The Day I Died
As I remember it, the day was nice enough. Sunshine filled the valley we were patrolling. A stream trickled through the valley floor carrying soft sounds of the day passing by. Slow cool winds blew up from the moving water. The air touched us , cooling our faces. We have not seen rain in several days. The sun continued to do its best trying to cook us alive. When night came it became a bit cooler; it felt good on my sweat-soaked fatigues.
I took off my boots so my feet could feel the cool night air. My name is Don Hamlin, I'm or I should say, was an infantry foot soldier. l,like the others, signed up for adventure. Well, we found it, high adventure with all the trimmings. Cannon fire, mortar rounds, helicopter gun ships overhead. The air was alive with sniper fire with crazy little men over and over again charging our position. We were able to repel their attack leaving us with our own wounded.
When it did get quiet it was hard to sleep. All kinds of scary things made noise in the dark. We talked amongst ourselves to keep up our courage. These guys had come from all walks of life: city boys from street gangs, kids from suburbs and our country boys with thick accents. They all heard the call to serve. Some were proud to be infantry soldiers while others questioned their decision not only to have signed up but for all their decisions they ever made in life. One thing for sure; we were young [image: ]fearless and ready to do our job. At least for a few days. Once the war got real then it was time to be scared. The joke was, if you wet your pants the heat would dry it out before anyone noticed... we all noticed.
We just didn't say anything to each other. We all knew we would have a turn. As we said," It's nothing but a thing".
I left home right after high school. Glenn, a friend from school, and I took a road trip across the state. Once we got back it was time to find a job. Only thing was there were no jobs to find us. The draft was coming for us so no one would give us a job.
I get it, we would not be around long enough to work. So without a job I spent time with my girlfriend. You know, the one you can't live without.
Seems she didn't see it the same way. As it was, she was my first Dear John letter. With all the guys, we were sad at first. After a while we found them funny. We shared our letters with each other. To see who got the best or worst one. You could win points in each category. We judged them all, laughing and drinking enough beer just in case tomorrow didn't come.
I was sent to Colorado for training. Soon after that I ended up on a rotation to south Vietnam. I got there on a Monday with driving rain pounding out our welcome. The rain didn't cool the heat down. It rained hot water, the air was hot to breathe, my feet were hot. This place was just hell hot. It was like shoveling coal from the inside of a furnace. We even had to put ice in our beer to keep it cold enough to drink.
I was young and falling in love every time we got to town. Any town, any village as long as there were ladies in the bars. When I took R&R, I went to Australia. I met this beautiful Aussie girl named Kay. I fell head over heels for her. She was a bit big in the hips but that's how I like my ladies.
When it came time to go back to Nam, I asked her to wait for me. She laughed out loud. There was no way she was going to wait for an American G.l. . After all, what were the chances any one of us would really go back there. As it was, she had work to do. So it was goodbye, but what a girl!
That's how it is with us, no one is permanent.
Once back in the field my stomach started to bother me. It took one trip to sick call to find out I had dysentery. Well crap, this was bad news. Until they told me if it gets any worse, I'd be sent to a rear medical station. Man what luck, three weeks in the rear. Eating good at the med-unit and out of the field. Anytime inside the wire was a restful place to get sleep. After all, sleep was so hard to come by. Why a guy could sleep on a bed of rocks. Now the hope of a soft bed was too much to resist.
I met several nurses, young girls my age, real sharp cookies. I tried every old line I knew from high school. Those lines didn't work any better now than they did back then. I got nowhere, but I guess that's life. My dad used to say, "Girls are like street cars, just wait, and another one will be along." So okay I'll wait.
The days dragged on , the occasional letters from home were nice. I could read about who got married or had a baby. Which kid just finished high school and if they were off to school or maybe going into the service. I saw where corn prices were going up. And how the grape harvest hit an all time high. Things were looking up back home, my Dad was going to do well this year. I was missing home , I was missing my guys, the men I served with. They had become my family here. I started to feel like I was letting them down. I knew I had to get back.
When there's no fighting the days pass by way too slowly. On the other hand every quiet day is a blessing. Yeah I know,nuts . But at 18 years old you just don't understand the world, you just do what you are told. I was sent back to my unit in time to get the call for us to get our orders to move out. Lieutenant Walker told us we were going south to the delta area. Apparently there were South Vietnamese troops that needed our help. Hell , they needed anyone's help. They didn't care who came as long as someone got there in time.
We arrived at first light , just in time to join in on the fight. We met up with our contact person. He showed us the enemy position. It took about eight hours to push Charlie back out to hide in the thick underbrush. It was not an easy job. We took casualties but the lieutenant wanted a high body count. Well he got it . We bagged our dead and laid out the VC for a body count. The lieutenant got his enemy body count. It was an impressive number . It was going to look great in his daily report. Lieutenant Walker would get an accommodation metal for this mission. We all get to clean our weapons while we wait for new orders to move out. We didn't need a pat on the back for the job we did. All we thought about was getting home, the end of our war. And girls, we thought about that a lot. And cold beer ,mostly
I was getting close to my birthday. Finally I will be turning 20 years old. I could now thump my chest, I'm a warrior, a hard core war fighter. I wrote home that I would win this war on my own. Yeah I know , big talk but what the hell. I'm already a seasoned fighter,it's what I know. Anyway I only had four months to go before I would be able to rotate back to the world.
We had a few new guys come into our unit. Replacements for the guys we lost. We try not to get too close or know them very well. They're always the first to get hit. It took about two months before they understood what they had to do to stay alive. We tried to show them what was what. Some of them still didn't make it. You had to watch you every step, at the same time keep an eye on the trees high up and at the base for anything that looked out of place. Even a little out of place could be big trouble.
One day when we were in the rear for a two day rest, I called home on a mars station . That's when you radio a ham radio operator. Back in the states , then they call for you on the phone ,to who you want to talk to. You still have to talk as on a radio. Each time you're done talking you have to say "Over" that tells the ham operator he can flip the switch so the peopie on the other end can speak. It takes some getting used to. It sounds difficult yet it works. I told my mom I was fine. How much I miss everyone. We didn't talk long, you never do on a mars call.With two days rest we went back out into the field. The VC were busy hiding traps , we would be busy looking for them. After hours of walking in rough thick terrain under attack from mosquitoes. Just a relentless biting from large and small bugs that I was convinced were under contract to the VC. I was scratching a bug bit when I looked up at a monkey scratching his own bug bit. For a moment I felt a kinship to him with our common foe.
Our lieutenant called for a rest stop. I laid down on the jungle floor to get off my feet. My back was sore from the heavy pack I carry. A rest was just the thing to stretch it out. Adams was telling me his wife wanted a divorce. He laughed saying that she could have it if we live long enough to get back and sign the papers. That was the trick of it,live long enough to just get back. It's what we talked about, the hope that we would be the ones going home. Setting in a jet bound for the world. We knew the risk was real so we played it down. I saw guys meet their end with tears in their eyes, their mothers name on their lips. Trying to finish a prairie with the last breath of forever. Grown men crying as they watch a friend die. It was all too much for us kids to handle.
One dark and scary night, hell they were all dark and scary. It got so dark you couldn't see the man next to you. It was so pitch black that a match when lit could be seen over a thousand yards. Fomtard observers would be radioing enemy positions to long range canon crews. The sound of large rounds whistling crossing overhead made me pay attention. We could hear jet fighters screeching through the night sky. Their bomb loads pounding the ground. There was a hell of a war going on, we just couldn't see a thing. The flash from bombs going off lit the night up but only for a few seconds.
I could hear the lieutenant yelling into the radio. It sounded like he was trying to get someone's attention. He realized we were in the way. He tried frantically to tell them we were down here, no one responded. The VC was out there somewhere. This was a night time carpet bombing to take the VC by surprise. As for us ,well. We were just in the way. Our sergeant was yelling for everyone to pick up and run into the trees and find cover. He yelled out " Follow me!" Which was not that easy to do in the dark. I tried to run ,l kept bouncing off trees. Finally I just fell to the ground, it seemed like a good idea. I would lay there until the bombing stopped. I tried to look into the dark of night for my sergeant. More jets went over, dropping their death from above.
The night lit up like new years eve. I saw no one standing. Heat from the blast passed over me lifting me up off the ground then slamming me back to earth. It knocked the wind out of me. I tried to stand up, I couldn't feel my legs. Blood was running across my face. I tried to wipe it off ,my arm wouldn't move.l tried to call out for help . Someone was shining a light in my face. I was trying to tell them to stop. I couldn't make a sound. I could hear a voice saying, "He doesn't look like he'll make it". Who! I tried to ask. What was happening around me? Am I hurt, why am I so cold? Someone help me up ,come on guys help. I had to cough but it hurt to try. That's when I heard the Lieutenant say," Forget him he's done, see if you can get the sergeant on a stretcher. Move him out to the med-a-vac".
Forget who I thought, what are they talking about. Somebody anybody whats going on!
I felt odd, I was colder now my vision had become cloudy. Everything was getting harder to see. I tried to hold up my hand for someone to help pull me up off the ground. My arm didn't move, no one reached down to help me. I was struggling to take a deep breath, I couldn't. I'm so dizzy from not catching my breath. The air on my face was hot, only I was cold. I had to face it, the truth, it was me they were talking about.
Oh my God! I'm dying!
I asked God to forgive me of my sins, the ones back home and what I have done in war. Now I won't have time to call anyone to say I'm sorry for my past. I heard that your life flashes before your eyes. Well mined, did at 20 years old there was not that much to flash. It did show me my mom and dad and my sisters with a quick glimpse of my old girlfriend. I could see my old dog Nick. He died when I was in school. I saw my grandfather standing there smiling. He helped me learn to drive. We were fishing pals before I had to leave. He died a year after I went in. There was my Granny cooking in her kitchen just like I remember her. She passed two years before he did.
My nose could smell her bread in the oven. Outside her kitchen window I saw her flower garden as beautiful as ever. She used pie pans on a string to try to scare the birds away. Funny , she put up feeders in the front yard. You didn't ask why, that was just her thing.
What I was seeing was my boyhood home, the place I dreamed of .
A voice filled my head saying "It's time to come home".
[image: ]Open your eyes... you're free."
I had no pain , no hunger, just covered in a soul filled with peace.
Well , that was the day I died. I have new orders now. My assignment is to come for you to help everyone come home. I miss my mom and dad ,still I know I'll see them soon enough. That's kind of how things work up here. I don't understand it all, it just works.
For the rest of you„, pray for peace.
Zack space 7-25-2025
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