APRIL FOOLS

CHAPTER 1

Welcome to Ho Chi Minh City

    No sooner had Viet Nam Airlines Flight 850 lifted from Bangkok's

Don Muang Airport's runway than the weight of 30 hours without sleep

closed my eyes to a brief and fretful sleep. My return to Viet Nam after

these many years had triggered again a disturbing nightmare, a

nightmare that had re-played time and time again to prey upon my

conscience -

    "It is dark and I am alone on the flying bridge of the tugboat that is

approaching a pier. The hundreds of waiting refugees waiting on the

pier are painted as one by a shroud of evening mist and the smoke from

the many dozens of small cooking fires seen burning in the port that

blankets the pier in a subdued light. As the tugboat ebbs closer to the

pier, my eyes pierce the veiled light to discern refugees' large conical

straw hats and their upper bodies bathed in a soft, yellow glow, but the

faces remain hidden in dark shadow. Nearing the pier, I suddenly

realize that the pier will tower over the deck of the barge that is lashed

to the tug's side by 10-to-12 feet, but before I can react the wall of

living flesh on the pier that had been immobile only moments ago

began to stir.

    Above the muffled sound of the tugboat's engine a loud groan rises

from the pier as Vietnamese from deep within the ranks of those who

have filled the pier began to surge forward. I watch in horror as from

this undulating mass of individual forms break away and fall forward

into the black water separating the pier from the barge still many feet

away. In the first instance, it is only one or two bodies that fall, but then

as the mass seethes in panic, entire ranks of Vietnamese lining the

pier's outer edge spill forward from the pier where their struggles

between barge and pier are hidden from me. Even though entire

sections of Vietnamese are forced from the pier, the gaps in the ranks

are momentary only as the pressure from the rear continues to push

people forward.

    When the barge finally reaches the pier, it slides beneath a down

pouring of bodies that cascade onto the steel deck with resounding

booms that reverberate like a giant kettledrum. The smoky shroud no

longer hid the faces contorted in terror and fear as Vietnamese of all

ages spilled from the pier. Women clutching infants, children, and

elderly Vietnamese crashed down onto the barge with their cries and

their screams, and bodies impacting the steel deck composing a

frightening, discordant sound.

    Besides the terror-filled faces of those falling refugees, my

nightmare conjures up the vivid images of watching the falling

refugee's land sprawling on the barge. Many of the refugees carried

small bundles of personal items they had guarded since leaving their

homes only to have them now burst on impact with the contents

scattering beneath the hundreds of feet. For those refugees who

hesitated even a brief moment upon landing on the barge, I watched
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helplessly as more refugees poured down onto the barge often crashing

into those who had landed seconds earlier.

    Under this monsoon-like deluge of falling bodies, the barge soon

fills to the extent that Vietnamese are being forced off the barges

opposite side. The tugboat's shrill whistle sounds an alarm as the barge

slowly begins to slip away from the pier, but the warning goes

unheeded. Vietnamese intent upon escape continued to push forward

forcing more into the widening space between barge and pier. As the

throb of the tugboat's engine increases in volume, the cries and shouts

from those Vietnamese in the water at the foot of the pier gradually

fade.

    The nightmare ends when I return to the tug's wheelhouse where my

fellow employees and I stand in stunned silence avoiding each other's

glances. . ."

    The pilot's announcement alerting the cabin to prepare for landing

brings an abrupt ending to my dream and I awaken soaking in sweat.

While still shuddering from the visions of the dream, the flight

attendant broke the spell with her offering of a chilled face cloth

pungent with the scent of lime to wipe away the grime of today, and of

that from before, to my anticipation of this long awaited day.

******

    It had been seventeen years since that April day in 1975 when I had

so hastily departed. Like the many veterans groups that had returned to

visit important battlefields etched in their memories so was I anxious

to visit my 'battlefields' – the places where I had worked and where I

had lived. Over riding my excitement, however, was a concern of the

treatment returning Americans would receive from the communists that

now controlled Viet Nam.

    My flight from Bangkok had taken-off on an overcast afternoon

climbing quickly above the dark, rain-filled clouds that had prevented

any chance of my seeing the ground that would pass beneath. When the

pilot had issued his command to prepare for landing, the dense cloud

cover thinned revealing a checkerboard pattern of rice paddies that

stretched to the horizon. The paddies of rice were of varying shades of

green contrasting to water-filled paddies that mirrored the cloud-filled

skies above. This was a scene that would be common throughout

Southeast Asia, but with one distinct exception. The scars of war were

still to be seen.

    At first only a few of the bomb craters were visible, but as we

neared our destination, their numbers multiplied to disfigure the

passing landscape beneath US like the scars from a pox meant to

remind all of the ugly, protracted conflict ended almost two decades

ago.

April Fools

Chapter 1

    While observing the water-filled craters below, my memory finally

placed our location near Cu Chi at the outer perimeter of Ho Chi Minh

City (Saigon), and the former location of a US Army division's main

base.

    Unfortunately, those men who had selected this location for the

construction of a major US Army Base had not taken the time to read

of the French-Indochina War and had dismissed the advice offered by

British jungle warfare experts gained from fighting communist

insurgents in Malaysia. It was with that oversight that in 1966 the US

Army 25th 'Tropic Lightning' Division unknowingly encamped on the

fringe of an extensive Viet Cong tunnel complex. This complex had its

beginnings in 1948 and had been steadily improved until approximately

150 kilometers of tunnels as deep as 100 meters (300 feet) were

operational. Some of the tunnels actually reached beneath the 25th

Division's main base from where Viet Cong sappers were able to

stealthily enter the base to place explosive charges while the American

defenders searched frantically for where the enemy was thought to have

breached the outer perimeter defenses.

    Once the labyrinth was discovered, the US Army waged an

unrelenting war to neutralize the tunnels using a variety of methods,

but explosives, injecting gasses, and pumping hundreds of thousands

of gallons of water into the tunnels did not dislodge the enemy. The

most extreme of the efforts employed was by American soldiers who

attacked the tunnels single-handed and joined a unique corps of men

named 'Tunnel Rats'. These men gained reputations of heroic

proportions crawling through the treacherous mazes of tunnels to meet

the enemy in hand-to-hand combat. In spite of utilizing all these varied

methods and access to unlimited resources, none were entirely

successful in denying the enemy from their cavernous strongholds.

    When these measures failed, the formidable US airpower was called

upon to drop bombs equipped with delayed fuses that penetrated deep

into the earth before exploding. The concussion from the explosions

collapsed tunnels at all but the most subterranean depths causing

serious enemy losses. It was this method then that the Cu Chi Area was

subjected to an extensive bombing campaign that caused irreparably

damage to the infamous tunnel system.

******

    Just minutes from landing, my view of the landscape changed from

the rural scenes of the delta to those more urban with sightings of

clusters of buildings and roads busy with traffic. Our aircraft's wheels

had ground to a halt in the down position and the flaps had been

lowered, and I waited anxiously for my first glimpses of "Ho Chi Minh

City's International Airport", the airport I remembered as "Tan Son

Nhat Air Force Base".
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    Viet Nam Airlines Flight 850 touched down and raced past

structures that would be familiar to all returning veterans. In parallel

with the runway, a row of concrete doomed hangers and steel-walled

aircraft shelters now stood empty, the concrete darkened with age and

the rusting steel bulkheads as standing reminders of that long ago war.

    Also derelict, a row of hangers still occupied the far end of the runway

that were filled with the skeletal remains of aged aircraft in various

stages of cannibalization. Like viewing old photos in dusty albums,

these snapshots of the past quickly brought forward memories long

hidden away.

    When the aircraft finally came to a halt and the cabin door was

opened, a brilliant beacon of sunlit suddenly illuminated the doorway

that was followed by a rush of hot humid air thick with the fumes of jet

engine fuel that filled the cabin. The effect of the heat and the humidity

was immediate and I was already dripping with perspiration by the time

I reached the doorway of the aircraft. Before exiting, I quietly reminded

myself I was returning to the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam.

    I hesitated momentarily at the top step of the stairway when I

noticed the two lines of uniformed men who formed a corridor at the

bottom of the stairs leading to a waiting bus. The red insignia tabs

emblazoned with yellow stars on their khaki shirt collars and dress caps

flashed like sign posts of caution causing a sudden twinge of anxiety,

but as I walked briskly towards the bus, my worried glances were met

by smiles and nods of welcome. I would soon learn that Viet Nam was

more interested in the foreign currencies tourists carried than the

outcome of a war fought before many of the present population had

been born.

    Before I entered the terminal, I turned to gaze at the sight of our

solitary aircraft standing alone in a sea of empty concrete in deafening

stillness conflicted greatly with my last memories of Tan Son Nhat

AFB. During the Viet Nam War, this airfield was a beehive of activity

and military and commercial aircraft of all descriptions filled its

runways and skies twenty-four hours a day, seven days per week. Now

this same airfield had an almost surreal appearance, its parking aprons

and runways empty and only a collection of cannibalized aircraft and

aging aircraft shelters gave a hint to its past greatness.

Completing immigration and customs clearance formalities without

incident, my remaining concerns disappeared when I exited and my

eyes swept a landscape that was immediately familiar. The faded

yellow buildings that bordered the terminal's parking lot were

unchanged as were memories of Vietnamese women vendors who

squatted along the broad terminal's porch hawking local drinks and

fruit, and young boys racing to greet travelers to sell from their

selection of newspapers and magazines. These familiar sights and

sounds had a disarming effect that dispelled any feelings of anxiety I

might have held.

    Pushing my way through the waiting crowds, I ignored the first

wave of young taxi drivers who were eager to garner a foreign

customer. I nodded instead in the favor of a silver-haired taxi driver

April Fools

Chapter 1
who waited patiently at the rear. Motioning the way to his taxi, he

spoke to me in French. When I answered that I was an American, he

smiled broadly and greeted me in perfect English, "Welcome to Ho Chi

Minh City."

    Once inside his vintage Peugeot sedan, my driver was anxious to

learn the purpose of my visit. Loud rumors persisted that President

Clinton would soon lift the trade embargo that would trigger a flood of

American businesses to return to Viet Nam. While the number of

Vietnamese born after the Viet Nam War was soon to become

dominant in the population, Saigon's population was still rich in people

who had been employed by Americans. To those Vietnamese people,

lifting the embargo meant a return of the Americans, and a return of the

Americans meant the return of the prosperity they had enjoyed many

years ago. Also, it was those Vietnamese looked to the United States

to provide the economic recovery that would nourish their

impoverished country and help rid the country of its communist yoke.

    While the Viet Nam War had brought untold tragedy and suffering

to South Viet Nam's peoples, Americans had introduced the concepts

of western capitalism. Common Vietnamese, educated or not, who

were employed by Americans earned wages unheard of before and

enjoyed benefits structured as those provided to American employees.

These benefits, also unknown to Vietnamese before the arrival of the

Americans, included overtime pay, paid sick leave and maternity leave,

disability pay for on-the-job injuries, promotions and incentive pay for

speaking English. Also new to Vietnamese craftsmen was concern for

their safety. Vietnamese engaged in hazardous work were provided

safety equipment in accordance with US safety standards, i.e. welders

were provided welding glasses that shielded their eyes and welding

gloves, safety glasses, work gloves, and safety boots with steel toes.

Since I had identified myself as 'American', my driver was hopeful

that my presence would signal the return of American businesses and

that the embargo was to be lifted!

    "Are you here on business?" he asked with a twinkle in his eye

hopeful of an affirmative reply.

    "No," I answered.

    A slight pause, and then another question reflecting the increasing

number of American war veterans returning to Viet Nam, "Were you

here in the military?"

    "No," I answered again.

    Puzzled by my negative reply, he cocked his head slightly to look at

me with a quizzical look as he pointed the taxi out of the parking lot.

Noticing this questioning glance that begged a reply, I volunteered,

    "I used to work in South Viet Nam many years ago."

    Satisfied with that reply, the driver guided our taxi out of the

familiar surroundings of the air terminal's parking lot onto a divided 
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4-lane toll road still under construction replacing a narrow, two-lane road

that had served before as the public's access road to the original air

terminal. My driver must have sensed that I wished to look at the

surroundings so he slowed allowing me to re-orient myself with the

revised landscape. On the airfield's side of the road, the Air America

Terminal buildings were the first landmarks to be recognized followed

by the building that had held the South Vietnamese Officers' Club with

its barroom of infamous reputation. The remainder of the former Tan

Son Nhut Air Force Base was now a huge residential area covered with

neat rows of newly constructed houses that lined the new roads to

replace the hundreds of barracks and administrative buildings that once

adorned the base's main base area. Opposite the former air base, the

area that once held the MACV Headquarters Compound was also a

residential subdivision and only the skeletal remains of the electrical

power generating plant that had supplied power to the MACV

Compound remained standing as a forlorn monument to the past.

    The airport toll road carried us into a new traffic circle constructed

near where the main gate to the former air base had been located. Only

an aging radar dome that loomed above the rooftops the new residential

subdivision gave hint of what was here before. At the southern

boundary of the former air base, a tree-shaded park with a small pond

laced with cool, graveled paths now occupied land what had held a

French cemetery dating back to the colonial era.

    Rounding the traffic circle, we came abreast of a hotel that faced the

former main gate to Tan Son Nhut that was recognized by its

unchanged exterior. The Phu Lam Hotel's exterior was still covered

with chain-link fencing that had been erected to ward-off explosives

thrown by Viet Cong sappers when the hotel had been used as a billet

for US military personnel. As we turned from the traffic circle heading

towards the city center, I searched for another landmark that also

appeared to be missing. 

    When the US Army Engineers had widened this road to Tan Son Nhut AFB, they had left undisturbed an old Chinese tomb on an island of grass to divide Cong Le Boulevard's traffic, but the communists had removed it as they had numerous other references to the past, as I would discover.

    Shortly after turning onto Cong Le Boulevard, the taxi reached the

former US Army 3rd Field Hospital buildings only to learn from my

driver that the hospital had been converted into a museum. How odd,

I thought, when I knew from listening to Vietnamese who had recently

departed South Viet Nam of the critical shortage of medical facilities.

Instinctively, my eyes traveled across the wide road to seek-out where

the helicopter landing area had been. Several nurseries situated beneath

spreading shade trees now occupied that area. An improvement of its

former assignment, but memories will always retain the pictures of

olive drab Medivac helicopters discharging the wounded, the dying,

and the dead. No amount of praise or medals can ever be enough to

thank the men who crewed the air-mobile hospital units known as

'dust-offs'. Thousands of men owe their lives to these gallant crews

whose typical unit motto tells all: "WE PICK-UP YOUR FUCK-UPS."
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    As the former hospital slipped by, my memory flashed-back to recall

a poignant incident years past when I had waited in-line with others to

enter the hospital's small PX located near the hospital's ER entrance.

As would happen, ambulances suddenly appeared to discharge

battlefield casualties, and my memory replayed the vivid incident:

    "The wounded men on stretchers were placed on the blacktop

tarmac almost immediately at the feet of us waiting shoppers.

Uncomfortable at our purpose for being there, we were helpless to

assist in any way and could only look-on as the doctors and nurses

moved quickly from stretcher to stretcher assessing priorities whiles

aides cut away uniforms, started IV's and inserted catheters. On the

periphery of this scene, I caught sight of four mud-caked American

soldiers adorned in their field gear and still carrying their weapons.

These men had arrived in the ambulances with their comrades and

hovered with solemn faces near-by.

    The soldiers were absolutely filthy with their faces and arms,

uniforms and boots covered in layers of drying mud. Two of the

soldiers were bare from their waist-up wearing only flak jackets and

their bare arms stained with the blood of their wounded friends they

had helped load on the Medivac choppers.

    As the soldiers huddled to one side waiting for word of their friends'

conditions, two US Army MP's dressed in clean, starched fatigues, and

spit-shined boots, confronted the four about their un-military dress.

After a loud exchange of words between the two groups, the MP's gave

the soldiers written Discrepancy Reports (DR's) for 'being out of

uniform' and for their unclean personal appearances. During this

volatile exchange, the team of medical personnel continued their care

of the wounded without hesitation until all had been moved inside the

hospital to the operating theaters. Once the MP's had departed from the

area, the DR's were torn in pieces and discarded by the soldiers who

had followed the stretchers bearing their buddies into the hospital's

interior". This situation had also prompted me to remember an Ernie

Pyle "Willie & Joe" cartoon drawn during WWII of a similar incident.

    Edging closer to the city, the taxi was soon enmeshed in the daily

phenomenon of afternoon traffic that would challenge even the most

experienced of drivers. The tangle of vehicles consisted of all of modes

of transport, all types and all categories. The most dangerous of these

were the large cargo trucks and the city busses that were intent upon

reaching their destinations by plowing forward relentlessly at the

expense of others. These vehicles were also the most noxious

enveloping innocent by-standers in enormous clouds of black, oily

exhaust as they plowed through the traffic giving no quarter.

    My normal reaction to our snail-like pace would have caused an

outburst voicing my displeasure, but on this occasion, I was content to

wait surrounded by sights and listening to sounds that continued to

evoke memories long dormant.

    I had always marveled at the skills at which Vietnamese men with

their families consisting of wife and three-to-four children balanced on
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50cc two-wheeled motorbikes that they could so skillfully thread their

way through the traffic with such nonchalance. Also to be marveled at

were the men who labored under the strain of pulling heavily laden

carts great distances through this tangle of traffic without incident. And

competing for honors of difficult feats were the deliverymen who

maneuvered their three-wheeled bicycles loaded with all types of

delicate goods through this tangle of traffic with neither complaint nor

breakage.

    It was late afternoon, schools were out, and groups of students were

also homeward bound through this maze. Teen-age schoolgirls,

wearing broad, straw bonnets to shield their delicate faces from the sun

and their traditional white ao dais, pedaled bicycles side-by-side busy

sharing the day's gossip. In contrast to their demeanor, their male

counterparts on loud motorcycles ignored caution by squeezing through

the tiniest of openings at breakneck speed in the bumper-to-bumper

traffic. Meanwhile the youngest of the students, dressed in their school

uniforms, marched homeward carefully balancing ink bottles while

struggling with heavy book bags that threatened to touch the ground.

Of all the methods mentioned above, my vote for 'Masters of

Maneuverability' will be for the Vietnamese vendors who, using a

curious shuffling gait, were able to move their wares in baskets

suspended at the ends of poles, bent by the weight, they carried across

their shoulders successfully through the thickest traffic. Due to the

absence of accidents in the city witnessed, there truly must have been

a method to their madness, but it escaped foreigners.

    The driver finally guided the cab out of the congestion into a treeshaded

residential section of the city where elegant old villas on

landscaped grounds still displayed the charm of their colonial builders.

The taxi slowed at my beckoning permitting my gaze to look upon the

former presidential palace of South Viet Nam, the magnificent Doc Lap

Palace centered on a spacious island of green lawn bordered with

colorful flowers. At the main gate of the palace, we turned onto the

broad Thong Nhat Boulevard that was bordered by lovely old houses

fronted by green lawns with tall, canopied trees that painted the area in

the pleasing cool, green pastels of a late afternoon.

    Many Americans will only remember the televised scenes of North

Vietnamese tanks streaming down this boulevard before crashing

through the palace gates, but my memories recalled different images.

I remembered parades, of visiting dignitaries carried in limousines

flanked by uniformed motorcycle escorts moving between the US

Embassy and the Presidential Palace. In contrast to that pomp, I also

had memories of the ranks of silent Buddhist monks adorned in their

saffron-colored robes stoically enduring clouds of tear gas fired at them

by South Vietnamese police attempting to disrupt their protest rallies.

The taxi exited Thong Nhat Boulevard onto the upper end of Tu Do

Street passing Saigon's landmark twin domed Notre-Dame Cathedral

of bright red brick. Beyond the church, the city's Main Post Office

Building and other government buildings, with their still elegant

colonial architecture refurbished and newly painted, greeted tourists

enroute to the city center.
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    Two blocks from the city's main boulevard, we hurried along a

shaded Tu Do Street passing several business locations that were

immediately familiar to me and I found myself mouthing their former

names - 'The 'Carousel', the 'Mayfair Restaurant', and the 'Viet Nam

Travel Bureau'. After crossing Le Thanh Ton Street, the taxi glided by

the entrance to Eden's Plaza until finally halting at the intersection of

Le Loi Boulevard and my heart leaped in excitement!

    My gaze swept over a city I had fled seventeen years previously that,

at first glance, had changed little since my departure. The buildings, the

hotels, the stores were as they had been before and I was overcome

with how clearly they coincided with the pictures my memory had

retained. I knew this city like the back of my hand, and snapshots of

past events already began to tumble from the dusty corners of my mind.

Startled at how little had changed, I leaned back into the taxi's seat

thrilled that I had returned. It was all there just as I had remembered,

and I had to remind myself that I was not dreaming - that I had not

traveled back in time!

******

   When my driver had queried me on my return to Viet Nam, he had

failed to ask: "Why had I returned to Viet Nam?"

    I first learned of Viet Nam in 1953 when it was known then as

French-Indochina. While stationed at Ft. Benning, Georgia, I had

volunteered for Indochina as a member of a US Army Military

Advisory Assistance Group formed to instruct French military

personnel in airborne training techniques. Our motive was the

excitement of traveling to an exotic foreign country that also offered

the possibility of parachuting into combat - the ultimate goal of any

airborne soldier.

    After weeks of waiting, we were ordered to assemble in Ft

Benning's Main Post Theatre where we were told the mission had been

cancelled. The Chinese had threatened, we learned, to intervene as they

had in Korea if US military personnel were introduced into the French-

Indochina War. Disappointed, my immediate hopes faded, but after

reading so much of region's history, I always harbored a hidden longing

to someday visit Indochina.

    My desire for foreign travel had been cultivated even before I

entered the US Army. The names of so many foreign countries in both

Europe and in Asia were made common because of their involvement

in WWII, and an early employer while I was in high school had

nurtured this appetite with his tales of traveling to exotic places while

serving as a merchant seaman prior to WWII.

    A decade after leaving the US Army, I finally achieved my goal

when I was offered employment with an American company working
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in a country of Southeast Asia named: 'South Viet Nam'.

    I arrived in Saigon, the capital of South Viet Nam, to find an aged

"Paris of The Orient". The years of uncertainty and unrest following the

departure of the French in 1954 had been unkind to the city causing

many of its colonnaded government buildings and stately villas to

suffer from neglect.

    Regardless of its present state, evidence of the leisurely French

lifestyle could still be seen at the 'Cercle Sportif', the in-city country

club complete with tennis courts set within a park-like setting of tall

trees that shielded the park from the harsh sun. This wooded green belt

also provided a buffer zone between the city's business district and a

residential area of colonial style houses whose occupants had replaced

French colonialists of another era. On the business district side of the

park, a riding club for equestrian lovers was housed in a separate

building for exhibiting dressage, and for mariners, the 'Club Nautique'

yacht club located on the Saigon River offered a marina for those who

enjoyed boating. Adding to this lifestyle of leisure, brash, young

Americans disregarded the threats to their health by water-skiing on the

highly polluted Saigon River dodging obstacles of floating debris and

the small craft that shuttled about on the river.

    It could have been argued, however, that the most desirable element

of the French colonization that had remained was to be found in

Saigon's excellent restaurants. And, the French had also taught the

Vietnamese to bake. It became one of my morning delights to be

seduced each day on my walk to work by the aroma emanating from

my neighborhood bakery and to succumb to a buttered, freshly baked

croissant direct from the oven.

    But as the US military war machine expanded in South Viet Nam,

much of the city's old-world charm declined in favor of the roar of

heavy military traffic during the day, and to the garish neon lights and

loud music of the night. During the tumultuous early years of the US

build-up, the picturesque tree lined boulevards were all but defoliated

by the exhaust fumes from the hundreds of military vehicles that filled

Saigon's previously sleepy streets. More drastic changes came when the

trees that had once sheltered the broad boulevards from the sun were

removed to make even wider the most direct routes from Saigon's

seaport to the huge military supply depots located on the perimeter of

the city. Even the legendary "Rue de Catinat", a major downtown street

the French had once designated, as a 'promenade' for pedestrians only,

became Tu Do Street and just another busy street adding to the city's

congestion. All of this was necessary, of course, to accommodate the

mighty military machine being assembled to defend this country. But

in so doing, it was sad to watch this picturesque city and its former

vibrant tropical colors become tarnished beneath clouds of odorous

vehicle exhaust.

    The ever-increasing population of Americans also rapidly changed

the pace of the city from slow and structured to non-stop fast-forward.

Days were made hectic by the rapid build-up of the US military war

machine, and in keeping pace, Saigon's traditional sedate nightlife
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became loud, brash, and scandalous.
    As the requirements for additional support services for the US

Armed Forces increased, so were employment opportunities for the

local Vietnamese population increased giving birth to a new

Vietnamese middle class and causing the local economy to explode.

Vietnamese were now able to accumulate wealth that permitted them

to buy items that had previously been denied because of their limited

resources. Vast numbers of Vietnamese were trained by American

companies to use modern business machines, power tools and

machinery, and to operate construction equipment never before seen in

Viet Nam. Bi-lingual Vietnamese employees were also awarded

incentive wages that prompted local entrepreneurs to establish English

language schools large and small.

    Vietnamese were also quick to embrace the revolutionary new work

ethics introduced by their American employers, e.g., overtime pay,

maternity and sick leave, and annual leave. Americans also trained

Vietnamese women in many of the male dominated construction skills

to earn wages equal with their male counterparts. Women became so

proficient in some of these skills that they became sought-after much

to the consternation of their male counterparts. The local vehicle

operator laws of South Viet Nam prohibited women from operating

vehicles on public roads, but these laws did not deter Americans from

instructing the petite Vietnamese female employees to operate huge

earth-moving equipment at off-the-road construction projects

throughout South Viet Nam.

    The enhanced wages earned by these Vietnamese allowed them the

purchase of not only their basic food requirements, but for the first

time, the average Vietnamese citizen could purchase finely made local

craft items and imported manufactured goods. This economic boom

was to have a lasting effect upon Viet Nam and on the Vietnamese it

benefited.

    This prosperity also extended to the American population who

discovered the cuisine of Saigon's French restaurants that had been

known before the war to only a few select world travelers. At a fraction

of their cost elsewhere in the world, menu's featured venison, fresh

seafood, prawn, shrimp, and lobster served with fine European wines.

    However, in spite of this veneer of the good life, the war that was

raging all over the country often times spilled over and exploded in the

cities.

    Communist-led Viet Cong forces operating in the city were quick

to identify the nightclubs and restaurants where Americans

congregated. Explosive devices were often detonated at these locations

at opportune times to maximize casualties. Never knowing where or

when, this anxiety was always present and served to heighten the

element of fear within the city's foreign population.

    Saigon also became the safety valve that allowed those men who

were fighting the war to pursue any desire or to experience pleasures
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not previously known. Sadly, it was the arrival of the 60's era

Americans service personnel who brought their appetite for drugs with

them to South Viet Nam. Once this demand for drugs became known

to the war profiteers, drugs, cheap and deadly became available in

abundant quantities. Uncut heroin, opium, LSD, and other designer

drugs of questionable quality took a heavy toll of the 'druggie'

population. In South Viet Nam, if there were commodities or services

from which profits were to be made, the merchants, whether Asian or

Caucasian, quickly emerged to provide them.

    To have lived and worked in South Viet Nam during the war years

was an experience that has eclipsed all my foreign assignments since.

Saigon was an exotic city teaming with life, excitement, and unknown

dangers. There were no 'hum-drum' days in Saigon and each day brought

a new excitement, and the nights, whether you were in a city or out in

the 'boonies', were a challenge to the senses. It could be rightfully

claimed that continuous exposure to this environment was addictive.

    It was with irony that while television news film depicted a decadent

and corrupt Saigon to viewers, the same major news networks had little

comment and made no condemnation of America's morale downward

spiral. The 1960's introduced to America topless bars, an expansion in

the use of marijuana and mind-altering drugs amongst the youth was

exalted by learned peoples while hard drugs – heroin and cocaine -

became popular and their use was spread from the wealthiest to the

poorest, from the suburbs to the ghettos. And, the newly liberated

females of America marched bra-less under the banner of "MAKE

LOVE NOT WAR."

    Under mounting pressure from the politically sensitive Congress in

Washington D.C., many US military unit commanders were chastised

for condoning brothels located in proximity to their military bases.

These savvy commanders had been combating the spread of venereal

diseases within their units by sanctioning US Medical personnel to

conduct frequent medical examinations at the local brothels and giving

treatment to those girls found infected. These 'field expedient'

procedures posted positive results by reducing the numbers of VD

cases within their commands. When these measures were halted, the

number of VD cases escalated and mutant strains of urinary tract

diseases were produced by the misuse of black market prophylactic

drugs.

    With the legitimate source of supply and the monitoring of usage

removed, the brothels purchased the drugs on the black market buying

whatever was available. Taken each day as insurance against becoming

infected, the girls took a variety of drugs and varying dosages like

vitamin pills. This uncontrolled misuse of antibiotics quickly produced

the strains of diseases that became resistant to treatment. To prevent

these drug resistant strains of venereal diseases from reaching the US,

the infected men were first transported under quarantine to US military

hospitals on Okinawa or in Japan until they were cured.

******
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    The conflict in Viet Nam was unique in so many ways - this was a

war that committed American resources and men to battle in a foreign

land without a formal declaration of war approved by the United States

Congress. Like the Korean War in many ways, it restricted American's

military forces by committing them to a defensive posture that was

never permitted to shift into offensive 'high gear'. Also like the Korean

War, this was an undeclared war that civilians would dictate to

American Armed Forces in the battlefield what, where, and when they

could strike enemy targets. It could be argued that this alone caused

many of the losses in aircraft and air crews sustained by the US Air

Force, the US Marine Corps, and the US Navy.

    This was also a conflict that people in high places of the US

Government used for their political advantage siding with anti-war

elements, and the war was also used by the major news medias that

were heavily anti-war biased in their reporting of half-truths and

falsehoods to cause dissension that would influence the growing antiwar

sentiment amongst Americans at home, and amongst Americans

serving abroad. Some of these claims advanced by anti-war activists

and carried by the major news networks included the following

misinformation and distortions of the truths:

Claim: A disproportionate number of African-Americans was killed

in the Viet Nam War and African-Americans shouldered a higher

burden of combat duty than their Caucasian counterparts.

Fact: Almost 86% of the men killed in the Viet Nam War were

white; 12-14% of those men killed were African-Americans, and 77%

of those had enlisted in the Armed Forces, not drafted.

Claim: Drug use in South Viet Nam was rampant amongst

American military forces in South Viet Nam.

Fact: The use of drugs did not become popular until after the

majority of the regular military units had already departed and were

replaced by military units comprised largely of draftees and when

'Vietnamization of the War' had already commenced.

Claim: US military forces in South Viet Nam were guilty of a larger

number of atrocities committed against the Vietnamese peoples than in

any other war.

Fact: History records that the US Armed Forces in WWII committed

a record number of atrocities, had more men defect to the enemy, and

had more men executed for capital crimes than in any conflict or war

the US has fought to-date.

    It is ironic that during WWII, America's fighting men were held in

highest esteem by this nation while Americans who shunned their

service obligations and disgraced their country were loudly denounced.

In contrast, America's fighting men engaged in the Viet Nam War were

vilified in the media press, and upon returning home, were publicly

scourged, cursed at, spat upon, and those who burned their draft cards

and the American flag, and evaded their military obligations were held

April Fools

Chapter 1

in high esteem and received presidential pardons for their misconduct.

A tragic lesson recorded in history, but never learned: 'In times of

crisis, the best and bravest step forward to serve while the dregs of

nations cower behind to breed.'

******

    As the result of my working for one particular employer in South

Viet Nam, I was afforded the opportunity to travel extensively within

the country. These work-related visits took me to remote locations in

the Central Highlands, north to the De-Militarized Zone (DMZ), to

locations near the Cambodian border, throughout the Delta Region, and

to several of South Viet Nam's offshore islands. I welcomed this unique

opportunity to experience the country's varied geography, and to meet,

even if briefly, its multi-cultured peoples. It was during the course of

my travels that I began to understand that as the result of a history of

wars and regional conflicts that have ravaged Viet Nam for hundreds

of years, I recognized that these same conflicts had hardened their

resolve to endure and to become stronger.

    Regardless of 100 years of French occupation and the heavy

communist influence received from the Soviet Union and the Peoples

Republic of China, the Vietnamese peoples' strong feelings toward

their country are evidenced in the names of Saigon's major streets - 'Le

Loi', 'Tran Hung Dao', 'Le Van Duyet', 'Hai Ba Trung', 'Tu Do', 'Vo

Thanh' – all the names of famous and victorious Vietnamese generals.

******

    It was shortly after my arrival in South Viet Nam that I was

introduced to the graphic and stark realities of the war. My employer

had been provided an old French-built building on Tan Son Nhut AFB

that happened to be situated opposite the temporary American

mortuary. Because of a restriction on the operation of electrical

appliances in the workplace, we took our breaks and lunch at a nearby

Officer's Club. This short walk took us along the rear of the mortuary

where, until a high wood fence was eventually erected, we frequently

happened by an open concrete courtyard as the morticians' attendants

were preparing the dead before further processing inside.

    Dressed in rubber boots and long rubber aprons, the attendants

removed the bodies from the body bags, stripped them of any

remaining clothing, and then placed them on wood pallets. Next high pressure

water hoses cleaned the naked bodies before they were taken

inside on stainless steel gurneys for autopsies and embalming. In

modern assembly line fashion, the embalmed bodies in bright

aluminum caskets exited from another doorway at the far end of the

building where they were stacked in the yard waiting transport.
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    A year later, I was invited to visit a newly constructed mortuary

constructed on the far, isolated side of Tan Son Nhut's runways by an

attendant, who happened to be a neighbor, and who proudly escorted me

around the new facilities explaining they were now able to perform

eight post-mortem examinations and embalmings simultaneously. My

neighbor also offered that the mortuary had a separate refrigerated vault

where un-matched limbs and body parts collected from the battlefields

were kept to insure that no body departed South Viet Nam missing an

appendage.

    I remembered when America's message for coming to South Viet

Nam's aide was fresh and clear. Early in the conflict when the

infrequent death of an American soldier was treated with reverence, the

flag covered casket was accompanied by a military color guard that

solemnly placed it onboard an aircraft. Later when America's role in the

war had escalated and her dead had increased to alarmingly high

numbers, trucks delivered the plain aluminum coffins to the airfield

stacked high on 40-foot flat bed trailers where forklifts loaded them

unceremoniously into the cavernous cargo compartments of waiting

aircraft like cordwood.

******

    Out of respect for Viet Nam's hot and humid tropical climate, I

planned my sightseeing tour of the city to begin during the cool, early

morning hours when the humidity would not be so overbearing. Also,

since I learned that the three-wheeled pedi-cabs that were so commonly

used for transport before had since been relegated to the city center's

periphery and side streets so I would be walking.

   Within a few steps of my hotel's main entrance I stood at the

entrance to a parking garage built during the French colonial era. Years

earlier, I remembered, I had just exited from one of Saigon's venerable

'blue & yellow' Renault taxis on this spot and had my head and upper

body inside the open passenger's side to pay the driver. Suddenly, a

tremendous explosion from inside the garage caused me to recoil from

fright hitting my head against the taxi's doorframe with such force that

my vision was momentarily blurred. I remembered looking upward to

see two white smoke trails etched across the cloudless blue sky from

the direction of the river where the rockets had been launched arcing

downward in this direction. One of the rockets penetrated the roof of

this garage exploding inside while the other rocket exploded on the

roof of a residence a block away. Had the rocket's trajectory guided it

through the roof of the crowded Rex Theatre just 50 feet away, the

casualties of Sunday moviegoers would have been in the hundreds!

Such was the norm in Saigon during the war years when anything

could, and did, happen without warning.

    A short walk beyond the garage stood the ornate City Hall Building

fronted by a small park complete with a large stone monument of Ho

Chi Minh. At this early hour, I was impressed to find a squad of
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women scrubbing the park's sidewalks while men attended to the

colorful flowers that bordered the walkways. In fact, the entire city was

cleaner than I had remembered, a task the communists thought befitting

for many a South Vietnamese government official and loyalist who had

not escaped the city in 1975.

    Before reaching Tu Do Street, the tantalizing aroma of baking bread

filled the morning air to the delight of my senses. Rather than

succumbing to temptation, I by-passed the bakery and the Continental

Hotel to continue beyond the old Opera House Building to Hai Ba

Trung Street where I was next enveloped by the rich aroma of roasting

coffee. I quietly congratulated myself for selecting this time of day to

sightsee for the exhaust fumes of the morning's traffic would soon foul

the air.

    My early morning tour around the immediate downtown area would

take me past hotels where noted writers and popular war

correspondents of all eras had found respite. When I had reached Hai

Ba Trung Street, I had been surprised to find just a vacant lot once

occupied by the Brinks Hotel.

    In the early 1960's, the Brinks Hotel had been the living quarters for

US military personnel and their dependents until Viet Cong 'sappers'

detonated a taxi with explosives next to the entrance that caused many

casualties. Following this incident, all US military dependents were

ordered out of country fearful that they would continue to be targeted

if they remained.

    After the bombing, the Brinks became a field grade officers' billet

that boasted an excellent restaurant and lounge on its upper floor that

was one of the favorite after work 'watering holes' for American

officers in the city. Similarly, the hotel where I now stayed, the 'REX'

had also been a field grade officers' billet that, besides offering a

rooftop restaurant and bar, it also sported a swimming pool on its roof.

In the more cosmopolitan environment of Saigon, membership to

the officers' clubs normally excluded American civilians, however, they

did reluctantly accept membership cards that were issued by Officers'

Clubs to American civilians 'up-country', i.e., Da Nang, Qui Nhon, Nha

Trang, etc., without discrimination. Because of my extensive travels

within South Viet Nam, it was perfectly evident to me that American

civilians were shunned by the U.S. military in Saigon while a hardy

camaraderie was shared the more distant you were from Saigon.

    Mixed drinks at the clubs established for US enlisted and officer

personnel cost only $.25 each, and were free during 'Happy Hours'

usually from 5 pm-to-7 p.m. Because these facilities for officers, noncommissioned officers, and enlisted men were operated as a service

and not to generate profits, the traditional 'happy hour' periods were

often expanded including free food entrées in an effort to spend the

accumulation of profits. In the Saigon Area, it became possible that by

the careful selection of clubs and coordinating those with extended

happy hours with those that offered all-you-can-eat meals, one could

eat and drink free every day of the week!
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    Even with the normal cost of a mixed drink limited to $0.25 per

drink, the profits produced from the sale of alcoholic beverages at the

clubs were enormous. Consider that in the South Viet Nam's US

military Post Exchange Stores a bottle of 'Chevas Regal' scotch's

purchase price was $1.75, 'Johnnie Walker's Black Label' scotch $1.25

or a liter bottle of 'Smirnoff Silver Label' vodka sold for $0.85! When

you consider that a bartender can pour 25 drinks per bottle, simple

math shows at least a profit of $5.00 per bottle of scotch with the profit

from vodka even more! 

    In addition to the sale of alcoholic beverages, many of the larger clubs had banks of slot machines that also generated large profits. The crowded clubs of thirsty patrons quickly produced enormous profits that were fraudulently reported with unknown sums of profits 'skimmed' into personal accounts. 

    Eventually the irregularities were discovered resulting in the courts martial of many servicemen responsible for the management of the clubs in South Viet Nam, one of whom included the US Army's Sergeant Major of the

Army. Illegal business dealing also caught-up with at least one US

Army General who was requested to resign his commission for 'cooking the books', and his business association with questionable establishments on the US Army Supply Base at Long Binh.

******

    Saigon's central business area consisted of five main east-west

streets extending two city blocks from the city's main artery, Le Loi

Boulevard, to the Saigon River. Within this small domain, Saigon's

reputations for fine dining and raucous nightlife were built during the

war years. A number of first class restaurants that had served the finest

of French cuisines and some of the city's most popular bars, lounges,

and nightclubs could be found on these streets. As I toured the

downtown, I found that these establishments had been converted into

outlets for cheap souvenir items that masked the address's legendary

reputations. Walking past these now innocuous-looking businesses, my

cadence slowed as memories of some of the bars' names came to mind

– the "Blue Diamond", the "Bristol Bar", "Jimmy's Kitchen", "Mimi's"

- I could not help but think, "If these walls could talk!"

    My walk had taken me to the Majestic Hotel, and while seated on

the open-air veranda that overlooked the Saigon River, I paused on my

tour long enough for a morning coffee to gaze out on a river already

crowded with the day's commerce. During my brief walk I had noticed

the beginnings of construction for two new hotels in the immediate

downtown area indicating that their investors strongly believed that the

US Government's embargo would soon be lifted, but none of these new

ventures had yet changed the city's 1975 skyline.

    Returning to Le Loi Boulevard on the next street over from Tu Do

Street, I searched Nguyen Hue Boulevard for the building that had held
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the famous "International House", a dinner club that had been initially

established exclusively for US State Department personnel, but had

later relented to permit American civilians to join its membership

ranks. The reputation of the 'I-House' had become tainted when the

manager 'skipped town' with an undisclosed sum of US dollars to open

the 'San Francisco Steak House' in Hong Kong where he remained safe

from extradition until his death years later. I also sought the former

American USO that had been located near the "I-House". I had always

avoided the USO because of the organized gang of street children that

lurked near the entrance ready to pounce upon unsuspecting Americans

entering or departing the USO removing everything, but your

underclothing in the process. These kids were as skilled pickpockets as

any that you would encounter anywhere in the world!

    My tour also took me onto Ham Nhgi Boulevard to enter the city's

financial district where all the domestic and foreign banks maintained

their presence. Memory recalled this area to have been dull during the

week, but on Sunday's the street became vibrant and filled with crowds

to sightsee and to shop when its sidewalks were filled with vendors

selling colorful examples of South Viet Nam's diverse wildlife – from

tropical fish and birds, to wild monkeys, ocelots, and bears sold for

pets, and fat little puppies sold for indigenous kitchens.

    Nearing the city's central market area, I was surprised to see yet

another new hotel. A duplicate of Hong Kong's "New World Hotel",

this modern 650-room hotel was situated adjacent to the city's main

marketplace. Also a surprise, I encountered a new high-rise building of

condominiums being readied for occupancy in another example of

investors' confidence in Viet Nam's future.

    At the apex of three of the city's downtown arteries lay the 'Ben

Thanh' Central Market - a must-see for foreigners who wish to see the

real wealth of South Viet Nam. Early each morning, fresh vegetables

and fresh-cut flowers arrive from the cool elevations of Dalat, rice and

tropical fruits from the Delta, and live seafood arrives from Vung Tau.

One has only to witness this daily convergence of food to recognize

that the south of Viet Nam is the 'breadbasket' of the country.

    Bordering the main market are shops selling the aromatic condiments,

spices, and herbs of Southeast Asia, and the combined aromas from

this concentration of pungent odors promises to clear anyone's sinuses.

Twenty years earlier, it would not have been unusual to see the

French owners, the food managers, and the chefs of the city's top

restaurants shopping to personally select the ingredients for their

restaurants' menus.

    The sights, sounds, and smells of Saigon were a cacophony to the

senses. Before I came to South Viet Nam, I had believed rice came in

a box and was tasteless unless enhanced by spices or sauces. I was

pleasantly surprised on my first visit to this market to learn that rice

had a delicious smell even before it was cooked, and that rice was of

varying grades and colors. I was also surprised to learn that bananas

were of several varieties, sizes, and colors, and were delicious when

cooked!
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    Besides food items, the Ben Thanh Central Market serves also as a

large department store housing hundreds of small concessions where

the non-food needs of the city can be located. As a word of caution to

the uninitiated, it is in the confines of this environment that the unwary

shopper is likely to have their pockets picked by experts!

To the rear of the market place, the city's gold shops feature hand

fashioned 22-24k gold jewelry – the preferred choice of the Vietnamese

who trusted their savings to neither the local banks nor the nation's

currency.

    When I returned to mid-town, I could not resist entering the

Continental Hotel, the favorite residence and watering hole of news

correspondents made famous by their coverage of conflicts both past

and present. Prior to this war, the hotel fed and served other heralded

correspondents from the European press corps covering the French-

Indochina War, and a host of noted authors over the years had also

called this place "home" during their visits. Even with the recent remodeling,

the hotel's decor still exuded old world charm.

    Enroute to the former US Embassy, I was halted briefly at an

intersection waiting for the Traffic Policeman to signal when I felt a

tug at my sleeve. Turning, I looked down into the face of an elderly

white haired woman selling cigarettes. She looked at me smiling with

tears running down her cheeks and I suddenly recognized this woman

to be the same peddler from whom I had purchased my cigarettes from

so many years ago. She still occupied the same corner that she had

when I used to pass her daily to and from my place of employment on

Thong Nhut Boulevard. I held her hands in mine while we exchanged

wishes for good health, and as I walked away, I, too, had tears in my

eyes.

    I next paused in my tour to enter the city's main post office building

(PTT). Built by the French, this large structure was of classic old-world

architecture with a large, cool interior of high ceilings and columns

adorned with ornate carvings. This facility provides not only all manner

of postal services, but it also serves as the city's main telephone and

facsimile exchange for local as well as international calls.

    Near the entrance I found a display of post cards for sale with pre-

WWII photos of Saigon depicting vendors selling animals skins, and

photos of antique automobiles traveling even then on wide boulevards.

One could almost imagine the vision of handsomely dressed French

mounting the broad steps of the post office to conduct their business,

or the wonder of rural Vietnamese who would have arrived by a more

primitive means to marvel at the imposing size of the building and its

impressive interior.

    A large billboard posted outside the post office building depicted a

modern Ho Chi Minh City government planners envisioned. Clearly

modeled in the image of Singapore, it featured a business district of

high-rise office buildings sheathed in glass surrounded by tree-lined

green belts. The city's residential areas were to be re-located to the

outlying areas, and the city's new international airport was to be built

at the former Bien Hoa Air Base approximately 15 miles from the city.
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    As I approached the former US Embassy on Thong Nhut Boulevard,

I was saddened to look upon the gray and mildew discolored exterior

of this structure that was once a brilliant white. I gazed through the

corroded front gate into an empty courtyard waist high in weeds, and

memories of April 1975 returned. These were the same iron gates that

Americans saw on their TV news that had held back thousands of

Vietnamese attempting to enter with hopes of escape. Walking along

the embassy's faded exterior walls, I recalled that at another gate into

the embassy's grounds members of the South Korean Embassy had

been instructed to wait. In the confusion of the evacuation in progress,

they were forgotten and were taken prisoner by North Vietnamese

soldiers entering the city, but were eventually released by their captors

and returned home at a later date.

    Ignoring the mid-morning sun, I decided to expand my tour by

visiting the Port of Newport. I was surprised to find that the land

opposite the port's entrance that I had remembered as vacant was now

a busy collection of businesses that catered to the heavy volume of

truck traffic that transited the city. New structures built recently had

also shrunken the former wide road to the Port of Newport and it was

only after some difficulty that the diminutive entrance was located, but

Vietnamese Navy guards blocked my entry.

    Regardless of my pleading I was denied entry into the port's interior

area so my view would be limited to what could be seen from the

Newport Bridge. Looking down into the port from mid-way on the

bridge, I was again surprised to find the port's storage areas had been

planted with trees that had grown to heights of 30-40 feet. Their foliage

blocked my view of the 10 acres or more of storage yards that were

remembered to be constantly full of the implements of war.

    Along the riverfront, the port's wide concrete pier and the metal

warehouse buildings were visible evoking more memories. The entire

landscape of the Port of Newport had been treeless when in use with

every square foot of acreage devoted to staging the millions of tons of

cargo that had transited this port. This was another example of the

communists wishing to erase any improvements made by Americans

preferring instead to utilize the Port of Saigon's antiquated facilities

that were built pre-WWII by the French. Obliged to accept this

abbreviated view of Newport, I now resolved to complete my day's tour

by visiting the area near Tan Son Nhut AFB, "Dodge City", the

location from where we had evacuated.

    When I arrived at the entrance road to Ho Chi Minh International

Airport, I was able to orient myself where the MACV Headquarters

Compound had been by locating the rusted upright girders of the

former power plant. I paused momentarily before entering the

residential area beyond to remember that beneath these new buildings

lay the remains of the former MACV Headquarters Building, and also,

the location where the last two Americans killed in the Viet Nam War

had died.

    Driving through the residential area, my driver and I came upon a

large open expanse overgrown with weeds that had once been held the
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MACV ANNEX Area buildings, the area that had become "Dodge City" during those final days.  Gone were the buildings that had contained the bowling alley, the

gymnasium, the hobby shops, and other facilities. Now only the tennis

courts with its rusting fence covered in vegetation and the aboveground

concrete swimming pool remain of the recreational center that had been

enjoyed by so many US military personnel. Odd in its appearance, an

entire Air Viet Nam Airlines Boeing 707 mounted on concrete

pedestals stood alone in this large open space. The aircraft had been

converted into a restaurant, but it stood idle waiting for customers in

this unusual location.

    Standing in the middle of that emptiness, I could not, but help

remember my last few hours in Viet Nam waiting on those tennis

courts in the dark with my wife and children, and with the dependents

of several of my fellow employees, for our passage to safety. In broad

daylight, the courts did not appear as sinister as they had that

frightening night when there was no one to assure evacuees if they

would depart before the North Vietnamese broke through the city's

defenses – defenses that were known to be unreliable.

    I directed my driver from where the bus had collected us during the

early morning hours attempting to follow the route the bus had taken

to the flight line, but rusting concertina wire blocked our path. Even

with the passing of seventeen years, I still shuddered with memories of

the evacuation.

    After experiencing the evacuation at Cam Ranh Bay, my concerns

were of my family reaching Tan Son Nhat AFB from our residence in

the city. I doubted our chances of traveling through angry mobs of

Vietnamese who could not leave Saigon, and I had ugly visions of car

windows being smashed and my family being forced to confront an

enraged mob!

    When our group had finally reached the MACV Annex Area, my

worries changed to praying for an aircraft to arrive before the North

Vietnamese began shelling the airfield. Waiting in the dark and

isolated, our questions went unanswered, and there was only the

uncertainty.

    I remembered all to well that my dreams and plans for the future

came to an abrupt end in April 1975. Vivid also are the memories of

the months leading up to that date that are a prelude to the outrageous

tragedy of April 1975. Like a veteran returning to an old battlefield, I

felt driven to return to visit those places that haunted my mind.

******
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