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EDITED by BERNARD EDELMAN for
the NEW YORK VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL COMMISSION

FOREWORD by WILLIAM BROYLES, JR.

7. “An overwhelminglyh .
eloquent bool \
of the purest and
most simple 1§

writing on Vietnam

that | have y
ever seen,”
’ k —David Halberstam/
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“HumpING THE BooNies” 65

corpses. We brought back weapons ranging from a mortar to AK-47s,
clothes, medical kits and documents and were mentioned on radio and
TV over here for that day’s work.

It was a very successful patrol, and everyone seemed happy with it
—everyone but the point man, that is. His wound, of itself, wasn’t serious,
but the power and shock of a modern rifle bullet is absolutely unbelievable
and within two minutes of being hit he was fighting for his life in shock.
There was a foulup in the extraction, and for half an hour we were stuck
in a wide-open rice paddy, in a valley, with helicopters trying to find us
but not having our radio frequency, while the hills all around [were
crawling] with communists who, if they had come back, could have wiped
us out. The wounded man stopped breathing three times on the LZ but
was revived via mouth-to-mouth resuscitation and a few punches on the
chest. He is now on his way home by way of Japan, where his ankle will
be taken care of, so maybe, in a way, he was the luckiest one out there.
He’s going home to his wife in one piece, with his eyes and all his limbs,
and will probably not even have a limp, while we’ll be going back out until
either our time or luck runs out. He'll never take to the field again. He's
home safe—we’re not. In that distinction lies the difference between
those who have luck, and those who aren’t yet sure [if] they have it or not.

Ceorge

Sp/4 George Olsen, Co. G, 75th Inf (Ranger), Americal Div., Chu Lai,
1969-1970, KIA 3 March 1970.

Ambush

One night we wandered far and long

To kill young men who, brave and strong
And precious to their loved, their own,
Were coming to kill us.

Aching, filthy, weak, afraid,

Creeping through the dripping shades,
Searching forms through jungle haze,
We stalked those men as prey.

SIAYWAYEEIESYS sNAGSY

0e

[Gd W YS§:

(KSGBREB ]I 2YS oC NI AzOMId Vel Y A 6 NI NEB

d
QWi Y tlw o 1owhiGE /ool L/ NN



66 “HumpinGg THE Boonigs”

A stinging, steaming, humming hell

Tried our flesh and pride and will,

But we walked and watched and waited, until
We froze—and saw them coming.

Quietly picking their way along,

Far from their loved ones, far from home,

They seemed to be dreaming. One muttered a song,
And they carried their weapons slack.

I fired first! The shattering blast
Unleashed a deafening force that smashed
And ripped and shook, and seemed to last
Till the very Earth was torn.

Then, silently, coldly, on command,

We plucked among that gory band

And left, with a simple wave of the hand,
The offal to the leeches.

Now jungle covers the stench and sight

Of the wrecks we left behind that night.
Yet we, too, die, while winning such fights,
From a sickness caused by slaughter.

And when we next go out again
At night to kill more killer men,
Or else be hunted to our end,

Will it prove The Cause is ours?

How can we ever “know we’re right,”
Lost in this dark, primeval Night?
Must we kill them, as beasts must fight,
Until the Earth is torn?
—James McLeroy
1967

1Lt. James McLeroy, whose tour in Vietnam began in May 1967, spent
six months with Company C, Team A-104, 5th Special Forces Group,
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“CHERRIES’": FIRST IMPRESSIONS 39

just don’t know what the war is really like. As one guy said, “You got to
fight it to know it.” I hope you are all well. I'll write again when I get
a chance.

Billy

Sgt. William Nelson, born and raised in the Bronx, New York, served with
Company A, 2nd Battalion, 502nd Infantry, 101st Airborne Division,
operating out of Phu Bai, from July 1969 through September 1970. He
is an accountant and lives in Putnam, New York.

27 March 1968
Dear Mom and Dad,

Would you believe I am now officially assigned to a unit? It’s taken
50 long that it’s quite a relief. [ have a new address that should be
permanent. It is:

Company A, 4th Battalion, 3rd Infantry

11th Light Infantry Brigade, APO San Francisco 96217

I don’t know if you’ve sent me any mail yet, but if so it hasn’t gotten
to me and I doubt that it ever will. But with this address everything should
reach me, so no sweat. . . .

I am told that our AO is quite a good one. There is almost no contact
with Charlie, and what little there is rarely turns into much of a fight
because he runs away. The principal danger here is from mines and booby
traps.

From the people I've talked to I've come up with some new ideas
on the war. For the most part nobody is particularly wild with patriotic
feeling. There are, of course, those who just get a real charge out of killing
people. One lieutenant I talked to said what a kick it had been to roll a
gook 100 yards down the beach with his machine gun. But most people
generate their enthusiasm for two reasons: one is self-preservation—if I
don’t shoot him, he’ll eventually shoot me—and the other is revenge. It’s
apparently quite something to see a good friend blown apart by a VC
booby trap, and you want to retaliate in kind.

While I am able to read Stars and Stripes and listen to AFVN radio
newscasts, I still feel very cut off from the world outside of Vietnam. I
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would love it dearly if you would subscribe to Newsweek for me. Also,
what do you think of Bobby [Kennedy] for president? What about [Gen-
eral William] Westmoreland’s new job? What does everything mean?
I now have one last editorial comment about the war and then

I'll sign off. I am extremely impressed by almost every report I've heard
about the enemy I am about to go and fight. He is a master of guerrilla
warfare and is holding his own rather nicely with what should be the
strongest military power in the world. But it is mostly his perseverance
that amazes me. He works so hard and has been doing so for so long.
You've heard of his tunnelling capability? A captured VC said that in
coming from North Vietnam down to Saigon, he walked over 200
miles completely underground. Anyone who would dig a 200-mile tunnel
and who would still do it after being at war for some 30 years must be
right!

All love,

Mike

2Lt. Robert C. (“Mike”) Ransom, Jr., raised in Bronxville, New York,
arrived in Vietnam in March 1968. He was a platoon commander with
Company A, 4th Battalion, 3rd Infantry, 11th Light Infantry Brigade,
Americal Division, operating out of Chu Lai. He died after two months
in country, eight days after he was wounded by shrapnel from a mine. He
was 23 years old.

Jan 30, 1968
Chris,

I finally got to my unit yesterday . . . what a life!

I have been assigned to A Battery, 2nd Battalion, 40th Artillery, and
further attached to E Company, 2nd Battalion, 3rd Infantry as a forward
observer. My job is to advise the company commander on artillery matters
and to direct the guns onto enemy positions when we find them. Right
now we are positioned on the bank of a beautiful river. The men have
been swimming and keeping cool for the last two days.

There are absolutely no comforts in our job. I carry nothing but a
razor and a bar of soap for comfort, wear the only clothes we have and
wash them in rivers and streams as we cross them. Our mission is to find
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Charlie, rifle in hand, with not a care in the world until he sees me, and
then it’s a race to see if he can get off the road before I can draw my 43
and get off an accurate shot (he won). Of course, there was an incident
when four snipers took on the battalion, w'hfch promptly, more to release
the weight of all that unexpended ammunition than anything else, threy,
everything at them but the Missouri; and that would. have been there too,
except it could not get up the Song Tra Bong [River]. So goes aboyt
$50,000 worth of ammo. They probably played it up as a second Iwo Jim,
at home, but it wasn’t.

Then, two days after we got back, we played Indian Scout, and my
platoon splashed its way through a rice paddy at 3:30 in the morning ip
a rainstorm to surround a hamlet, which we managed to do somehow
without alerting everyone in the district, which is surprising as we made
enough noise to wake up a Marine sentry. It was “very successful” since
we managed to kill a few probably innocent civilians, found a few caves
and burned a few houses, all in a driving rainstorm. There’s nothing much

more, I'm afraid.
Love,
Sandy

2Lt. Marion Lee (“Sandy”) Kempner, born in Galveston, Texas, in 1942,
was a platoon leader with Company M, 3rd Battalion, 7th Regiment, Ist
Marine Division, operating in I Corps. He arrived in country in July 1966.
He was killed by shrapnel from a mine explosion on 11 November 1966.

Jan. 13, 1969
Dear Mom,

We've been running around these mountains every day without a
break. We finally got a day of rest today.

On the fifth of January, we went out on a patrol and found a rather
large weapons and ammo cache. It consisted of 166 Russian carbines and
SKSs [Soviet semi-automatic rifles], 300 82-mm mortar rounds, 4 mortar
tubes, 4 122-mm rocket launchers with rounds, 2 tripods for a 75-mm
recoilless rifle and rounds, plus many other items. It's one of the largest
caches anyone has found in the last couple of months. It was really great
finding all this stuff, but getting it out was another thing. As you can well
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