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FIFTY EIGHT

Someone Worth Fighting For

For severd days dfter the cleanup of the French compound we patrolled through the villages
around it with no further contact. Then word came from the rear that a Vietnamese crew chief, the
same one we' d seen with the French plantation owner when he told us to get off his property, was
discovered to be VC and captured. Through his interrogation it was learned that the head of the loca
VC had put out what amounted to a contract on C company because we d killed his favorite mistress.

Even though we remained right in the area and made no attempt whatsoever to change our regular
routine, we never did run into that angered band of VC. We found plenty of tunnd systems, which we
investigated and saturated with white phosphorus grenades, but they were dways empty. Oddly
enough, we kept finding undeniable evidence that we were dways very close to the enemy, yet our
paths never crossed. It was very possible that, though the VC were in a highly vindictive mood, they
were il that little bit more gpprehensive about taking on the First Cav,...and that was just fine with me.
Or, through some crazy quirk of fate, it might have been that we just kept missng each other.

About aweek after the operation, we moved gpproximatdy five miles down the road from where
the French compound was located, into the vast fields of rubber where there were no villages. The
sraight rows of trees seemed to go on forever and the only signs of life were an occasiona crew of

harvesters going about their work. It seemed that this area was going to be as quiet as the one we'd
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just left and, to a certain extent, that was true. But it wasn't going to be very quite for everyone else
around us.

One day, at about the middie of the afternoon, the captain got a cdl ingtructing him to move the
company to an open fied of burnt-out weeds across the road from the rubber. This field was at the
corner of a T-intersection where a Side road met the main redbal. We were to wait there until a convoy
of APCs (Armored Personnel Carriers), that was enroute, came along and picked us up.

It wasn't long before the tracks, over one hundred of them, arrived. With so many, we figured this
had to be alarge operation and that our company was going to play apartin it.

The platoons grouped their men the same way they would if this was going to be a chopper pickup
and got aboard with about seven or eight riding on the top of each track.

The APCs moved out down the side road, but hadn’'t gone more than about a thousand yards
when something strange happened. The lead vehicle pulled over and passed the word aong that our
rear command was on their radio, wanting to speak to our captain.

Captain Boatner jumped down from the APC we were riding on and went forward to where the
armor commander handed down his radio handset. The men ditting on top of the track were only able
to hear his Sde of the conversation.

“You want usto do what?......Is this some kind of joke?......Y eah,....right. Six out.”

He passed the handset back up to the other man who smply held out his arms, indicating he hadn’t
the foggiest idea what was going on.

The captain turned to Wada with a distinct sound of disgugt, “Cal the platoon leaders and tell them

to have thair men dismount.”
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The word passed through our company that we' d been ordered to leave the APCs and walk the
thousand yards back to the intersection where we were originaly picked up!

It goes without saying that there was no smdl amount of aggravation because we'd just lost our
ride, but that was only part of it. Who was the bright number, back in the rear, who'd ordered us to
take that ride in the first place and then, after only a thousand yards, wanted usto get off and wak back
to where we started?

Before we began the trek back to the intersection, we watched the convoy of APCs pull out, in a
great cloud of red dust, and continue on down the road. The walk back was hot and dusty, made all
the more wearisome because of the gpparent stupidity of the whole thing.

When we reached the intersection, we were told to wait for another convoy of trucks that was
being sent out from the base to drive us to another part of the rubber plantations. At least the fact that
we were going to get another ride took some of the edge off the understandably ugly mood we were in.
Someone, back in the rear, must have had the good sense to redlize that we couldn’t be too happy with
what appeared nothing more than blatant foolishness.

The trucks arrived and drove us to an area that was a borderline between where the rubber ended
and the heavy underbrush began. It was getting late in the day, S0 we set up our perimeter and dug our
foxholes in preparation for the long night.

Shortly after we were settled in, Lonnie Jones, a sharp black kid from New Orleans, who'd
replaced Water Buffalo as radioman, since Buffao had rotated back to the States, overheard a
conversation between the rear and someone connected with the unit of APCs we'd ridden on earlier.

He learned that, just after the company disembarked from the vehicles, and they drove off down that
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side road, dl one-hundred- plus were wiped out with every man lost! The sad information was that a
battalion of seasoned NVA Regulars had been waiting in ambush and smply massacred them!

Now that strange order from the rear, to disembark from the tracks, no longer seemed to have
been 0 stupid. Even though it was some kind of crazy mix-up, on the part of somebody back there, it
quite probably saved the lives of every man in the company. Obvioudy, whomever had been
respongble, hadn’t known of the ambush or those poor souls wouldn't have been sent to their deaths,
but, again, somebody “up there’” was watching out for the men of company C!

That someone must have been watching over our company continuoudy, because the loss of the
APCs waan't the only tragedy we narrowly missed within a short period of time. The convoy of trucks
that regularly trangported us between the base and the rubber dso befell a amilar fate. The same
battalion of seasoned NVA Regulars set up another ambush aong the oiled road and wiped out dl the
those men and vehicles shortly after they’ d dropped us off in the rubber.

It became perfectly clear that the NVA were intent on catching our particular company in their
deadly traps, which meant that there had to be a deeper reason behind their actions. Through
interrogation of captured prisoners, rear command learned that they were trying to fulfill the vendetta put
out on us by their fellow compatriots, the VC, from back at the French compound. We d beenright in
assuming that the Viet Cong didn’t want to try tackling us done. They knew that a large contingent of
seasoned NVA were making their way to this area and figured they’d enlist their help in getting even

when they arrived.
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For saverd weeks we continued patrolling through the areg, trying to connect with the enemy force
and, apparently, the NVA were doing the same thing, but, through that strange quirk of fate, we never
did meet up.

Since, in the eyes of rear command, things had gotten a little too quiet, we gypses were being
moved again, this time to a town and Army base cdled Quan Loi. There was a main redbdl running
from the edge of the town out for a mile, in an dmost perfectly sraight line, to a sted bridge that
crossed alarge river. The company’s job would be to guard the length of that road during the day and
gpend each night in the bunkers around the perimeter of the base.

On our firg night at this new location, the arstrip was hit by incoming mortar rounds, something
that hadn't happened for quite some time, and the reason we heard for that proved particularly
interesting. It was discovered that the unit, not a part of the First Cav, that had been securing the
perimeter previous to our arriva, had contacted the local VC and made an under-the-table ded with
them. What it amounted to was a smple agreement to the affect that, “If you don't shoot a us, we
won't shoot a you.” Evidently, it had worked well, because the base hadn’'t been mortared during the
entire time that they were here.

No sooner did they move out, and we come in, than the nightly mortaring resumed. It was plain
that the VC didn’t fed the Cav would be open to any such arrangement and they were right. The higher
echelon had no desire whatsoever to strike such adesl.

This turned out to be ancther rdatively quiet assgnment, the only action being the nightly incoming
mortarsto the base argtrip. Naturdly, that didn’t St too well with rear command who, as dways, were

looking for those high body counts.
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During the day, the company was strung out in groups of five men each, dong the sde of the road
from the edge of town to the bridge, each group approximately twenty yards from the next one. Our
purpose for being here was to keep the road open for the farmers who needed to get their produce and
other goods into the town’s market and for Viethamese civilians who went in to work in the base PX
and other facilities.

There were no trees growing at the sides of the road so that the sun beat down with a vengeance.
Quite afew of the guys set their ponchos up into hooches, just 0 they’ d have a place where they could
occasondly get out from under that sun. We spent most of our time buying Cokes from the Coke girls,
boom-boom from the boom-boom girls, and just generdly taking it easy. The people who passed by
on the road paid little attention to us and we to them, but it's a sure bet they were glad we were there.

Later in the afternoon, each day, we' d pack up our gear and stand at the edge of the road waiting
for a convoy of Army deuce-and-a-hadves to come by for alift back into the base. 1t was while | was
ganding there with two other men, Gary Scott and Dave Johnson, that an incident occurred which
brought me much closer to the Vietnamese people than I'd ever fdt before. | was off radio duty on this
particular day and so was with the guys from my origind platoon, 1/6.

We d only been there for afew minutes, our packs on our backs, weapons in hand and our stedl
pots the only protection from the afternoon sun, when a girl in front of one of the dwellings, directly
across the road, motioned for us to come across. She was about eighteen or nineteen years of age and
unusudly tal for a Vietnamese girl. She was dso very pretty with long, satiny black hair. At firgt, we
three were somewheat leery, because we had no idea who she was or what her motives might be.

When we crossed the road and entered the front yard, she gave us a pretty amile.
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“You like cold drink of water?....\Very cold from well.”

There was something so sweet and honest in the way she presented hersdlf that we felt there was
no danger from her. Not only that, but this area was fairly open, so that it would be difficult for anyone
to be lurking about. Experience made you adept a noticing things like thet.

“Yes, that sounds great. Thank you.”

Then she did something that we were totdly unprepared for. She lead usinto the house where she
poured water from a ceramic pitcher into our individua canteen cups. It was so unusua because |
couldn’'t remember, during my entire time in-country, ever having been invited into the home of one of
the loca people. Of course, we' d been insde dwellings before, but that was only during searches for
hidden wegpons or enemy soldiers, never with an invitation from the resdents.

The water was just as she said it would be, cold and refreshing, something | hadn’t tasted for a
long, long time.

Two smdl children, brimming over with curiodity about our equipment, just as children anywhere
would be, hovered around while we tdked. The girl explained that they were her little brother and
gster, whom she took care of while her mother worked at a day job on the base.

The house, due to its location on the main road leading into town, was consderably more
substantid than the huts of the villages out in the countryside. Though it il hed the typical earth floor, it
was separated into two rooms, the front being the deeping area, dining room and living room, dl in one,
and the back a cooking space or kitchen. In that part of the house there was a hearth, with alarge iron

kettle hanging over the fire, brewing the evening med. In the front room, where we stood, there were
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two smple wooden beds, somewhat like cots, and a table with the pitcher, from which she'd poured
our water, Stting on it.

More than ever before, | felt a red frudtration at not being able to spesk the language of these
people. Though we were adle to communicate with her and she with us, on a Smple leve, her very
warm and friendly manner made us fed that she' d be wonderful to have a good, long conversation with.
Her name was Lon and, as | mentioned, she was much tdler than the average height of the Vietnamese
people. She explained that this was because her father was Chinese. He'd passed away some years
ealier, leaving her mother to tend to the raisng of the children. She dso said that she had a brother
who was asoldier in the ARVN or South Vietnamese Army and was away on duty.

Lon wore a shiny, lavender, slk blouse with black silk pants and the typica conicd straw hat, and,
even with the language barrier, her persondity had a warm effect on the three of us. | couldn’t help
feding that she could just as easily have been a college coed anywhere back in the States.

It wasn't long before we heard the trucks coming up the road. We thanked her severd timesfor
the refreshing drink of cold water and she seemed genuindy pleased that it had meant s much to us.
After we climbed into the back of the last truck and it pulled away, the three of us waved good-bye to
her, while she sood in the front yard, waving back with that wonderfully warm amile,

Naturdly, the other guys in the truck weren't going to let us off that essy.

“Okay, you guys, what were you up to in there?’

“Comeon, giveusdl thejuicy detals”

We amply smiled at one another without answering any of their questions. It was more fun to let

their imaginations run away with them
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| think that, deep ingde, we each had the same good fedling that there redlly were some peoplein
this country worth fighting for. It was't so much that we had anything againg the Vietnamese people to
begin with. It was just that, when you were constantly exposed to those who were only interested in
making a buck off you, or trying to kill you, a person with red friendship in her heart, as Lon had been,
was like a bregth of fresh ar. Brief as our time with her had been, we knew we d never forget her

kindness.



