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Last evening I did something very foolish.  Flipping through the many movies anxiously begging for my attention on the television, I came across an old movie called “Flight of the Intruder.”  It was a 1991, almost two-hour film, that I imagine the younger generation would refer to as vintage.  And, after the first minute, finding it was about Vietnam, they would have quickly changed to something they deemed more timely and politically correct.
The show’s opening stated, “Vietnam 1972.”  That was only a couple of years after my experiences over there.  The airplane featured, as the title suggests, was called the “Intruder,” an A6 twin turbojet aircraft that was replacing the single propeller Skyraider that flew only half as fast as the 650-mile-per-hour, new to Vietnam, Intruders.
The underlying theme of the show was about the pilots and their bombardiers, day after day, mission after mission, flying and dying, only to end up bombing trees in the jungle.  The pilots of the Intruder and other bomb-carrying aircraft knew where the ammunition stockpiles were located, where the accumulated scores of SAMs – the surface-to-air missiles - were waiting to be dispatched to other locations, and where the trucks used to transport all kinds of their weapons of war were located.  Politics, at the time, required us, the good guys and our allies, to avoid the large “no-fly” zones around Hanoi, Haiphong Harbor, and many other hiding places.
The first scene unfolds with the Intruder flying in the blackness of night, straight into ground fire from automatic rifles, and the Soviet-made M-60 machine guns left over from WWII, graciously provided to the North Vietnamese.  The horrifying barrage of the glowing white M-62 tracer rounds appeared as Fourth of July fireworks.
Just then, my wife, taking a break from making rolls for the upcoming Sunday dinner, sat down beside me.  Immediately, she said, “You shouldn’t be watching that.”  I replied that I would probably be turning to something else.  But I didn’t.  Before going back to her baking, she remarked, “That wasn’t the kind of aircraft you were in, was it?”  With my eyes starting to burn, I replied, “No.”  What I didn’t say was that my aircraft was only flying about a quarter of that speed with a stiff tailwind, not much higher than those in the movie.  And we didn’t carry bombs, rockets, or guns – other than my six-shot pistol in my holster hung on my belt.   Since we mostly flew only when the sun was shining, the tracer rounds couldn’t be seen.  So, we didn’t know when we were being fired upon – that is, until we did.
My stress level began to climb a minute or so later when the bombardier sitting next to the pilot was shot in the neck from, as the pilot remarked later, a peasant with a rifle.  I lost it.  When the tailhook finally arrested the plane on the flight deck, and his best friend was pulled from the cockpit, he had already succumbed to the bullet that had been shot through the plastic canopy of the Intruder.  By this time, my composure had completely perished.
The lull in the tension, however, was very subtly interrupted by a thirty-second dialogue between the mission briefing officer and the pilot who had just held his dying flight partner in his arms.  The conversation was short and probably didn’t mean much to most.  The briefing officer, in an attempt to make the Intruder pilot feel better after his unproductive bombing run, said, “I have something here that is going to brighten your day.  ….  Army bomb damage assessment said you killed 37.  That’s some body count, hey buddy?”  The angry reply was, “You think I want to know that?  If you did what I did, do you think you would like to know?  For all you know, they may have been farmers.  When you get that information, you keep it to yourself.”
Well, those few sentences dug into my body – ripped into my soul.  Fifty-some years ago, I was never told what I had done.   I wasn’t supposed to be told.  I wasn’t exposed to that information for another four and a half decades.
· I don’t remember hearing much of anything about planes being hit by rockets and guns, shot down, or destroyed – unless it was our aircraft.  Even word of the destruction and the demise of the occupants of other aircraft, and there were many from the various outfits on our base, rarely reached our ears.  With our highly classified missions, we weren’t supposed to associate with “outsiders.”  Maybe that was the reason.
· I don’t remember ever going to a funeral.  Those killed, even our own, the friends we knew, lived, drank beer, and broke bread with, didn’t even afford us a short breather from our almost daily crossing of the Mekong River into Laos.  It just happened.  The bodies – if found – were shipped back to the “world.”  No funerals or even memorial services over there.  A few days later, we may have a replacement – or not.  Most of the time, we would just be short-handed and fly more missions.
· I don’t remember dropping any bombs.  I guess because we didn’t have any to drop.
· And, most of all, I don’t remember killing anybody.  Others were doing that.
I finished watching the movie.  A couple more people were killed, a helicopter was hit by a SAM, more people were killed, the air wing commander’s aircraft was shot down, and more people were killed.  In the end, as with most movies of this sort, the pilot and his commander, who were at odds with each other over an earlier bombing incident, finally bonded.  It was only fitting, I guess, as just minutes before, amid the rockets’ red glare and the bombs bursting in the air, the pilot had saved his commander’s life.  Now, both of them are back on the ship, one with a mangled leg and the other with a damaged hand from a bullet ripping through its flesh.  Standing together, they are talking after what appears to have been the conclusion of the burial at sea bestowed upon those who didn’t make it during that perilous fight.  I’m sure it was just like the ceremony shown earlier for his bombardier who had died in his arms.
The deck of the aircraft carrier was overflowing with hundreds of sailors all dressed in white, who had been proudly hailing the broad stripes and bright stars on the flags that draped their fallen comrades' coffins.  A glorious ending at the dawn’s early light.  Their final tribute to the star-spangled banner that was waving above was a fitting tribute to all those who proudly represent the land of the free and the home of the brave.  It was a very emotional ending and a magnificent closure to the film I should not have seen.  The final scenes on the ship were as painful for me as the rest of the show.  Maybe because I never had the opportunity to have an ending to my beginning.
The long list of credits tumbling down the screen mirrored the tears flowing down my cheeks.  I turned the TV off and just sat there, hoping to compose myself.  Finally, I walked into the bedroom where my wife was sitting.  Seeing my puffy eyes along with the visible reminders of my past, she looked up and said, “I told you not to watch that show.”
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