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he first men on the Moon and I had 
something in common that summer 
of  '69 – we were both in other 

worlds. 
Theirs was extraterrestrial, a silent, 

lifeless desert high in the heavens, called the 
Sea of Tranquility. Mine couldn't have been 
more terrestrial, or less tranquil – Vietnam, a 
place teeming with life, and death.  

I was 19 and barely into my second 
month "in country" with the Army's 11th 
Armored Cavalry Regiment when the 
astronauts of Apollo 11 set foot on the lunar 
surface July 20, 1969. 

 They were hailed as the epitome of 
human achievement, the first earthlings to 
reach a land not of this Earth. They had 
traveled a quarter-million miles through 
space aboard the most advanced machine 
humans had ever produced. They brought 
with them a plaque to leave behind: "We 
came in peace for all mankind."  

I, on the other hand, was engaged in 
humanity's most primal activity, war. The 
machine I 
rode was a 
low-tech, 
heavily 
armed, 
motorized, 
drab-green     
metal box whose tracked wheels ground up 
terrain on treads of steel and rock-hard 
rubber. 

Our machines bore no lofty monikers like 
Apollo or Eagle. They were ACAVs, for 
Armored Cavalry Assault Vehicles, or just 
"tracks," distinguished from one another 
only by alpha-numeric designations. Mine at 

the time was I-36. And we did not come in 
peace.   

Although I'd already been under fire a 
couple of times, I was still regarded by most 
as an FNG. The last two letters stood for 
"new guy."  

A month earlier, I had stepped off the 
back ramp of a small transport plane into a 
light rain falling on Quan Loi. The base, 70 
or so miles north of Saigon, was a once-
picturesque, French colonial rubber 
plantation near the Cambodian border that 
had been transformed into a bustling 
American military camp on the outskirts of 
An Loc, a provincial capital weary and worn 
by war.  

My assigned platoon, the Third, was out 
on a mission. I Troop's First Sergeant, trying 
to figure out what to do with his newest 
FNG, told me to get a bucket and a rag and 
go to the motor pool. There I should find I-
36, to which I would be assigned along with 
three other men and a soon-to-arrive 
lieutenant, and swab out its interior.  

What needed swabbing were a number of 
red smears on the pale green walls and 
waffled-steel floor. Some were dried mud; 
others, however, were the blood of the last 
lieutenant. In this part of Nam, where the 
soil is rich in iron oxide, mud and blood 
look about the same dry. But, I soon learned, 
they do not look, or feel, the same wet. 

The lieutenant, Bernard L. Pierce, who 
had been revered by his men, lost his life a 
few days earlier to two rocket-propelled 
anti-tank grenades (RPGs) during an 
especially fierce firefight as he sought to 
rescue an infantry squad that was pinned 
down. 

T 

An ACAV (AY-kav) 
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 For his actions that last day of his life, 
the 22-year-old junior officer from Con-

necticut would be 
posthumously 
awarded the 
Distinguished 
Service Cross, 
second only to the 
Medal of Honor. 
In an eerie parallel 
five months later, 
two RPGs in 
similar fashion 
would also end the 

war of his successor, Lt. Ty Dodge, though 
not his life. Barely. 

One of the RPGs that killed Lieutenant 
Pierce had left a deceptively small hole in 
one side of the ACAV. It was just a few 
inches across but boasted a comet's tail of 
melted, pitted armor. RPGs burn through an 
ACAV's aluminum skin in a millisecond of 
searing light, then erupt inside with a 
murderous exhalation of flame and jagged 
metal shards that can tear a body within to 
pieces.  

When we would later pass through 
villages where the people eked out a living 
making charcoal from hardwood harvested 
in the jungle and hauled back to town on 
rattling oxcarts, that hole in the side caught 
many an eye. 

 Sometimes children would point and 
laugh and shout, "VC! VC!" That bothered 
me at first. Then I grew to ignore it. I still 
recall the sweet woodsy smell of those 
charcoal villages, though. 

In my eighth-grade parochial school 
autograph book, in which my classmates and 
I wrote silly rhymes or naively promised 
eternal friendship as we headed off to high 

schools across New York City, I had written 
in the space allotted for career goal, 
"Astronaut." That was June 1963. 

Six summers later, I found myself not 
piloting exotic spacecraft through the 
firmament but driving a bone-jarring death 
machine through dense, labyrinthine jungles, 
down impeccably aligned rows of rubber 
trees, along dangerous, mined roads and into 
chaotic, lethal firefights. 

 The ACAV's roaring diesel sounded at 
times like a trumpeting elephant, and for 
years after my mind would flash back to 
those days whenever I would hear a city bus 
pull away from the curb. The newer ones are 
quieter. Good. 

My first experience with direct combat 
occurred as the Apollo 11 crew were making 
final preparations for their mission. It took 
place not far from one of those charcoal 
villages along Highway 13, south of An 
Loc. That stretch of road was nicknamed 
"Ambush Alley," and on that day in July 
1969, it was true to its name. 

 The supply convoy we were escorting to 
Quan Loi came under attack from a tree line 
just after we passed it. Over the radio, we 
learned that at least one truck behind us had 
been knocked out and that the rest were 
trying to go around under heavy fire. 

 Lt. Dodge, about to undergo his own 
baptism by fire, made sure our section of 
trucks had cleared the ambush, then ordered 
our ACAVs to wheel about and race back to 
the fight. 

 As the FNG on our track, I had the lowly 
job of driver, arguably also the riskiest, with 
the threat of buried landmines everywhere. 
The other crewmen sat or stood higher, 
behind gun shields and separated from the 
ACAV's vulnerable aluminum underbelly by 

Lt. Bernard L. Pierce 
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insulating layers of stacked metal cans of 
ammunition and rations and whatever. 

 They also got to shoot back. 
 I hauled the two steering/brake levers, 

called laterals, into my gut, bringing the 
ACAV to a halt, then released the right one 
and tapped the gas pedal. We turned tightly 
left 180 degrees. I pushed the left lateral 
forward to join the right, hit the gas hard, 
and took us off at full speed back the way 
we'd come. A Thunder Run, we called it.  

Minutes later, I saw my first body of the 
war, a middle-aged Vietnamese. He was on 
his back in the center of the pitted, red-clay 
road. As best I can recall, he wore a straw 
fedora, gray slacks, black belt, dark sandals 
and a white shirt across which there was 
spread a large stain of bright red. If it 
weren't for that blood, so peaceful was his 
repose that he might have been taken for 
napping. 

Some of the guys later said he ran a small 
fleet of three-wheeled Lambretta scooters 
that sold iced sodas and more to GI's 
awaiting a convoy or pulling security 
roadside. I guess he'd got caught in the 
crossfire. I swerved the ACAV around him 
at speed and kept going. 

 A little farther on, the sergeant in charge 
of my ACAV, the "TC," for track 
commander, reached over his gun shield, 
which was above and behind my right 
shoulder, and rapped me on the helmet with 
a rod. Our intercoms rarely worked. "Stop 
and turn," he yelled, gesturing right, toward 
the west.  

As the half-dozen or so other tracks 
pulled into line abreast on either side, I 
peered warily over the lip of my driver's 
hatch. I couldn't see the enemy. But I could 
sure hear the sound of the guns.  

Lieutenant Dodge, standing in the hatch 
behind the TC, quickly gave the signal for 
the platoon to advance, in effect to charge, 

like the horse 
cavalry of old. I 
gunned the engine 
and we lurched 
ahead over the 
rough ground 
toward the tree 
line where the 
enemy was dug in, 
our three mounted 
machineguns 
adding to the 

deafening din of the other ACAVs'. 
I kept thinking how I couldn't see the 

bullets coming at us but that Death rode 
each one. Would one be mine? 

A few minutes in, the TC rapped me on 
the helmet, threw me a rag soaked in gun oil 
and yelled I should wipe down the barrel of 
his .50-caliber machinegun, which had 
started to glow, raising the risk of its 
warping or even exploding over my head.   

I halted the track, stood up on my seat, 
turned my back to the enemy and ran that 
rag up and down the barrel to cool it while 
the other two machineguns mounted behind 
the TC blazed away protectively on either 
side of me. The slathered oil on hot steel 
sizzled and steamed until my hands felt the 
heat coming through the cloth. 

Yeah, that should do it, I decided, before 
dropping back into the relative safety of my 
hatch. Then I gave it the gas and we rumbled 
forward anew, the .50 again blazing away 
overhead. I stopped and repeated the barrel-
cooling procedure a time or two more. 

 Once, I grabbed the M-79 grenade 
launcher next to my seat and fired it out the 

Lt. Ty Dodge 
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hatch toward the tree line. Damned if I was 
going to go through my first firefight as 
nothing but a target. The TC yelled down 
not to do that again. Drivers drive, dammit. 
Do your job. 

Afterward, back down the road at 
Thunder III, the little artillery camp we were 

to guard that night, I 
took my evening 
rations and went off 
by myself. I'd heard 
that even if you got 
through your first 
firefight without 
freaking out, you 
could still have a 

delayed reaction. I didn't want anyone 
seeing me curled up shaking and crying and 
whimpering. Or whatever. Better to do that 
alone behind some bunker somewhere. 

After I finished scraping up the last 
morsels without puking it all back up, I 
decided to sit there a bit longer, just in case. 
I lit a cigarette and thought about the day. 
By the time I ground the butt into the dirt, I 
figured I was OK. I walked back to the track 
even feeling kind of good about myself. I 
was now an official combat veteran, a 
soldier. I'd done my job. And I hadn't 
cracked. Hmmph. 

A few days later we began hearing about 
three of our guys on the way to the Moon. 
My little transistor eventually informed me 
that Armed Forces Radio would broadcast 
the lunar landing that night. I'm pretty sure 
that meant after everyone else everywhere 
else on the planet had heard it. I didn't care. 
My juvenile dreams of flying in space had 
been rekindled by the thought of it all. 

My crewmates, however, grim and 
hardened by months of war, did not share 

my enthusiasm. I was told I couldn't "listen 
to that shit" aboard our darkened track. 
Exhausted men would be trying to get 
precious sleep when they weren't pulling 
two-hour guard shifts through the night, 
which, I was coarsely reminded, I would be 
doing, too, men on the Moon or no men on 
the Moon. 

Screw it, I thought. This is history. I'm 
not missing it. Gotta figure something out.  

We were positioned behind barbed wire 
near one of the sandbag bunkers on the 
firebase's perimeter. These were redoubts of 
last resort, awash in putrid water, urine, 
mud, rats and other things that went bump, 
or worse, in the night. Ah, well. Desperate 
times, desperate measures.  

At the appointed hour, I quietly alerted 
the guy on watch behind the .50, slipped 
down to the ground and padded over to the 
bunker, pausing in the jamb. It was pitch 
black inside. My ears told me my arrival had 
disturbed the denizens within. No matter. If 
I was going to journey to another world this 
night, it would have to be from here. 

I took a breath and plunged into the 
darkness, sloshed over to a gunport, peered 
up at the Moon glowing in the star-speckled 
sky, pressed the tinny speaker to my ear, 
tuned in the broadcast and tuned out the 
swarming mosquitoes and nervous rats 
scuttling about in the rafters.  

The war and the fear and the hazing and 
the bugs and the vermin and the bunker 
stench all slipped away as my mind and my 
spirit soared deep into the celestial ether.  

That night, my boots may have been 
mired in hell, but for a little while, at least, 
the rest of me was in the heavens. 

Ω 
Photo credits: Bernard L. Pierce (Pierce family); Ty Dodge 
(Ty Dodge); ACAV and author (Mark J. Prendergast) 

Me, at Quan Loi, after a 
convoy mission 
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