First Missions
The Million Dollar Wound
This happened during my first few weeks in Nam. While the base camp was still being developed, we began to leave on daylight patrols searching the region in close proximity to our base. This was done on a rotating basis with other platoons and would take the monotony out of filling sandbags all day and spending time in the open sun guarding the perimeter. On this particular mission my platoon lined up at the main gate near our company headquarters. It was nearing a hundred degrees. After checking one another out to see if our gear was up to par, we headed down the main road away from camp and the city. We made sure we kept our distance with one another and not to bunch up. We were always taught that it was better to lose one of us than a group all at once. This was common sense. Eventually, we trudged through a small thick wood- line and came upon an expansive rice paddy. We spread out abreast of one another, at least ten meters, and began to cross the paddy. I was to the right of my squad leader, Sgt. John Carvalho. We began to approach the edge of the paddy and the beginning of a tree-line. All of a sudden, in front of us, about twenty meters away, emerged a VC out of a "spider-hole", and "pop", went his carbine, a distinct sound that you could tell what weapon it was. Sarge doubled over as I dove to the ground. The ground was hard and dry and not what you would expect a rice paddy to be, being in the monsoon season. The VC soldier disappeared through an exit to the rear of his enclave and no one returned fire. The VC used this form of engagement often. Just one shot could put a whole company of men down. We brought the medic up and I helped prepare the sarge to be extricated by placing his poncho under him and carry him to the arriving medevac chopper for a "dustoff". The sarge's tour was over. We later found out that the round went through one of his canteens and into his hip and wasn't life threatening. It sent him home. The term, "million -dollar wound", was heard throughout the camp the next few days. A million- dollar wound meant that you got to go home alive and is worth a million dollars to you. Would you rather have a million dollars or your life?
The Well
Another close call that took place during my first few weeks of my one- year tour happened on my first ambush patrol. Sgt. Ronald Figueroa, our platoon Sgt., took two squads of our platoon out by compass to a predetermined ambush site. It was a half mile from base camp. In most cases we would stay off trails and roads. We didn't want to be in "Charlie's" gun sites and be a victim of his ambush. It was a little past dusk and Sgt. "Fig" had it on his mind to bring us to the site unscathed and return in the same condition. We all looked up to him as he was experienced and did everything right to protect our butts and always had the thought in his mind to bring us back alive. We trusted him. It was dark that night and I remember Sgt. Fig stating that we should travel through the back yards of the local hootches, in order to stay off the beaten paths. It was hot and humid as usual so wiping sweat and slapping mosquitoes was the norm. We brought along the minimum of gear with us so we could travel light and fast. It still amounted to about thirty- five pounds per man. Two canteens of water, your weapon, along with two hundred rounds of ammo packed into your web-gear, three or four hand grenades, helmet, and bayonet. We usually carried a bandolier of M-60 machinegun ammo per rifleman too. Of- course the sergeant's R.T.O. had the twenty-fivepound PRC-25 radio with him. As we approached the back of the hamlets, we could hear a cluck or two from the dodging chickens and an occasional groan from a water buffalo. The thick grass was nearly a half foot high and the palms and shrubbery native to the area was scattered thinly throughout the yards. To the rear of the yards lay thicker shrubbery as it was up against the edge of a woodline. No sign of a resident anywhere as there was a strict curfew in affect so no one was to be out and about after dark. I guarantee they knew we were there. After about fifteen minutes of navigating through the difficult terrain of weeds, grass, and plantings, the earth came out from under me. I fell right down into a back-yard well. I threw my rifle to the side to protect it as I began flailing my arms. Lucky Sgt. Fig was close to me as he reached down with his rifle-butt to pull me up. I was under water, as I reached up to feel the rifle stock, while sinking quickly with that heavy weight attached to me. As he pulled me up, he grabbed the harness to my web-gear and was able to extricate me. After the shock wore off and some muffled laughter, we were on our way to set up the ambush. Needless to say, I was very uncomfortable all night being soaked, full of bugs and such, and smelling like a sewer. While I stayed awake all night, the best occurrence of all was, that no VC crossed our path.
The Island
Our turn came up to go out on a platoon sized ambush patrol. All during the day while we attended to our base camp duties, we thought about what we would face that evening. It wasn't normal protocol to have a full- size platoon go out, usually a squad or two. We all lined up at one of the gates just before dusk. Those wishing a short religious service were accommodated by a chaplain. Business as usual took over the mood as we checked out each other's gear. We headed out in single file eventually crossing a huge dried up rice paddy about a mile from camp. In the center of this huge patch of ground was an island of trees and growth about the size of a baseball diamond. Our platoon leader spread the word that this was a good a place as any to set up our ambush. We immediately circled the plot and entered its' perimeter and began to set up our NDP's. Claymores were set out as we requested to have three-man positions so we could get two hours of sleep for every one hour on watch. It wasn't to be. Two- man positions, was the call. There was not enough man-power to provide three-man positions, we would have been spread out too thin. It was to be a tough night, one hour on watch, one hour asleep, all through the night. One thing about these ambushes and NDP's, you become a very patient individual. While staring out into the darkness, there is plenty of time to reminisce about your past and to dream about what your future will be like. Another hot and humid night in the Nam, was to be, as we slept in our stinky, wet fatigues, whacking the bugs and mosquitoes off. One of my turns on watch was from 4-5 a.m. I was abruptly woken for it as my buddy dove to the ground and passed-out taking in his much- needed sleep. We all reacted this way. Fifteen minutes into this watch we were alerted that there was movement coming our way. We whispered just loud enough so the next position would be alerted. Claymore activation devises were picked up and at the ready. The next communication we heard was that it was only a farmer coming though accompanied by his single water buffalo. There was a curfew in affect, he was not supposed to be out at that hour. Everyone held their composure. The farmer approached right by my position. I don't know what got into me, but I reached out with my arm as the water buffalo walked past. I scraped his hide with my hand all the way down his side. It was hot and soaking wet and stunk. I am so glad, he didn't react. We let the farmer go on his way. He never knew we were there and never realized he was so close to being blown away.
