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Do you remember your first impressions of life in Vietnam?  Some may have been humorous.   Some horrifying.  Others fell somewhere in between.  But you did collect those first impressions.  And they are, most likely, still with you.  May I share with you some of mine, that you might remember some of yours?

ARRIVAL  BY AIR:  As I looked out the window of that Pan Am jet, I was sure I’d see rockets or tracers streaking by.  In sort of an odd way, I was a little disappointed.  It was so quiet we could have been back at the Birmingham Airport.

FIRST PACKAGE HOME:  I debarked the plane from home and carried/dragged my huge duffel bag across the tarmac.  My Class A’s were soaked with sweat by the time I reached the terminal.  I immediately realized I’d made a serious error in judgment when I packed.  I’d have no use for most of the stuff I brought.  So, at my first opportunity, I bundled it up and sent my first package home.

MY NEW ASSIGNMENT:  Two other armor lieutenants and I reported to the Repo Depot for our assignment.  At Armor Officer Basic at Fort Knox they spent a lot of time teaching us armor operations, but almost no time on cavalry operations.  When the three of us stepped into to the assignment center there were two armor slots and one cav slot.  “Please, Lord,” I prayed, “please, please don’t let me get that cav slot!”  You can guess what happened next.  I got the cav slot.  Which turned out to be a dream assignment.  I became part of the legendary 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment—The Blackhorse Regiment.  I could not have picked a better assignment.

FIRST ATTITUDE ADJUSTMENT:  I’d been at Blackhorse Basecamp only a short time, eagerly awaiting my assignment to a platoon in the field.  After all, I’d had some of the finest training the Army had to offer—Armor Officer Basic, Ranger, Jungle Warfare Operations Training in Panama—and I was ready to get into the action. Early one morning the regimental sergeant major found me and said he had my orders to the field.  In my bravest voice I said, “That’s great, Sergeant Major.  I’m ready to go!”   “I’ll get you out there soon enough.,” he replied.   Then, pointing to a small group of guys standing in the mud before a chaplain he said, “But first I want you to attend that memorial service over there.”  “I’d be glad to, Sergeant Major.  But why that service?  And why me?”  “That service is for Lieutenant Pierce.  He commanded your platoon till three days ago.  Got hit in the chest by an RPG.  We only brought half of him home.”  And then, in a way only a sergeant major could, he looked me in the eye and said, “Don’t you ever forget that, Lieutenant.”  And I didn’t.  His short speech changed my whole outlook about what I was getting into and how I’d conduct myself in the field.

FIRST DAY IN THE FIELD:  “Lieutenant, put your gear on that Loach.  It’ll take you to I Troop.”  Gulp.  This was it.  The real thing.  I climbed aboard, the pilot pulled pitch, and we were off.  A thousand thundering heartbeats later he poked his index finger at a map.  “I Troop’s NDP is right about here.  I’ll drop you just outside the perimeter.”  His finger left an impression about a klick from the Cambodian border.  I wasn’t too excited about that.  Then he set it down and I piled out.  As I moved toward the NDP, I caught my first humorous impression of life in the field: standing in the driving rain atop the turret of an M48 tank was a buck naked, but fully-lathered, tanker with a bar of soap in his hand!  Hey, war isn’t entirely serious.

FIRST NIGHT IN THE FIELD:  I thought he was being nice to the new platoon leader, but in retrospect I think my new platoon sergeant, SFC Tomsinski, was teaching me a lesson.   It was nearly dark when Sergeant Tom welcomed me to the platoon.  In no time he had a canvass cot set up next to my track.  It even had a poncho lean-to stretched over it.  “Pretty cushy,” I thought.  But it rained all night, and most of the water that fell onto the poncho dripped through onto me, turning the cot into a pool of water.  Never slept on a cot again.
FIRST DINNER IN THE FIELD:  Gosh, was it pork and beans or ham and eggs?  I just can’t seem to remember.  And wasn’t that no-melt chocolate good?  Hey, buddy, I’ll trade you my convenience pack for your fruit cocktail.

FIRST PRACTICAL APPLICATION OF A SHERIDAN:  Using the Styrofoam searchlight packing crate for a beer cooler.
FIRST TIME BUSTIN' JUNGLE:  When we busted jungle, the platoon would get in column and the lead track would simply run over anything in front of it.  Trees.  Anthills.  Whatever.  “What,” I thought to myself, “are we doing here?  Is there not an easier way to get from point A to point B?”  Of course there was, but Charlie didn't live on the main road, for cryin' out loud!  We were just trying to accomplish the mission COL Patton had emblazoned on all of our hatch covers: FIND THE BASTARDS—THEN PILE ON.  We did.
FIRST NIGHT PULLING SECURITY AT THUNDER III:  The 105s drowned out the clamor of the monster rats feeding in our tracks.  Hey, by the end of your tour you could sleep through anything.
FIRST RATS:  We spent nearly all our time in the field, but when we pulled security for a fire support base we always had visitors: rats.  Big rats.  Did I mention they were big?  Huge!  And they’d crawl over and around you as you tried to sleep on the floor of the track at night.  We actually got used to them.  And for sport, we’d try to stomp them as they crawled by.
FIRST ARVN RATIONS:  We had an ARVN leg platoon riding with us and we were NDP’d in the middle of a swamp.  The ARVN platoon leader invited me to dine with him.  Indigenous C-rations topped with a little soy sauce and young bamboo shoots cut fresh by the troops—very nice.  I was glad he didn’t bring the nuc mum.

FIRST TIME PULLING WATCH:  It’s 0200 hours as I sit in the cupola of my ACAV staring into the dark, wet, Vietnamese night.  Every shadow takes on the shape of the enemy.  Every sound is a footstep.  I’m sure that’s Charlie peering at me from a log over there.  Or is it a tiger?  I’ve heard about these Vietnamese tigers.  Should I shoot it?  Or pop a claymore?  Or should I just keep quiet and hope it goes away?  If I open up and there’s nothing out there, I’m going to feel pretty silly.  On the other hand, ...

FIRST TIME ON WATCH WITH ELECTRONIC GROUND SENSORS:  Earphones are clamped over my head as I strain to listen to the sensors planted in the ground a few meters out from the NDP.  Distant artillery sounds like footsteps.  Raindrops sound like footsteps.  Hey, everything sounds like footsteps! 

FIRST THUNDER RUN:  The darkness of 0300 hours.  Nine tracks cruising Thunder Road.  Relative quiet except for growl of 3100 horses powering nine diesel engines.  And then the fury of three 152 mm main guns, nine .50 caliber machineguns, and fifteen M60s!  Just keeping Charlie on his toes.

FIRST DISMOUNTED NIGHT AMBUSH:  I know I’m with four other guys, but it sure is lonely out here.  The 105s are firing H&I in the distance.  Night sounds intrude on what little sense of security I feel.  Have I brought enough ammo?  Will the claymores work?  I’m wet and I’m cold and I’d just as soon be back “home” in my track.  Dawn breaks with no action.  Sorry we couldn’t dance a bit with Charlie—but relieved, too.

FIRST PARTY WITH A NEW WEAPON:  In August our platoon got three Sheridans.  Because of the limited space in the driver’s compartment, drivers were issued .45 caliber M3 sub machine guns—otherwise known as “grease guns.”  They were heavy, but they rocked.  They could take down an elephant, I do believe.  Very cool. So cool I thought I’d try one on a dismounted night ambush.  Stuffed my jungle fatigue pockets with about ten 30-round magazines and we headed off into the night.  I spent all my walking-time trying to keep my ammo from pulling my pants off.  Never did that again.
FIRST MINI-MUTINY:   I’d been in country for a month or so and I noticed the guys on various tracks were getting kind of cranky.  That didn’t surprise me.  Living on a track with 3-5 other guys was like living 24/7 with several brothers in a space smaller than your bathroom.  We could get a little testy at times.  So—smart, new platoon leader that I was—I decided to shuffle them around… put them on different tracks… give them some new brothers to live with.  Then everything’d be cool.  In the process I assigned my platoon medic to my track.  When he found out he marched up to me and said, "Sorry, LT, but I ain't riding on your track."  “Really?” I asked.  “Is there a problem with that?”  “Yes, sir,” he said.  “Two antennas.”  What I came to learn was that the enemy looked first for the track with two antennas because it was the leader’s track.  Good tactics.  Kill the leader.  No wonder he didn’t want to ride with me.
FIRST FIRE FIGHT:  Noise ... confusion ... dust ... smoke ... sweat ... dry mouth ... adrenaline ... tracks growling ... .50s hammering away ... M60s chattering ... radios crackling ... RPGs ... red and green tracers (ours were red, theirs green) … an unseen enemy!  And in the quiet aftermath, the fear I hadn’t felt in the midst of it all ... a numbness ... anger ... bravado.  And the realization that I was part of an awesome fighting force!  These guys knew what they were doing and they knew how to do it.  I had no more incredible feeling in Vietnam than being part of a platoon of cavalry as it swept through the enemy.  I would not have cared to be on the other side of our guns.
FIRST NIGHT EXTRACTION OF THE DEAD AND WOUNDED:  2000 hours.  A soft rain is falling.  We've carved a helicopter-sized hole out of the rubber and I’m standing in the middle of it with a strobe light in my hand.  I can hear him up there, but I can't see him yet.  Now I do!  He's coming down through the rubber tree "chimney" we made.  Rotor tips whacking off leaves on the way down.  Prop wash driving rain in all directions.  Load him up and he's gone again.  These chopper pilots are crazy!  But they're good.  They’re very, very good.
FIRST TIME REFERRED TO AS “EL-TEE”:  I don’t remember exactly when it happened.  For a while I was referred to simply as “Lieutenant.”  And then one day one of my guys called me “El-Tee,” which is short for lieutenant.  It was sort of rite of passage.  When I became El-Tee, I felt I’d finally been accepted by the platoon.

FIRST LOSS OF A FRIEND:  What a feeling of helplessness.  Maybe I could have done more—or something different—and that wouldn’t have happened.  How can war be so senseless?  He was my friend!  Maybe I’d better not get close to anyone else over here.  Might lose them, too.  On the other hand, we’d better have our buddies.  They’re who we fight for.  I’d do just about anything for one of those guys.  And they’d do the same for me.

WIA:   Perimeter security outside the berm at FSB Buttons.  0100 hours.  November 4, 1969.  This is not another false alarm.  The track next to mine is hit by three RPGs.  John Brady is killed and the rest of the crew wounded.  It seems the whole North Vietnamese Army is trying to overrun us!  in fact, they have.  Two RPGs slam into my track from a bunker in the berm behind me.  Bob Harvey is blown out the back door.  Mike Czajkowski, on the .50, gets a rear-end and legs full of shrapnel.  I reach down to a right thigh that feels like warm Jell-O.  No pain, no fear—just warm Jell-O.  First thought: I'm going home.
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