Copyright 2000 Orange County Register THE ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER April 23, 2000 Sunday MORNING EDITION SECTION: NEWS; Pg. A01 LENGTH: 1574 words HEADLINE: THE FALL OF SAIGON; For village, peace is progress enough BYLINE: PHIL GARLINGTON, The Orange County Register DATELINE: TAM VU, Vietnam BODY: A lot of village names got changed after the communist victory in 1975. The new regime banished them if they smacked of decadence or imperialism. But during what folks around here call the American War, this village was Binh Phouc. John Depko says it took maybe half a minute for the teen-age grunts in his platoon to transliterate that name into something crude that summed up their feelings about being sent to the Mekong Delta in 1969. Depko was one of the guys who fought here, was wounded here, received a medal for what he did here, and whose life was forever changed by what happened here. Now he's a senior investigator in the Orange County Public Defender's Office, fighting for the accused. Maybe you've read about him previously in the Register. He's the guy whose dogged insistence on reopening old files eventually led to the release of DeWayne McKinney, imprisoned 20 years for a murder it's very unlikely he could have committed. In a way, McKinney is a free man because of what happened right around here on Feb. 6, 1969. Depko had come to Vietnam as an infantry lieutenant and platoon leader in the 9th Infantry Division. He was a staunch Nixon Republican from Orange County. He went home a hippie, a vegetarian and an advocate of nonviolence. But most of all he went home thoroughly disillusioned with his government - "all the lies. " The operation Depko helped lead to try to save the bridge over the Cau Quan had not been well-planned. Two platoons tumbled out of the helicopters at dusk. Up near the DMZ, the Marines would have reconnoitered with fire, lobbying grenades into the tree line. But there were too many people out here in the fertile Mekong for that, women and children from the village wandering everyplace. A new bridge had just been rebuilt, the former having been blown by the Viet Cong. The captain took one platoon across the bridge, and Depko's platoon had the other end. They just had time to hunker down behind some low dikes as night fell. "I was lying on my back when green fireflies began dancing around my head," Depko says. Actually, tracers from an AK-47. Then the tapping of machine guns and a blinding flash as a grenade exploded, peppering his legs with fragments and sending his rifle and gear spinning into the darkness. Despite being wounded from the grenade, Depko rushed around trying to get his soldiers to return fire. Nobody fired back. Within minutes, four troopers were dead and half the others wounded. Depko finally found a rifle and aimed a volley at the winking muzzle flashes in the jungle. It was useless. The Viet Cong demolished the bridge with charges, then ebbed away. For his valor in trying to rally his stunned command, Depko received the Bronze Star. Depko deserved the medal, but he was galled by the lie in the citation. The VC conducted a textbook guerrilla attack, pinning down the guards while soldiers blew the bridge. But in his citation, the military brass said Depko's actions "had routed the enemy. " "As I continued my tour, I saw ineffective and even disastrous military operations falsely portrayed as victories," he says. When he returned to the States, Depko joined the Vietnam Veterans Against the War and campaigned for peace candidate George McGovern for president. Depko says he's happy in Southern California and never wants to travel in a Third World country again. But he is curious about the village that was once Binh Phouc. A DIFFERENT IMPRESSION I'm here in the delta, and there's a breathless saturated heat. Everything grows in tropical luxuriance, including coconuts, bananas and pineapples. It's heavily populated, with farmers wading around in the fields in conical yellow hats. Standing on the bridge over the Cau Quan, I'm looking around at things Depko probably saw on any mind-numbing, energy-sapping afternoon. Billowing white cumulus, all quadrants. Flooded blocks of rice paddies, lime green with new shoots, and punctuated with strutting geese. Gathered around the houses are concrete, temple-shaped tombs, set above the water table, like in New Orleans. Beneath me, on the river, the crew of a wooden junk is unloading roof tiles that would do fine in Mission Viejo. The bridge is one of hundreds in a flat countryside laced with rivers. The village has closed in around the bridge, built in 1994. The thatched huts of Depko's day have given way to narrow brick-shaped stucco houses with steeply pitched roofs. Villagers still recline in hammocks, but the mass-produced plastic patio chair has taken off. Tam Vu is seven or eight miles off the main drag, Highway 1, and isn't in the guidebooks, so it doesn't get many foreign visitors. Population? Maybe a couple of thousand. I went out to what the locals call the tank base. Evidently, American armor was stationed here at some point in the war, and the one relic left is a rusting antenna mast. Beside it a painted poster depicts Ho Chi Minh hoisting barbells. The former base is now a soccer field. As I wandered around, I was popular right away. Local school kids in their uniforms, white shirts with red neckerchiefs, clumped around and practiced their English word, "Hello. " We all had a hearty laugh. American visitors seem to amuse Vietnamese children. And that's probably progress for the very quiet, very peaceful little village of Tam Vu, nee Binh Phouc, in the Mekong Delta. 





