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was one or a generation or young men who were raised in 
America but grew up in Vietnam. I lived the life of a typical teenager 
with a love for fast cars, drag racing, hunting. fishing, movies, and 
pulling practical jokes on my buddies. My eariy life was filled with 
good things and especially with the love of a certain young lady 
named Beth who had levels of beauty, intelligence, and charm that I 
found to be both imposing and dazzling. 

Nothing I had ever done, learned, or experienced prepared me for 
the life of a combat soldier fighting my way through the jungles of 
Southeast Asia. Advanced Infantry Training in the pestilential 
sweating heat of Fort Polk, Louisiana, gave us a dose of what was to 
come, which was further reinforced by extended training in the lush 
green mountains on Hawaii's Schofield Barracks/Fort Shafter. Field 
training was continuous through both sunshine and rain. Since this 
was Hawaii, there was a lot of rain. We would often spend a day of 
unrelenting physical effort in sheets of rain until in stunned 
weariness we slumped in the back of trucks as our stinking 
mud-encrusted bodies were finally hauled back to the barracks. 
Training was tough but the grinding physical effort and the hardships 
we endured gave birth to a level of comradeship among those of us in 
Delta Company beyond anything that l had experienced in the past. 

It didn't take long after arriving in Vietnam before I began to 
encounter the grim realities of war. At our first firebase. called LZ 
Bronco. we met "old timers .. - seasoned warriors who had been in 
the field for six months, or so. some of whom were bruised and 
bandaged. They enjoyed telling us green replacements grisly stories 
about the people we were replacing, who had suffered fates such as 
being cut to pieces or having their heads shot off. 

During my first patrol outside the perimeter or LZ Bronco, rain 
filled our foxhole. I qualified for a Purple Heart in my first ambush. I 
received minor wounds in my face by not ducking quickly enough 
after an explosion. Friendly-fire incidents were an ongoing problem. 
We were once joining up to support some troops when they fired 
upon us in the dark. We were yelling and screaming at them; one of 
our guys fired a grenade launcher wounding a few of them. 
Fortunately, nobody was seriously injured or killed. 

My first really hot encounter with the enemy took place when I 
was without my weapon and dressed in a hospital gown. I had been 
admitted to the hospital with a fever. While there Charlie began 
raining mortar shells down on the building. The exploding shells 
began marching through the hospital directly at me. The lights went 
out. A comrade named Romeo and I. stumbling and falling, ran 
desperately down the darkened hallways. with him wheeling his IV 
pole. Fortunately, the mortars landed behind us and in front of us bu, 
we escaped with our lives. When I got back to my bed, emergency 
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lights had come on. I could see how parts of the 
roof had been blown off and blood was scattered 
around the area. 

During that incident in the hospital I saw 
my first wartime casualty- a young soldier 
about my age who lay sprawled in death beside 
the building. I was moved by the si!llll of his 
lifeless body. I realized that I could have easily 
shared the young mar.'s iate. Thar marked the 
end of a certain !nnocence. You can hear of a 
million people kil,ed in battle bur everything 
changes the finr time you see one with your 
own eyes. The young man was the first person 
I saw only moments after life had been taken 
from him. but unfortunately there would be 
many more to come. 

One of the awful things about the war is how 
soldiers died in what seemed like a random and 
haphazard fashion. Buddies of mine- soldiers 
who were strong and capable would be cut 
down in an instant. Those gone·in·an·instant 
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deaths were preferable 10 others who were 
horribly wounded and condemned to Jive the 
remainder of their Jives in silent agony. 

Sometimes death seemed co come with a kind 
of uncanny premonition. One morning I had the 
strangest and strongest urge ro say something to 
a soldier named Niles who was in another 
platoon. I couldn't think of anything ro say, so I 
kept quiet. That evening I learned that he had 
stepped on a mine, his grenades had exploded, 
and he died instantly. 

Lile seemed cheap in that country. I saw a van 
that had recently been blown apart by a mine. 
The dozen Vietnamese occupants had died and 
their bodies were lying beside the road. I passed 
the scene several times during succeeding 
months and saw their decomposing bodies still 
lying where they had been left. 

My father taught me by word and example 
that we should trust Cod and He would be with 
us. The grisly realities that I encountered in the 

villages, rice paddies. and jungle trails of those 
imprecisely denned Vietnamese battlefields 
tested my faith in Cod and the promises from 
the Bible that I had always taken for granted. 
The reality that I could die at any moment was 
inescapable because of bullets that snapped past 
me within earshot and the comrades who died 
as I looked on. 

Living under the battlefield conditions in 
Vietnam at the height of the war was equal pans 
1edium, misery. and terror. We would sometimes 
go into the field after dark, set up an ambush, 
and remain perfectly quiet throughout the night. 
This often occurred after a long day of trekking 
throull.h the jungle looking for Charlie. The 
minutes and hours in that darkness would pass 
so slowly! I was alternately filled with terror at 
what the next moment might bring and dazed 
with fatigue and boredom. 

While in the field we learned to heat our 
meals with plastique explosives that we 
harvested from Claymore mines. A marble size 
ball of the stuff would provide a perfect amount 
of heat for a C·ration. We had the opportunity to 
bathe and change our clothes every six weeks or 
so, whether we needed it or not. 

Part of the suffering of war came from 
incompetence. We learned that there was a Right 
Way, the Wrong Way, and the Army Way of 
doing things. The Army Way was often 
i ncornprehensible even to the officers who forced 
ir upon us. but that made no difference. "That's 
the way it is done; was ~ufficient reason in their 
minds for continually doing really stupid things. 

The insects we had 10 contend with were 
almost as bad as incompetem ofllcers and 
mindless military procedures. The ubiquitous 
mosquitoes provided a constant layer of 
background misery. Worse than the itching and 
pain they caused was the malaria, which is 
responsible for more than a million deaths 
worldwide every year. We responded by taking 
daily doses of yellow anti-malarial pills. which 
did not completely prevent outbreaks of disease, 
and by smearing copious amounts of bug 
repellam on ourselves. which did not completely 
keep the mosquitoes away. These failures 
became evident when I got bitten by a mosquito 
and contracted a bad case of malaria. It took me 
a month to recover. I lost 23 pounds. 

Mosquitoes seemed like friendly little buggers 
compared to screwworms that would enter your 



body through your feet, crawl up into your 
intestines, set up home, and begin raising 
children. The nastiest parasites were leeches. We 
would sometimes wake up to find them on our 
lips. eyelids, armpits, and in other places I don't 
want to talk about. They were engorged by the 
time we found them and by the time we had 
removed them all we would be covered with our 
own blood. 

Ants once ate their way right through an 
inflatable mattress. Following an ambush a huge 
red am three-quarter inches long crawled out of 
my helmet and bit me on the eyelid. 1\1y eye 
swelled shut, and I was transported back to base 
for a few days co recover. The war followed me. 
Our mess hall was mortared righr in 1he middle 
of a meal. 

There were times when fear and hopelessness 
took control of me. But my experiences in battle, 
even though they were terrifying, taught me 
that hope was more powerful than fear; crust 
could overcome doubt and despair. One day I felt 
that I had come to a breaking point. I couldn't 
stand the pressure any more; nor bear seeing 
one more of my comrades taken from me in 
death. I got down on my knees in the dirt floor 
of my bunker and prayed: 

Jesus, fin in bigger trouble chan I've ever 
been before in my life. I really need some help 

here. We all need Your help. Would You please 
protect the guys in my platoon and not let any 
more of chem be killed? I don't care so much if 
we get shot up. ;ust no more dying, please. I 
will pray for each man by name every night, no 
macter whac s going on. 

The next day we got orders to pack up and 
be ready to head for the mountains. It obviously 
seemed an answer to my prayers. However, as 
we marched out of the firebase, a 175mm 
artillery piece went off just behind us and 
almost scared me co death. lt cenainly scared 
the confidence out of me. I realized that God 
might have heard my prayer bur our hard times 
were a long way from over. That wasn't the 
only time that I reached the end of my rope. In 
spite of the horrors, :he death angel seemed 
often to pass us by. A soldier in our platoon 
once shared with me that he felt like a big hand 
was covering us wherever we went. I knew 
whose hand it was. 

On April 14, i06Q, the Vietnam War ended for 
me. Three days later I was back in California. 
Re-entry into civilian life was not easy. In those 
days returning vets lacked respect from large 
parts of society. I had a hyper sense of vigilance 
and would often startle at some unexpected 
noise. I knew that my life had been preserved by 
the grace or God. but I was scarred by the 
experiences I had gone through. Death has a 
sting all its own and it affects all who it touches. 

Beautiful Beth had waited faithfully for my 
return and now was just as patient while waiting 
for me to regain my peace. 

I have put my experience to good use by 
mentoring returning soldiers at the Concord 
Veteran's Center. 1 recorded my memories in a 
book. Through My Eyes, because of my 
conviction of how important it is that we never 
forget the sacrifice that men and women are 
making to ensure that the candle of freedom 
remains burning brightly. I also wanted the 
families and friends of returning combat 
veterans to understand what their soldiers had 
gone through. The book neither glorifies combat 
nor detracts from the role that it plays in 
protecting our liberties. 

One of the things that T learned from the Bible 
is that if we maintain our faith, then whatever 
trials we are going through can make us better. I 
know I returned from Vietnam a much deeper 
person than when I went. A desperate soldier 
once asked me if there was any way to stop 
being afraid. ·r don·t know: l said. "I do know 
one thing though. Don't give imo it." [ depended 
upon promises from the Bible. "Fear not for I am 
with you." Jesus said. Those words helped me 
get through Vietnam. They help me yet. 

For more informatio11, go co www.throughmy 
eyeschebook.com. Send comments about the 
article to editors(a I /Omag.com. 
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