Phong
By Roger Ramjet

The best friend I’ve ever had was Vietnamese.  His name was Phong.  He was our “Kit Carson” scout.  He had been with the NVA for seven years when he “Cho Hoped” and fought with us.

We took an instant liking for one another.  He taught me many of the things I needed to know.  There is no doubt that myself and others in our platoon would not have lived had it not been for him.

Phong acted as if he were fearless.  He would take point or go down the holes when things got heavy.  To us Phong was not an ARVN.  He was one of our own.  We were brothers.  I loved Phong.

Phong and I would often go to his hutch near LZ English when we were in the rear.  A lot of locals didn’t like me being there.  Some guys in our platoon didn’t care for it either.  

I had been in-country for about six months when Phong died.  Our squad was on a night ambush.  Nothing happened.

The next morning we humped back to the road and waited for a truck to take us back to English.  When it arrived, Phong sat on the tailgate.  I sat next to him.  We hit a pothole and Phong flew out of the vehicle and hit his head on the pavement.  We knew he was dying.  I think he knew it too.  I held his hand and told him the lies you tell someone who is leaving this world.  The last thing Phong did was to squeeze my hand.  Even at the moment of his death he reached out to comfort me.

An ARVN unit appeared and set up an I-shaped ambush around us.  It was getting ugly.  We were ordered back into the truck.  A couple of f rags would have greased us all.  As we were limbing into the truck our 60 gunner had a round cook off.  It hit a kid in the thigh.  It was an accident, the kind of thing that seemed to happen all the time over there.

The locals thought we murdered Phong and shot the kid on purpose.  A squad of ARVN MPs arrived and ordered the locals to disperse.  I’ve no doubt that had they not arrived when they did that there would have been a fire-fight between us and the ARVN.

We went to another bush the next night.  I cried a single tear for Phong.  It was the only time I cried in Vietnam.

For 53 years I wondered what happened to that kid.  Did he lose the leg?  Did he die?  What happened to Phong’s family?  Did the NVA kill them?

It has been awful to live with the knowledge that I failed to grab Phong.  I was sitting next to him.  How I wish it had been me instead of him.  Sometimes I can still feel my fingers brush against his shirt.  Sometimes I can still feel him squeezing my hand.




