbay the first thing in the morning.  I didn't sleep well at all and by morning I was hurting pretty good.  My ear was hurting bad too.  I went and was standing in line waiting for them to open.  A doctor walked past me on his way to work. He stopped in his tracks and came back to me and ask "Who the hell did that to you?"  He was asking about the wrap job.   He said to come with him inside even before they opened.  He had one of the medics take me to the Cu Chi base hospital and had me admitted.  I spent the 1st week in intensive care with several different guys of many various levels of severity.  I then stayed another week in a normal recovery ward.  When I went back it was discovered that I'd also received an ear perforation to my right ear.  The doctors in the hospital told me I'd never be able to go sun bathing again as I'd had 1st, 2nd, and one small area of 3rd degree burns to my back and neck.


I stayed in the company area for another 2 weeks doing KP(kitchen patrol) and Latrine duty, otherwise known as 'shit duty'.  This consisted of going behind the out houses in each platoon and pull out the full drums of crap and put in empty ones.  Then we'd take the full ones out away from the buildings and start burning it with kerosene.  This seemed like the most awful jobs to be doing, but it was a lot safer than going out in combat when you only have 3 or 4 months left in country.  One day I walked past the 1st sergeants office and he yelled at me to come in.  I went in and he tossed a purple heart at me.  I told him I'd gotten one while in the hospital. He said keep it, they come cheap.  He also told me that I was either going to have to go back to the field or ask for a transfer to a different job.  I put in for 2.  One for battalion headquarters re-supply (quartermaster) and one to work at the 25th division PX (Post Exchange).  This is the base camp general store.  Any military personnel could buy anything from fruit to nuts and even electronic equipment.   Well my orders came through right away for the quartermaster and I worked there re-supplying units out in the field.  We would line trucks with nets, and then load all their supplies in the net.  Then we'd secure the four corners with a ring then hook a strap to it with another ring on the end.  I would get on top of the truck, the helicopters would hover over the truck, and then I'd put the ring on a hook and jump off.  After I cleared the truck the chopper would lift off.  I'd been there for about a week or 2 when my orders came in for the PX.  I moved in behind it where they had housing set up for employees and there I stayed till time to rotate back home.  While there I worked as the operator of the beer and beverage yard.  I had sometimes 10 civilian workers that were brought in daily to work for loading and unloading trucks and me pulling orders.  I drove the forklift when it was needed.  This is where I first began driving forklifts.


I finally got home after spending Christmas of 1967 in Viet Nam and I dressed as Santa Claus for the company (store) party and got to wear it the whole day.


Then I was sent to Ben Hoa and processed out.  I caught a flight to Guam, then non-stop to Los Angeles and home sweet home!!  I got to spend 2 weeks at home then I had to finish my 2year tour in Ft. Campbell, Kentucky.
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