ALMOST AN AIRBORNE MARINE
 

By SP4 Grimaldo Urich-Vivar

 

ALMOST A MARINE "I want to be an airborne marine"
"I want to live a life of danger...WHOA!
Something isn't right here! I'll let Grimaldo continue to tell his story.

In SP4 Grimaldo Urich-Vivar's Own Words....  

PART I
     As far as I can remember since 1960, I always wanted to be in the military. In Perú, my homeland, summer vacation is from December 20 to March 31. In Callao , the harbor city where I was born, there is an old Spanish fortress named Real Felipe. When I was 14 years old, I would always go there during the summer for two reasons--it had a museum and there was a Peruvian army airborne battalion (39th Abn. Bn.) stationed there. I would never miss a Second World War movie, especially about the Marine landings and the combat jumps of the 101st Abn Div and 82nd Abn Div. After each movie, I would go to the Real Felipe to talk to the paratroopers. Sometimes my friends would go with me to this fortress, but usually I would go alone. According to my friends, it was stupid to go continuously to that fortress and see the same things over and over again.

     Beginning with the 1963 school season (school in Perú begins in April and ends on mid December), I began attending a Catholic school of the Maryknoll order. The distance from my home in Callao to Lima, where the school was located, was about 16 to 18 miles, so I had to take the bus every day. It is a school run by American priests and nuns. Believe it or not, most of the priests were soldiers or marine veterans of World War II. Some of them told me that this conflict had a great influence on them becoming Catholic priests.

     So there I was, passing by the US Embassy going to the school and also going back home, five days a week. That is how I began noticing the Marines on guard duty in front of the embassy building. It was an informal guard, not like the British. At the school, I was always trying to convince the priests to talk about their WW II service. From time to time, I would drop from the bus when returning home, just to talk to the Marines. On the weekends, I would talk to my friends about the Marines. My parents assumed that it was just something like a juvenile fantasy world. After all, you could see on the news (1965, my last year of high school) the heavy casualties from the Ia Drang battle and two Marine combat operations.

     When my parents and the priests at the school realized that I was serious about going to the US and joining the Marines, they tried to persuade me not to. The priests would try to tell me about the horrors of armed conflicts and my parents would not give me a penny to travel.

     Right after I graduated, I remember going to see the US military attaché (US Army Colonel) and telling him that I wanted to volunteer for the Marines, but he told me that for political reasons he could not recruit me in Lima. I had to be physically in the USA and go on my own to a recruiting office to join the Marines. It took me about a year to fund my travel expenses and fix my travel papers. I must have bothered the military attaché and the Marine guards so much that I must have been a nuisance. I even went to father La Salle , one of  the school priests, to see if he could convince the Army attaché to recruit me in the embassy so that they could give me the travel expenses.

     About six months prior to graduating from High School, one of my uncles passed away (Hans Hilburg) with lung cancer. He left some insurance money to m y aunt. Of course, at that time I did not know about the money or exactly how much he left to my aunt. But by November 1966, I decided to talk to all my aunts and uncles.

     My uncle Hans’ wife offered to pay my one-way trip to Miami. So around 27 December1966, I traveled to Miami with 25-cent in my pocket and an address and phone number of the family of a high school friend (his mother was a US citizen). I called them, and they took me to their home. The next day, I went to the marine recruiting office. The gunny Sgt. told me to come back the following week. He needed to check if I could enlist because of some immigration papers. When I returned, he said that I needed a green card to join the Marines and that the only way to do it was to return to Perú and apply for an immigrant visa, not the tourist visa that I presently had. He gave me a letter addressed to the military attaché in Peru, which mentioned my situation as a potential volunteer to the Marines. I told him that I did not have money for the return trip to Peru. The recruiter apologized, but there was nothing else he could do.

     To make a long story short, I worked for about three months as a dishwasher at a restaurant to save money for a round-trip plane ticket (Miami-Lima-Miami). I returned to Lima around the end of March 1967. My parents were happy, thinking that I had changed my mind about becoming a Marine. I told them about the necessity of obtaining a green card to join the Marines. I went back to see the Military Attaché, who was surprised to see me again. He told me that he was under the impression that I just wanted to go to the USA just to work.

     Up to that point, he did not realize how much I wanted to join the Marines. After some consultation, he convinced the American Consul to give me the immigrant visa.

     Around the 24 or 25 of May 1967, I traveled to Miami for the second time. I arrived at about 1700 hrs on a Thursday. This time I was planning to stay overnight at the airport and go to the Marine recruiting office the next morning. At about 2300 hrs, a policeman approached me and asked me if I was waiting for somebody. I explained to him that I had just arrived from Perú to join the Marines. I was so proud when I said that to him. His reply kind of threw me off. “Don’t be a fool," he said. "Get an education and work, but do not join the services; you will end up in Viet Nam as cannon fodder." For the next hour, he tried to explain why I should not join the military.

     Do not forget--I was raised with the WW II movies. I could not understand why a US policeman would not have anything nice to say about his country's military. He was not rude, but I just could not understand. When he realized that he could not change my mind, he gave me a ten dollar bill and told me to go and get something to eat inside the airport and that when his relief showed up, he would tell him to show me what bus to take to go downtown to the recruiting office.

     Picture Caption: The day I left Perú for Miami full of illusions in December 1966, for the first time. From left to right second row - María, a friend of my sister; my sister, Zorka; my grandmother; my mother; my brother, Mirko; and myself. In the front row are my three nephews.

PART II 

     The next day, I was on my way to downtown Miami and to the Marine recruiting office. When I burst excitedly through the office door with my papers in hand, the Marine gunnery shook hands with me. I informed him that I now had the required resident visa and was ready to join the Marines. The recruiter mentioned that I would have to fill out some forms and take an evaluation test. I thought to myself--No Sweat--then he asks me for my Social Security Card. My response was that I had just arrived in the U.S. the day before and had no opportunity to apply for a Social Security number.

     After making a phone call to the Federal Building for further information, the recruiter told me that my application for a Social Security Number would take four to six weeks to process. He surely must have noticed my expression of sorrow, anger, and other desperation, because he told me there were other options to solve the problem and went into another room.

     As I sat there in the Marine recruiting office all alone, another sergeant came through the front door. Since he was also dressed in a nice khaki uniform, I assumed that he must be another Marine recruiting sergeant. His friendly greeting was :Hi, buddy; how is everything?" After pouring my heart out to him about how desperately I wanted to be an airborne Marine, he surprised me when his reply was that he could get me in uniform next week. I was so happy when I heard him say those word to me.

     In my young, idealistic, naive mind, I was aobut to experience a dream come true. Euphoria must have narrowed my senses, because my response to the recruiter when he said, "Just Follow Me," was t simply walk out of one office and into another one. I sat down in front of his desk; and before I had a chance to observe my surrounding, he put a stack of forms in front of me. I did have the sense to emphasize the fact that I wanted to be a paratrooper in a recon unit--Marines, of course--but I failed to mention the word Marines to this recruiter. I assumed that he was a Marine recruiter, since he was dressed exactly like the other recruiter I met with initially. The recruiter began to talk about going to airborne school, and I started signing every form he put in front of me. I even took a two-hour aptitude test to determine my specific abilities. While taking the test, the recruiter brought me some sandwiches and soda and told me to just take my time on the test. There was so much going through my head at the time, but I was thinking, "Wow, this sergeant is something else. He doesn't yell or swear like the NCOs in the Latin countries, and he even gave me something to eat!"

     After I had finished with all the necessary paperwork and competed the aptitude test, the recruiter was nice enough to put me up for the weekend after all, it was Friday, and I couldn't get my uniform until next week. He instructed me to go to Biscayne Boulevard, which was three blocks from the recruiting office, where there was a hotel just across from the ocean. Here I would stay for the weekend, not worry about paying for anything, and enjoy free meals. He never even asked me for my Social Security Card and gave me $10.00 to boot. His final words were that he would pick me up at the hotel promptly at 0500 hours Monday morning to take me for my physical exam. He also assured me that if the physical went okay, then I should be on my way by Wednesday to training camp.

     When I arrived at the hotel, I gave the desk clerk the envelope of paper that the recruiter had given me. In return, she gave me a room key and a room number where I was to stay. Once inside my hotel room, I immediately wanted to call my parents back home in Peru and tell them that my boyhood dreams were finally becoming a reality. Now that I look back on those moments of elation, I cannot explain why I did not realize that something was "out of place" with the "second" Marine recruiter's office. The old saying "Love to Blind" may be true, but Idealism and Naivety are also blinding.

     Bright and early Monday morning, I was eager to take the next step toward becoming an airborne Marine. The recruiting sergeant pick me up at the hotel as promised and drove me to Coral Gables for my induction physical exam. He politely dropped me off in front of a two-story building and said he would return at 1700 hours that afternoon.

     There must have been 300 kids standing or sitting inside and outside the building, as well as milling around in the large awaiting room. A few inductees were watching a television inside a small adjoining room. I can still recall some of the questions everybody was asking each other: "Hey, Pal, where did you get drafted? Hey, Amigo, where were you working? Hey, Buddy, where you in school when you got drafted?" Some of the exclamations expressed indicated a common consensus of opinion regardless of ethnic background: "I hate this! It's just not fair! I had a steady job!"

     In such a packed place, rumors reverberated through the building at the speed of lightning. One rumor was that a kid whose father was a Colonel in the US Army refused to pull the necessary strings to get a student deferment after receiving his draft notice. His father had chastised him so badly that the kid answered his call to duty, reported for duty, and was there along with the rest of us.

     My turn in the "rumor mill" began when two Puerto Rican guys asked me what I was doing when I got drafted. They found it impossible to believe that I had come all the way from Peru just to VOLUNTEER for the Marines. Their reply was "You are nuts, Man! You have to be the dumbest S.O.B. in the world." Others around us starting listening to our conversation, and the rumors began. Some kid came up to me and remarked, "Hey, Buddy, if the people in Peru are so dumb like you, why don't you tell them to come here and join the service so people like us can go back home!"

     I remember taking everything as a joke, although inside my mend, I wondered about the overall opinion of those American young men. If you had uttered such words around the sergeants of South American countries, you would have been vigorously slapped, then forcefully pushed against the wall; and no one would have dared raise his voice in your defense. At 0630 hours, the sergeants began passing out white boxes that contained our breakfast. Inside the box, there were two ham and cheese sandwiches, one small carton of milk, one small carton of orange juice, one apple, one banana, a package of crackers, chewing gum, and other condiments. This gesture was also new to me. here are American kids saying negative things about their career military men and service to their country; and by the same token, these career military sergeants are passing out free boxes full of goodies. The American kids might not have appreciated it, but i certainly was thankful. In South America, if you received two small pieces of bread and one small cup of oatmeal, it would be considered a feast!

     While we were eating, I commented on my concern for the lack of respect and appreciation shown by those around me. Some of the guys exclaimed, "They are feeding the pigs for the butcher shop, stupid!" This comment brought a round of boisterous laughter from the people around us. By 1500 hours that afternoon, I had passed through all of the medical stations and the allegiance swearing ceremony. I waited in the TV room for the recruiter t return for me. When he arrived, the recruiter went straight to an office and came out with a fat, manila envelope. He commented to me, "You are on your way to training, Buddy. Everything is okay with you."

     On the way back to the hotel in Miami, the recruiter gave me an envelope containing an airplane ticket to Columbia, South Carolina. I was the happiest person in the whole world, but still wanted to ask the sergeant about my unsettling questions concerning the attitude of the American kids. Some things are getter left unsaid, I decided. After all, I did not want anything to go wrong and interfere with my chance to be an airborne Marine.

PART III
     There were about 20 to 25 of us on the plane from Miami to Columbia, South Carolina. Most of the other guys I was with were actually draftees from the Miami area. I was excited about the trip and was talking with some of the guys seated around me on the plane.

     After a while, a beautiful blond girl seated next to me asked me what I was so happy about. I explained that I was on my way to become a Marine. She commented that she felt sorry for me, because her boyfriend had also been drafted and sent to Vietnam. Before I had the chance to tell her that I had not been drafted, some of the other guys started laughing and told the girl, "He’s the dumbest person in the world. He’s only been in the United States for a month and has already joined the service." I felt proud that I had joined the military, just smiled, and confirmed that it was true.

     Our plane arrived at Columbia between 2100 and 2300 hours. I clearly remember how stormy it was, with lightning and torrential rain. A buck sergeant dressed in khakis and a raincoat gathered us up and took us to a parking lot, where three Army busses were parked. The sergeant seated us on one of the buses and told us to wait until the rest of the buses were loaded. After the buses we full of trainees, we headed for the base at Ft. Jackson. As we rode through downtown Columbia, I tried to see some of the city; but the windows in the bus were so fogged up, all I could see were the city lights. We finally reached the gates of the base at about midnight.

     Inside the gates of Ft. Jackson, the buses pulled up to an old wooden barrack. We were shuffled off the buses and into the building to a room with school-type desks, where we sat for hours filling out mountains of paperwork. At about 0500 hours, we were finally assembled outside into some sort of formation and escorted to our first breakfast in the military. To me, the inside of the mess hall looked like a civilian restaurant—with so many things to eat! My mind could not comprehend all the glorious food before me—cereals, juices, milk, bread, and fruit. The cooks were even asking how I wanted my eggs prepared. It was amazing! Where I came from, even the military officers did not have a mess hall like this, not to mention the meager eating facilities for the troops.

     After breakfast, we assembled outside the mess hall and were given about fifteen minutes for a bathroom break. From there, we were escorted back to the building where we first arrived. We gathered up our belongings and continued on to a small open field. Here we joined other trainees and were seated in front of a large podium. A captain came to the podium and gave about a twenty-minute pep talk, thanking us for obeying the call to duty and welcoming us to Ft. Jackson. The captain’s speech was followed by a rousing address by a first sergeant, who instructed us on how to make our stay at Ft. Jackson while continuing our training in the Army. He ended by asking if there were any questions from our group. Being the naïve recruit that I was, I innocently raised my hand and said, "Sir, there must have been some mistake—I signed up for the Marines."

     Everyone around me turned their eyes in my direction, and I began to hear some commotion behind me. I turned my head to see a couple of drill sergeants pushing people to the side as they walked toward me. These guys weren’t polite at all—just shoving people left and right without even saying as much as "Excuse Me". I instantly came face-to-face with one of the drill sergeants, whose nose was almost touching mine. In a not-so-friendly tone of voice, he yelled, "Who the hell do you think you are? Do you consider yourself special?" I managed to reply, "No Sir! No Sir!" The drill sergeant yelled, "Don’t you call me sir, you shithead." At this point, I looked in the direction of the podium, hoping that someone would rescue me from the situation I found myself in. The first sergeant was no longer at the podium, and everyone around me was standing stiff as a statue, looking forward. It was just me and drill sergeants alone on that field.

     Within the next half hour, I must have learned all the swear words in the English language. If I attempted to talk, I was interrupted with a strict, "Who gave you permission to talk?" If I didn’t answer, I was asked, "Did you swallow your tongue, you shithead?" As the drill sergeants continued to yell at me, they were constantly pushing me. I was asked, "Why do you want to be a Marine?" Before I could open my mouth to utter a single word, the swearing and name calling rained down on me again. I finally managed to say, "I shall stay here." In my mind, I thought that those sergeants had the power to throw me out of the military; and I definitely didn’t want that to happen. The most vivid memory I have of basic training was bivouac week and the day we left on our "camp out".

     During the day, we had been six miles out at the last rifle range. By the time we got back to the company area at about 5:00 in the evening, we were all dead tired and looking forward to a meal and some rest. When the drill sergeant instructed us to reassemble after chow in formation with our combat gear at 1900 hours, we figured that we would undergo some sort of inspection. We soon learned that we would suffer a bit more fatigue before being allowed to rest.

     At formation, we were told how to proceed in a tactical road march. Most of the drill sergeants got into a ¾-ton truck and left. Two sergeants stayed behind with us and took us off through the woods, marching in two columns on either side of the road. Shortly into our first hour of the march, it started thundering and pouring rain.

     The downpour was so heavy that by the time we managed to put on our ponchos, we were already soaked. It was pitch-black dark, and all we could do was try to follow the boots of the ones in front of us. Over the noise of the storm, I could still hear some of the other guys complaining about the Army, about Ft. Jackson, about the rain, about the draft, and just about everything they could think of.

     Once we arrived at our destination in the woods, we were told to set up our pup tents and get some sleep. There was already a large tent set up for the drill sergeants, complete with cots, lights, and the whole works. The rest of us—over 200 trainees—were left to pair-off under the stormy dark of night and pitch our own tents. The drill sergeants retired to their cozy tent, and the complaining started up again. I listened to a lot of expletives and yelling being tossed back and forth, until I heard my name mentioned. "Only somebody that is born surrounded by shit would enjoy what we are going through—like that f-ing Urlich." Another voice from the darkness asked, "Hey, Urlich, were you running from the police in your country when you decided to hide in this Army? It makes no sense that you volunteered, man. With all that we are going through, you are actually enjoying this shit." Yes, I was enjoying Army life, but not particularly at 1:00 in the morning in the middle of the woods in a storm. The comments, after all, were not necessarily aimed at me. It was only a way for my fellow trainees to vent their anger and frustrations during a trying situation. We finally managed to get our tents put up and settled in soaking wet for a little rest during the remaining four hours we had left of the night.

     On Graduation Day from Basic Training, everyone was anxious to find out what school they would be going on to for further training. The whole company was dressed in khaki uniforms and assembled in a small field behind our barracks, awaiting the drill sergeant to pass out orders. A rumor was circulating that if you had been drafted, you automatically would be assigned to infantry school; and if you had volunteered, you would be sent to another specialty school. Once the drill sergeant started yelling out names and passing out orders for the various training schools—infantry, cook, armor, transportation, medic, signal, etc.—I was anxious to learn my assignment. When the drill sergeant called my name and said, "Signal School", I was disappointed to say the least. It was still my wish to become an airborne ranger. At that moment, I wanted to complain about my assignment; but the lesson I had learned the last time I complained about a mistake being made kept my mouth shut for me. Others around me complained openly, swearing about their orders and commenting, "I have two years of college, and I get f---ing infantry school." "Urlich is single, and I’m married with a kid, and I get infantry school." "Who can understand this f---ing Army and its lifers?"

     During that time, Ft. Jackson was a major training facility for most of the schools, except medic, aviation/helicopter mechanic, or armor. So, most of us stayed at Ft. Jackson. The group that I had been assigned to—signal school—went to our new home in the brick buildings close by the main entrance. While in radio operator school, I met my good friend, Paul, from Rock-A-Way Beach in Long Island. He was a redheaded kid with a great personality. The rest of us called him "hippie" because he was always defending the "hippie" lifestyle that was raging across the country. He would never swear and was one of the few in the outfit that never criticized me for joining the military. Often, he would say to me, "If that’s what you want, then let it be. Peace and love, brother." Paul harbored some anger about being drafted, but considered himself fortunate to end up in radio school instead of the infantry.

     The radio school began classes on August 1, 1967. Every morning at the second company formation (0700 hours), I would observe ten duce-and-a-half Army trucks pass close by my building full of infantry trainees on their way to daily training exercises. For almost three months, I watched those same ten trucks go back and forth—with the last formation at 1700 hours.

     Radio Operator School would have been a picnic if we didn’t have to learn Morse code. For four hours each morning and four more hours each afternoon, we wore headphones and listened to the dee-dah-dahdeedee. One of the graduation requirements was to be able to receive 26 words per minute, with each word having five characters. By the end of the second month, four of us were sick of radio school. We wanted to get out of that training so badly that we decided to go to the infantry school orderly room and volunteer. I still yearned to be an airborne ranger, and this just might be my opportunity to finally be in the airborne infantry.

PART IV - The Conclusion
     So there we were—four trainees going on a Tuesday at 1800 hours to the Infantry School orderly room.  I did not know what the other three guys were thinking about, but I personally thought that the First Sergeant of the Infantry School would be proud to have four trainees volunteering for infantry training.  I felt that if I couldn’t join the Marines, I might as well join what I considered the Army elites—the paratroopers! 
     When it was my turn to see the First Sergeant, he asked why I wanted to join the infantry.  This time, I did not mention my original intention of joining the Marines, but explained that I had recently come from Peru to be a professional career soldier and that the best way to begin that career would be as an infantryman. 
     After the First Sergeant had finished talking to each one of us individually, he said that he was pleased and honored that we were volunteering for his school and that he would look into the matter and let us know.  We were four happy soldiers, because we just knew that we would not have to listen to any more Morse code—or so we thought. 
     The following day, during the last formation at 1630 hours, our First Sergeant called in all four of us and told us to wait in his orderly room.  The first thing that came to my mind was that he would give us a patriotic “pep talk” about volunteering for infantry training.  Was I naïve!  At that time, I did not know about human pride.  The clerk told us to knock on the First Sergeant’s office door and wait for him to give us permission to come inside—then stand at attention.  We did exactly what we were told and stood at attention before the First Sergeant, who was sitting on his desk. 
     All of a sudden, the First Sergeant stood up and yelled, “You g—d— bastards are in my g—d— Army!  In my Army, I tell you what to do!”  As he continued to yell at us, his face got red as a tomato and the arteries in his neck began to bulge.  The first thing that came to my mind was—Oh, God! Not again!  At the end of his speech, he said, “Don’t you ever dare to do this again; and I am going to make sure that you think twice before volunteering again!  Now get out of my orderly room!”  My three friends shrugged off the incident as just a “nice try”; but for me, it was confusing. 
     When I returned to my room, I told Paul what had transpired.  He said, “Grimaldo, you have a lot to learn about the Army.  If you ask to be assigned to the North Pole, they will send you to the South Pole.  If you ask to be assigned to the South Pole, they will send you to the North Pole.”  He ended by saying, “Always remember this, my friend—there is the right way, the wrong way, and the Army way.  So, peace and love brother.” 
     I figured that the incident was over and ended, but when we were marching back from classes in formation on Thursday afternoon, the First Sergeant singled out all four of us “volunteers” and said, “Greetings from your First Sergeant.  You have been inducted into the kitchen police (KP) force for duty on Friday and Saturday.”  Bright and early the next morning, the CQ woke us up at 0330 hours for KP duty; and we stayed in the mess hall until 2000 hours.  All day long, it was—KPs do this; KPs do that, KPs to the back entrance to unload trailers, etc.  Sunday was more of the same. 
     By mid-November 1967, I graduated from RTO School and received my orders to Fort Stewart, Georgia.  Eighty percent of my class received orders for Vietnam, including my buddy, Paul.  Two soldiers received orders to Germany and the rest to Korea.  I was the only one assigned to stateside duty.  I told Paul, “Somehow I will see you in Vietnam; meanwhile, we will keep in touch my mail.”  It would be exactly a year and four DA Form 1049s (volunteer duty for Vietnam) before I finally received my orders to Vietnam.  By that time, Paul was dead; he never made it back.  Paul’s parents told me about his death when I wrote to them asking about him. 
     After reporting to Fort Stewart, I later found out the reason for my not being sent to Vietnam straight from Fort Jackson.  It seems that in this eagerness to enroll me in the Army, the Army recruiting sergeant from Miami missed some very important immigration paperwork.  Specifically, I went into the service without a Green Card or a Social Security Card.  To make things more complicated—when I finally received my Social Security card at the end of my RTO Training at Fort Jackson, I actually received TWO cards, each with different Social Security Numbers.  I informed my First Sergeant about the situation, and he told me not to worry—that I could straighten everything out while at Fort Stewart. 
     What I remember most while stationed at Fort Stewart were the funeral details that I went to in the areas of Georgia and Florida.  The whole year that I was there, I must have gone to at least three funeral details per month.  I’m not sure if my First Sergeant had something to do with my constant assignment to so many funeral details, but I was always diplomatically “nagging” him about my wanting to go to Vietnam.  Maybe the burial details were his way of convincing me to change my mind about wanting to volunteer for service in Vietnam.   
     Some of the funerals were open casket; others were closed casket ceremonies.  I felt sad for the deceased soldier’s family, but personally the experience did not affect my desire to volunteer for Vietnam.  I remembered seeing scenes of Tet “68 on TV while living off post.  Every two weeks, a new list of names would be posted on the company bulletin board of soldiers who had received orders for Vietnam.  One day in September 1968, my name finally appeared on the list.  During the last company formation that same day, the First Sergeant remarked to me in front of everybody, “You ain’t gone yet, Grimaldo? You better hurry up.  We wouldn’t want you to miss the war, now would we?” 
     I sat with a group of soldiers in the back of the plane during the long flight to Vietnam.  I was fortunate to be sitting with several paratroopers just out of airborne school—all of them volunteers for Vietnam, like myself.  We joked and talked seriously about what airborne unit we were going to be assigned to once in Vietnam.  I was headed to Vietnam with the old 05B20 MOS (radio operator) and was fully expecting to carry a radio on my back in an infantry platoon, like in the old WWII movies.  The trip was long and boring, so from time to time, I would tell the other guys about the old war movies I had seen about the Marines and paratroopers of WWII.  I remember asking them what kind of soldiers would obey orders to wade into water up to their waist or chest and advance slowly toward Japanese defenses.  They told me that the Marines are taught in boot camp to fear the gunnery sergeant more than the enemy.  As we all chuckled at the humorous remark, a Marine buck sergeant who was sitting across the aisle from us turned his face toward us, exposing a nasty burn scar on his neck and part of his right cheek.  He looked at us for a few seconds, then told us in a very calm voice—like he was talking to his younger brother, “Charlie doesn’t have combat boots, he doesn’t have tanks, he doesn’t have helicopters, and he doesn’t have three meals a day; but I respect him in the jungle.  If you don’t, then you are in for quite a surprise.”  There was absolute silence for a while in the back of the plane. 
     We eventually landed at Cam Ranh Bay and were there for three days before some of us received orders for the 101st Airborne Division.  My group of about twenty replacements went to a building where we viewed a huge map of South Vietnam and located Bien Hoa, our destination.  In the eight days that I spent in Bien Hoa, I noticed two kinds of soldiers—those who spoke a weird language and those who spoke the English that I could understand.  The weird ones were waiting in Bien Hoa for the Freedom Bird and would repeat every chance they had or whenever they were among a group of newcomers—“Tee tee time, cherry” or “You have boucoo time, cherry”.  At night, we would look for some of the veterans on their way home to ask them questions and perhaps get some good advice.  I can remember that our last day at Bien Hoa was spent asking the black caps or veterans where the 327th, 187th, 501st, 502nd, or the 506th were located and how the overall situation was. 
     All sixty of us replacements had received our orders to go “up north”, and that evening we were taken to the airport at 2100 hours and waited until about 0400 hours to catch the C7A Caribou that would take us to LZ Betty.  Talk about safety and tighten your safety belts—We were packed in that plane and told to sit on the floor of the aircraft alongside some pallets with cargo for LZ Betty.  We must have waited for bout another hour, sweating profusely while they loaded the pallets behind us.  When the plane started taking off, some of us had to hold on to the little rings on the floor of the aircraft to steady ourselves. 
     We arrived at LZ Betty about 0700 hours on a beautiful, clear day and were taken from the airfield to stand in front of the S-1 building.  The S-1 buck sergeant told us to get some breakfast at the mess hall behind the S-1 building.  Afterward, we were told where we would be assigned in the battalion.  PFC Blevins and I were told to go to Commo Platoon.  Once there, the section sergeant took us to see SFC Beatty, the Platoon Sergeant.  He announced that I would be working as an RTO inside the TOC.  Several months later, my duties included the distribution of situation reports to all the units in LZ Betty, including all the agencies such as MACV and Civil Operations in downtown Phan Thiet.  I had my own Jeep and was usually accompanied by two friends (bodyguards) when I made my trips to Phan Thiet.  
     There wasn’t much activity for Commo Platoon during December 1968 and most of January 1969, but according to the traffic we heard through the radios at the TOC, those two months were hell for the line companies.  They took the brunt of several ground night attacks, especially the one at Outpost Sarah that cost the battalion several casualties.  The enemy was never capable of overrunning any of the line company positions.  Up until that time, I had not even shot my M-16 or heard any close explosions.  The only noises that I heard were outgoing fire from the outpost artillery (D/320).  Then came February 22.  At 0145 hours, we were sleeping in our tents about 30 to 40 yards from the mostly underground TOC.  The S-2 and switchboard building were on the other side of the TOC.  Suddenly, all hell broke loose!  We were awakened by automatic fire and rpg shrapnel going through the top of our tent.  It was the beginning of the enemy Tet Offensive of 1969. 
     I remember putting a flak jacket on top of my head.  The section sergeant didn’t seem too concerned with us already lying flat on the ground inside the tent, but the sudden burst of an AK-47 brought him to his senses.  He first instructed us to crawl to a bunker at the back of the tent.  Once inside the bunker, we realized that there were no firing portholes; so we crawled back to the front of the tent and set up sort of a perimeter line facing the cliff.  I then realized that I had no ammo, and the section sergeant have me his.  He had just the magazine attached to his M-16.Meanwhile, rpg rounds and automatic fire steadily continued.  The enemy was trying to destroy the TOC and overrun LZ Betty at several points. 
     Echo Company was the first to receive mortars and rpg bombardment, followed by a ground attack.  The 192nd Attack Helicopter Company was hit next.  Sappers directly attacked several perimeter bunkers and towers along the ocean side of the base.  There were several casualties, including Delta Company Commander, Captain Wrazen. The enemy wanted to destroy LZ Betty’s main defensive and offensive weapons—our mortars and Echo Company, our gunships at the 192nd Helicopter Company, as well as destroy our Tactical Operations Center.  While were all lying flat on the ground, I whispered to a friend next to me, “Lord, I still cannot figure out how the Marines were able to walk toward the Japanese positions while the Japanese were shooting at them.”  My friend just looked at me and nodded his head, trying to figure out if I was going nuts! 
     The section sergeant brought us back to reality by saying, “Keep quiet!”—and quiet we were until the sun’s rays began to creep over the horizon.  When it was barely daylight, one of the grunts on top of the bunker to our right opened up with his M-60, yelling that two figures had just gone down the cliff in front of us among the thick vegetation all the way down to the beach.  The battalion commander, LTC Alves, who happened to be close by at the time, told the supply sergeant to get an M-60 and follow him.  LTC Alves, carrying his 45 pistol by the grip, headed toward the cliff; both men soon disappeared out of sight.   
     About ten minutes later, the grunt manning the bunker began yelling once again and firing M-60 bursts.   A couple of grenade explosions and some automatic weapons fire came from the bottom of the cliff.  From our prone position on the ground, we couldn’t see what was going on down the cliff.  We had to depend on the reaction of the grunt and his M-60 atop the bunker.  Soon the report came from the grunt that LTC Alves and the supply sergeant were coming back up the cliff.  We later found out that they had killed one of the sappers, but the other one got away.  That morning, the body of the dead sapper was retrieved and placed behind the mess hall.   
     While lying on my cot that afternoon, I figured out why the veterans count the days that they have left “in country”.  I also realized that the grunts manning the bunkers definitely knew their job.  They were just kids, but also professional soldiers.  During the attack, I was like “a chicken without a head”—nervous and scared as hell.  I knew that it would be a while before I could measure up to them. 
     Toward the end of June 1969, I learned from my First Sergeant that President Richard Nixon had signed an order stating that only American citizens would be sent to Vietnam and that any non-US citizen who was already in Vietnam would be sent back to the United States to finish his military service stateside.  Up until that moment, I had never given much thought to my immigration status.  The First Sergeant told me to come by and talk to him about the problem.  Inside his orderly room, he told me that according to my personal records I was not an American citizen and probably would be sent back to the States as soon as my orders arrived from the Division.  I was experiencing some strange feelings.  So many guys would have given just about anything to trade places with me.    By that time, I had already experienced the fear of combat during Tet ’69 and suffered through the ground probes at LZ Betty.  Fear or no fear—it was all part of being in the military.  I asked the First Sergeant if there was anything that he could do, because I didn’t want to return to the States until my tour was over.  He told me that he could not disobey the President’s order or tell me how to disobey the President’s order; but if I wanted to protest the order, it was my right to see a lawyer in Phu Bai.  
     Two days later, I left for Phu Bai and talked to a judge there.  He told me to stay a couple of days in Phu Bai, because he would have to make several telephone calls.  When I went to see the judge again later, he asked me if I wanted to become an American citizen.  I immediately replied, “Of course!”  The judge sent my back to Phan Thiet to await orders to go to Hawaii to be naturalized as an American citizen there. 
     About one week later, I received my TDY orders for Hawaii for six days.  I left LZ Betty for Bien Hoa, where I was given $350 for expenses and put on the first available plane for Hawaii.  At the Honolulu Airport, I went to the Army information booth.  The sergeant in charge read my orders and directed me to a hotel.  Everything was paid by the Army—hotel, meals, plus the expense money.  From the hotel, I called the Honolulu courthouse.  They checked my name and told me to come in for the swearing in ceremony in two days.   
     After the swearing in ceremony, I signed off on some forms and was told to return to the courthouse in three days to pick up my US passport.  I returned as instructed, picked up my passport, and flew back to Phan Thiet.  My citizenship certificate says:  “Given at the district Court House of Honolulu, Hawaii on July 17, 1969.  This trip to Hawaii did not count as my official R & R. 
     After Vietnam, I received orders to Fort Rucker, Alabama, where I spent the last five months until my ETS date.  From there, I went to visit my parents.  My parents’ attitude had changed, especially my father’s attitude.  He was very proud of me and my accomplishment.  I remember him taking me to work with him at the harbor and introducing me to his friends.  I was very proud to wear my khaki uniform while in my hometown. 
     My mother told me that they were very concerned when they received my certificates for the Bronze Star and Army Commendation Medal from the US Department of Defense.  At that point, I wasn’t even aware of being awarded these medals.  When my parents received notification of the awards, my mother immediately called for my father at work.  While my father returned home from work, my mother went across the street to the high school that I had attended and nervously asked Father LaSalle if the certificates meant that something had happened to me.  Father LaSalle drove my mother and father to the American Embassy to inquire about my status.  The military attaché explained the meaning of the certificates to my parents and assured them that everything should be okay.  A couple of weeks later, they received some mail from me and knew that I was alive and well. 
     After visiting my family in Peru, I returned to Miami, where I stayed for about ten months.  I just wasn’t happy with the civilian life that every other soldier I came across had been talking about while I was still in the service.  I did not love to play war, nor was I trying to emulate Audie Murphy—but to me, going to Vietnam was just part of my military career.
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