PUC Beer
By George Allen

While pain and details had faded over the years; the instant, simultaneous rush of strong emotions and emerging memories that exploded in my head and chest one Friday evening Coronado, California, two decades ago, remains so fresh and clear in my innermost being shed involuntary tears even as I tell the tale today.

I was a reserve Major in the U.S. Marines at the time, and had just reported-in for two weeks of annual training duty (ATD) at the Naval Amphibious Base in Coronado, one of two locations where the U.S. Navy trains their elite SEAL teams.  The first night on board, 20 or so field grade officers who made up our amphibious warfare class, were invited (expected) to attend a welcome reception at the commissioned officers club on base.  Everyone arrived wearing their “charlies”, a light tan, short-sleeved uniform shirt and green trousers.  And as is the case in most military social settings, everyone wore their personal and unit decorations or ribbons.

At that point in time, I’d been back from Vietnam for close to 20 years, but still found it interesting to ‘read the ribbons’ of fellow officers, ascertaining pretty much where they’d been, maybe who’d they’d served with and how much combat they’d experienced.  Indeed, over the years, I’d been reunited with a number of men I’d served with in various combat engineer, shore party, infantry and artillery battalions.  So, I looked forward to seeing who’d show up for this soiree.

Not long after the reception began, another Marine Major walked into the room.  As he drew closer, I saw he’d served a full tour in RVN, given the four bronze stars on his Vietnam Service Ribbon.  He’d also qualified for the CAR (combat action ribbon, the USMC equivalent, at the time, to US Army’s coveted Combat Rifleman’s Badge), and a few other personal decorations.  But what hooked me was the dark blue ribbon bordered by a gold frame!

I was wearing the same unit decoration, but didn’t’ think I knew this Marine.  Almost immediately indignation welled up inside.  Why?  Because I was aware this singular award, the U.S. Army Presidential Unit Commendation or PUC, had been recommended only one-time during the Vietnam conflict-by an Army unit commemorating the valor of a Marine unit, the 9th Marine Regiment-for combat actions along the Ho Chi Minh trail during Operation Dewey Canyon in the Da Krong-Ashau Valley corridor.  It had been during an assault by the second battalion, that the largest enemy artillery pieces used during the Vietnam war were captured, but at significant cost.  Even after 20 years, I pretty much knew the relatively few who came out of the Ashau Valley after that battle, and this Major wasn’t one of them!

So, I walked up to him and asked, “Were you in the Ashau Valley during February 1969?”  he replied, “No, not exactly, over it.”  then I noticed the Naval aviator’s wings above his left breast pocket.  He continued, “I was flying close air support for part of that operation.”  While that response certainly satisfied me, it unleashed a torrent of long-repressed memories:  two huge 122mm Russian field guns, complete with firing tables and ammunition, a couple dead Russians, a burning NVA prime mover, steep terrain and hastily dug foxholes, a pitch firefight during the night, with RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) exploding overhead; dead and wounded Marines, and the next day, as rigging officer, dissembling  and securing the gun carriage and barrels using long nylon cargo straps, then watching as “flying crane” helicopters hauled the loads back towards Dong Ha forward combat base.

But most stirring of all, is the distinct memory of two Phantom jets coming on station early that second morning, flying swiftly and silently in from behind us at treetop level, slamming us with their delayed sound wash.  They turned and circled, to napalm and strafe the forward slope of the mountain dropping down from our position, driving off remnants of the attacking enemy force so ‘flying cranes” could come in and lift out the captured ordnance in relative safety.  When their ordnance was finally expended, they checked out with us on TRC-25 radio and as our radioman said, “thanks guys!” into his handset, one of ‘em did a wing wave in reply!

And here he stands, 20 years later, right in front of me!  I couldn’t help it, tears rolled down my cheeks – then and now.  Guess I don’t have to tell you that Major didn’t buy himself one beer during the two weeks we were together-again.
