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For a short while in
1955 Recon Company was
home for the most celebrated athlete of that
time. He spent little time
with us but no one will
ever forget that he was
there.

Bob Mathias, 75, Decathlete and Politician, Dies
By FRANK LITSKY—New York Times

Published: September 3, 2006
Bob Mathias, who won the gold medal in the Olympic decathlon in 1948 at age 17, and again four years later, then later
served four terms in Congress, died Saturday in Fresno, Calif.
He was 75.
Bob Mathias won the gold in the 1952 Olympic Games in
Helsinki, Finland, four years after winning it in London when he
was 17. The United States Olympic Committee announced his
death. The cause was cancer, his brother Eugene told The Associated Press.
“Bob Mathias was one of those rare individuals with the ability to inspire a nation through his determination and perseverance,” Peter Ueberroth, the chairman of the U.S.O.C., said in a
statement. By the time Mathias retired from decathlon competition in 1952, he had nine victories in nine competitions, four
United States championships, three world records and two
Olympic gold medals, all before he was 22. He was so popular
that his life became the basis of a 1954 movie, “The Bob Mathias
Story,” with
Mathias himself in the leading role. “He is not only the greatest
athlete in the world,” said Brutus Hamilton, the University of
California track coach, “but he’s also the greatest competitor.”
He was also modest, clean-cut and self-confident, the epitome of the all-American boy. And yet his early boyhood showed
little promise of athletic success. He was anemic and growing
too fast, so his father, a doctor, prescribed iron pills, liver pills
and a daily nap. The regimen worked. By the time Mathias was
competing in track and field in high school, he was 6 feet 2 inches and 190 pounds, specializing in the shot-put and the discus.
Three months before Mathias graduated, his coach, Virgil Jackson, suggested that he might be interested in competing in a
decathlon meet in Los Angeles. As Mathias recalled for Olympic
Review in 1975, he said: “That’s great, Coach, it sounds like fun.
But just one question: What’s a decathlon?” As Mathias told
American Track and Field in 2004: “Coach probably taught me
out of a manual. What he told me to do worked.” Mathias went
to the Los Angeles meet and won, qualifying for the national

championship two weeks later. He won that, too, beating the
three-time champion Irving Mondschein and qualifying for the
United States Olympic team. Four weeks later, two months after graduating from high school and six weeks after competing
in his first decathlon, Mathias became the youngest man to win
an Olympic track and field title. In that Olympic decathlon in
London, the second day’s competition lasted 12 hours in rain
and cold. Between events, Mathias wrapped himself in blankets
and raincoats. It was so dark for the next-to-last event, the javelin, that cars were driven into Wembley Stadium and headlights
were put on so the officials and the athletes could see the foul
lines.
Allison Danzig wrote of the victory in The New York Times
that “in rain, on a track covered with water, on jumping and
vaulting runways that were slippery and a bit risky, in fading
light and finally under floodlights, it was an amazing achievement.”
President Harry S. Truman welcomed him home. Mathias
received 200 marriage proposals and won the Sullivan Award as
America’s outstanding amateur athlete. “I wouldn’t do this again
in a million years,” he said.
He did it again four years later, in Helsinki, Finland, as a
Stanford University senior. He won again, by a huge margin,
despite a pulled thigh muscle. He was the first Olympic decathlon champion to repeat.
Robert Bruce Mathias was born Nov. 17, 1930, in Tulare, a
farming town in California’s Central Valley, and grew up there.
He was a three-sport star in high school and went to Stanford,
where he was also a football fullback. In 1952, he became the
only athlete to compete in the Olympics and play in the Rose
Bowl in the same year.
He graduated in 1953 and was an officer in the Marine Corps
from 1954 to 1956. Later, he acted on television and in several
movies besides “The Bob Mathias Story.” He owned and ran a
summer camp for children, traveled as a good-will ambassador
for the State Department and became a motivational speaker.
He is survived by his wife, Gwen; two brothers, Eugene
Mathias of Tulare and Jim Mathias of Three Rivers, Calif.; a
sister, Patricia Guerrero of Tulare; four daughters, Romel, of
Twain Harte, Calif., Megan, of Colorado Springs, Marissa, of
Folsom, Calif., and Alyse Alexander of Medford, Ore.; a son,
Reiner Mathias of Sandy, Utah; and 10 grandchildren.
From 1967 through 1974, Mathias served as a Republican
from the Fresno area in the House of Representatives. After
leaving Congress, he became a full-time consultant to the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and a part-time fund-raiser
for the U.S.O.C. From 1977 to 1983, he was the first director of
the United States Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs.
In 1974, Mathias was elected a charter member of the National Track and Field Hall of Fame, and in 1983 he was enshrined in the United States Olympic Hall of Fame. Although
Mathias won gold at the Olympics twice, the experiences were
very different. “There was no pressure the first time because I
didn’t know any better,” he told The New York Times in 1982.
“Nobody thought I would even finish. The second time was difficult because everybody put pressure on me and I got a lot of
pressure from myself.”
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Lou Mayers

Buzz Penland

Savory snacks were abundant and free for the
snaring in the picturesque wilds of Camp
Pendleton in prehistoric times.
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H. CAMPBELL PHOTO—1955

Rutherford was a quiet country boy and we shared an appreciation of outdoor living. He approached me one Friday afternoon and asked me if I wanted to go quail hunting with him. I
had told him how, in a fond boyhood past, I had hunted doves
in Tennessee.
He had the venture down pat. He had an Air Force survival
rifle…...a small .22 cal. semi-automatic. He would regularly
sneak into the Whiskey Impact Area northeast of Camp Horno
and spend weekends sleeping out and feasting on the smallbirds.
We left at liberty call, taking our haversacks with possibles
and our canteens. He with his rifle and ammo, a small skillet
and a Mason jar full of bacon grease which he had obtained at
the Mess Hall. Just before dark we stopped under a large elevated wooden water tank and bivvied for the night. I remember during the night that we were assaulted by a large horned
owl whose roost had been violated.
We completed the trek to Whiskey at dawn on Saturday
and hiked on a dusty road until we came to a gully. The area
was used for mortar, artillery and, occasionally, for aircraft
gunnery and rocket impact. The area was off limits to all personnel. It burned regularly from shelling and there was very
little vegetation. Rutherford had checked the range schedules

to insure that we would not be shelled during our visit.
Walking in the gullies would scare up coveys of quail which
would fly a few yards and perch in the burned out skeletons of
mesquite which dotted the landscape. From our natural shooting hole it was a simple matter to drop the quail. When one
was hit it would flutter to the ground…...the others would simple adjust positions. After several were shot we retrieved them
and Rutherford demonstrated what to me was an amazing skill.
He would grasp the little birds in his hands and with several
twists and pulls would produce a skillet-ready breast in one
hand and the remainder of the bird in the other. We had quail
for breakfast and lunch…...and even had leftovers for trail
snack.
During this, my first ramble with Rutherford, we found a
bunker built of timber and sandbags which overlooked a large
open area covered with cactus. In the cactus was a prairie-dog
town. Inside the bunker we found several “C” ration cases
which had unopened rations. We did not know how long the
area had been used for impact so we were not able to date the
bunker……...the rations were of ancient vintage…...but still
edible.
We decided to visit the site again and bring a real rifle and
binoculars. A week or two later we returned to the bunker with
an M-1 and ammo which Rutherford had pilfered from somewhere. He put several markers out in the prairie dog town and
we shot from the bunker. We took turns spotting and shooting.
All good things must come to an end. Rutherford said he
heard a vehicle. Shortly thereafter we saw a Jeep kicking up
dust on the road. Leaving our gear in the bunker we hurried to
the road and began walking. The Jeep, occupied by a Lieutenant and a driver, quickly overtook us on the road. The Lieutenant informed us that we were in a restricted area. He then
asked if we had heard gunfire. Rutherford said that he thought
he had heard it as he pointed in the direction that the Jeep had
come from. We were ordered out of the area and told not enter
it again. Luckily, that was the end of the matter. The officer
had the Jeep turn around and take him back down the road. We
waited for a few minutes, retrieved our gear, and headed for
home.
After half a century I can still taste those quail.
And…...have not since watched a prairie dog disintegrate
through 10 X 50 binoculars.
I never accompanied him into the area again…..but I’m
sure that Rutherford went back.
I’ve tried to find him since but have had no success.
HU
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Before we present this piece I must insert a personal note
about it. In September of 2009 It was my great singular
pleasure to be a house guest of Major Bob and his lovely wife
Minh for four days at their home in Oceanside. During those
four days Bob, working miracles for me, gave this geezer an
insight into the 21st Century Marine Corps that still has him
reeling. Major Bob still (after 59 years) works for the Marine
Corps at Camp Del Mar as an Intelligence expert engaged in
the Battle Simulations training for our present-day Marines.
(See Reflections #11).
During my visit Bob, working the above-mentioned miracles, allowed me to see vividly how today’s Marines are being
trained. During one of the several amazing tours he arranged
for me we found ourselves in a marvelous facility where an
Iraqui village had been constructed indoors . Bob had arranged the visit to coincide with a demonstration to active
Marine officers and senior NCO’s. The event began with the
arrival of a bus carrying those who were to witness the
demonstration. As the bus neared the building housing the
“village” it was greeted with the sight of two “insurgents”
detonating an IUD under the oft-destroyed carcass of a
HumVee in the parking lot of the training site. The
“insurgents”, I learned, were Iraqui nationals, hired for the
occasion……..they spoke the language. As we watched the
arrival terminate with the explosion in the parking lot as the
bus passed it, the “insurgents”, in retreat, entered the door that
Bob and I were blocking as we watched.
Major
Bob…..apparently recognizing one of the men, hailed and
engaged him in conversation………….not in English…….but
in his native language. I can only say that the conversation
sounded “guttural” to me……...but Bob apparently knew the
man. They jabbered for several minutes in “Iraqui-speak”
and then the man had to leave. Dumbfounded…….I made no
comment…...but was profoundly impressed at what the United States Marine Corps had transformed my 1950’s PFC
Recon comrade into.
I had learned earlier that another of my compadres, Master
Sergeant Ray Anderton USMC (Ret.) was fluent in the Russian Language….compliments of the USMC…….he had
become a Marine prisoner of war interrogator after leaving
Recon Co.
And all that I managed to accomplish was to become a
civilian Electronics Engineer (by the hair of my English-only
teeth) thanks to the Korean G.I. Bill.

When I arrived in Vietnam in November 1969 I
never expected to find any evidence or vestige of the
original Marine units that landed over the beaches
of Da Nang in 1965 - but I did. Not in any material
things but in the language. The GI/Japanese slang
being used in 1969 ? four and a half years later.
The 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB)
that arrived in Da Nang in 1965 came from Okinawa and Japan. In fact, the 3rd Marine Division had
been in the Far East since 1952. I personally
served with 2nd Battalion, Third Marine Regiment
in 1956 and 1957 in North Camp Fuji, Japan. The
air components of the 9th MEB came from the 1st
Marine Air Wing that had been in the Far East
since 1950 and home stationed in Iwakuni, Japan.
The helicopter units came from Futema, Okinawa.
Those units would bring to Vietnam a unique vernacular that is best described as GI/Japanese
slang. This slang was mixed with Vietnamese and
French into a patois that lasted to 1975 and perhaps to this day.
When I got to An Hoa, the main firebase of the
5th Marine Regiment, 1st Marine Division, I was
assigned to the S-5. I was a Staff Sergeant 0369
(Infantry), but I had just completed a 47- week Vietnamese language course and the Regimental Sergeant Major assigned me to the 5th Marines S-5
shop because they needed a SNCO who could
speak Vietnamese. You can find out more about An
Hoa by reading James Webb book ?Fields of Fire?.
I reported in to Captain Carter OIC of S-5, an
outstanding Mustang Officer who had a huge responsibility. He told me I would be in charge of Psychological Operations for the Regiment. The S-5
was also the Civil Affairs responsible for any interaction or dealings with the Vietnamese, from garbage contracts to barber shops. In Vietnamese the
S-5 was ?Phong Nam? or Civil Affairs ?Dan Su Vu?.
The S-5 had a number of Vietnamese workers
on a permanent and daily hire basis. The NCOIC
Staff Sergeant Pedro (Speedy) Gonzalez introduced
me to some of his regular workers and the first Vietnamese he introduced me to was "Honcho" Bob. I
was a little surprised because Honcho means the
boss or the one in-charge in Japanese. I didn't yet
fully understand how extensive the GI/Japanese
slang was used.
(Continued on page 6)
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Liberty Call is postponed until we find out what this is !
(Continued from page 5)

The daily hires went out on working parties
with a Marine in-charge. They did all the menial
work like burning crappers, filling sandbags, etc.
The first time I heard a Marine say "Papasan di di
mau!" I thought to myself, Papasan - Papasan, am I
hearing right? Papasan is Japanese GI slang for
older man, san meaning Mr. or Mrs. in Japanese.
But why would they still be using GI/Japanese
slang words in Vietnam? I already knew that "di di
mau" was Vietnamese meaning to hurry up or go
faster.
Other terms were left over from the French occupation like "beaucoup", meaning a lot, much or
abundant. Examples were "beaucoup bac bac"
meaning big battle or firefight and "beaucoup VC" A
lot of Viet Cong. Or you could say I love you
beaucoup. Old China hands will remember the word
"chop or chop chop". Chop chop meant food. And
beaucoup chop chop meant a lot of food. Boom
boom meant making love and beaucoup boom boom
meant you were a skivvy honcho.
I heard the words taksan (big), scoshi (small),
benjo (toilet) used at one time or another - all Japanese words. There are probably other terms and
words that were used, but escape me right now.
Other Vietnamese phrases that stand out were,
"dinky dau" meaning crazy or nuts. It seems that
when Americans are sent to a new country for the
first time they will always find the word meaning
crazy or out of your mind. What they were actually
saying in Vietnamese was "dien cai dau" (crazy in
the head). Vietnam Veterans have heard many
times, Papasan beaucoup dinky dau.? It is an expression that used Japanese slang, French and Vietnamese all in three words. Lai day meant come
here and used beaucoup.

What was really funny was I discovered that the
Marines, except for a few who had served in Japan,
thought those terms were Vietnamese and the Vietnamese thought they were American. Then it hit me
that since the Vietnamese thought they were American words and Americans rotate every 12-13
months, the Vietnamese themselves, were perpetuating the GI slang thinking they were speaking
American English. Honcho Bob thought that Honcho was an American word meaning the boss man.
Also the numbering system used in Japan was
alive and well. Number one being good and number
ten being bad. There were even higher numbers for
really bad. I heard Speedy say many times that
something was ichi-ban - number one. The Vietnamese thought that ichi-ban was English meaning
good. Also, Speedy was the best "cumshaw" man I
ever
met,
but
that
is
another
story.
There were several Vietnamese kids that
worked for the Marines at An Hoa that had become
quite good at English. They were Marine trained
and had some unique names bestowed on them by
Marines of earlier years. One day a Marine General
was touring the area, and he spotted several of the
Vietnamese kids lined up in front of the S-5 bunker
smiling at him. He asked the first kid what his
name was. He snapped to attention, all five feet of
him and said, "Sir my name is John Henry Sir!" The
General smiled and ask the second kid his name.
He stood as tall as he could and replied, "Sir, my
name is Charlie Brown, Sir!" The general said, "and
I suppose this is Peanuts, right?" Charlie Brown
said, "No Sir - his name is Snoopy". We all had a
good laugh that day.
There is an aphorism that goes something like
this, "Even more dangerous then someone who can
not speak the language - is someone who thinks he
can".
Six months after arriving in Vietnam I was
transferred to 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines as the S-5
replacing a Captain. One morning on Hill 65 I was
awakened by a Marine outside my hooch, "Gunny
Farmer, we have a VC prisoner - we captured him
last night!" I ran to the guard hooch and there was
an older man with his hands tied behind his back
lying on the ground. I stood him up and thought
that he just didn't fit the profile of a VC. I looked at
his capture tag and it said, "acting suspicious". I
turned to the Corporal and ask him, "Tell me what
happened?" He said that the old man was caught
outside one of the hamlets down the hill at about
mid-night. The Corporal said he ask him some
questions and the old man didn't give the right answer. What do you mean - you questioned him?
The Corporal said he spoke Vietnamese and he
asks the old man where his wife was and he didn't
know. I told the Corporal to ask him again, in front
of me. He turned to the old man and said,
"Mamasan o (sounds like uh) dau?" (Where is your
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(Continued on page 10)

- Michael T. Powers Each year I am hired to go to Washington , DC , with
the eighth grade class from Clinton , WI where I grew up,
to videotape their trip. I greatly enjoy visiting our nation's
capitol, and each year I take some special memories back
with me. This fall's trip was especially memorable.
On the last night of our trip, we stopped at the Iwo
Jima memorial. This memorial is the largest bronze statue
in the world and depicts one of the most famous photographs in history -- that of the six brave soldiers [Marines]
raising the American Flag at the top of a rocky hill on the
island of Iwo Jima , Japan , during WW II.
Over one hundred students and chaperones piled off
the buses and headed towards the memorial. I noticed a
solitary figure at the base of the statue, and as I got closer
he asked, 'Where are you guys from?'
I told him that we were from Wisconsin . 'Hey, I'm a
cheese head, too! Come gather around, Cheese heads, and
I will tell you a story.'
(James Bradley just happened to be in Washington,
DC, to speak at the memorial the following day. He was
there that night to say good night to his dad, who had
passed away. He was just about to leave when he saw the
buses pull up. I videotaped him as he spoke to us, and
received his permission to Share what he said from my
videotape. It is one thing to tour the incredible monuments
filled with history in Washington , DC , but it is quite another to get the kind of insight we received that night.)
When all had gathered around, he reverently began to
speak. (Here are his words that night.)
'My name is James Bradley and I'm from Antigo, Wisconsin. My dad is on that statue, and I just wrote a book
called 'Flags of Our Fathers' which is #5 on the New York
Times Best Seller list right now. It is the story of the six
boys you see behind me.
'Six boys raised the flag. The first guy putting the pole
in the ground is Harlon Block. Harlon was an all-state
football player. He enlisted in the Marine Corps with all
the senior members of his football team. They were off to
play another type of game. A game called 'War.' But it didn't turn out to be a game. Harlon, at the age of 21, died
with his intestines in his hands. I don't say that to gross
you out, I say that because there are people who stand in
front of this statue and talk about the glory of war. You
guys need to know that most of the boys in Iwo Jima were
17, 18, and 19 years old - and it was so hard that the ones
who did make it home never even would talk to their families about it.
(He pointed to the statue) 'You see this next guy?
That's Rene Gagnon from New Hampshire. If you took
Rene's helmet off at the moment this photo was taken and
looked in the webbing of that helmet, you would find a
photograph... a photograph of his girlfriend. Rene put that
in there for protection because he was scared. He was 18
years old. It was just boys who won the battle of Iwo Jima .
Boys. Not old men.
'The next guy here, the third guy in this tableau, was

Sergeant Mike Strank. Mike is my hero. He was the hero
of all these guys. They called him the 'old man' because
he was so old. He was already 24. When Mike would motivate his boys in training camp, he didn't say, 'Let's go
kill some Japanese' or 'Let's die for our country.' He knew
he was talking to little boys.
Instead he would say, 'You do what I say, and I'll get you
home to your mothers.'
'The last guy on this side of the statue is Ira Hayes, a
Pima Indian from Arizona . Ira Hayes was one who walked
off Iwo Jima . He went into the White House with my dad.
President Truman told him, 'You're a hero' He told reporters, 'How can I feel like a hero when 250 of my buddies
hit the island with me and only 27 of us walked off alive?'
So you take your class at school, 250 of you spending
a year together having fun, doing everything together.
Then all 250 of you hit the beach, but only 27 of your
classmates walk off alive. That was Ira Hayes He had images of horror in his mind. Ira Hayes carried the pain
home with him and eventually died dead drunk, face
down at the age of 32 (ten years after this picture was
taken).
'The next guy, going around the statue, is Franklin
Sousley from Hilltop, Kentucky . A fun-lovin' hillbilly boy.
His best friend, who is now 70, told me, 'Yeah, you know,
we took two cows up on the porch of the Hilltop General
Store. Then we strung wire across the stairs so the cows
couldn't get down. Then we fed them Epsom salts. Those
cows crapped all
night.' Yes, he was a fun-lovin' hillbilly boy. Franklin died
on Iwo Jima at the age of 19. When the telegram came to
tell his mother that he was dead, it went to the Hilltop
General Store. A barefoot boy ran that telegram up to his
mother's farm. The neighbors could hear her scream all
night and into the morning. Those neighbors lived a quarter of a mile away.
'The next guy, as we continue to go around the statue, is my dad, John Bradley, from Antigo, Wisconsin ,
where I was raised. My dad lived until 1994, but he would
never give interviews. When Walter Cronkite's producers
or the New York Times would call, we were trained as little kids to say 'No, I'm sorry, sir, my dad's not here. He is
in Canada fishing. No, there is no phone there, sir. No, we
don't know when he is coming back.' My dad never fished
or even went to Canada . Usually, he was sitting there
right at the table eating his Campbell 's soup. But we had
to tell the press that he was out fishing He didn't want to
talk to the press.
'You see, like Ira Hayes, my dad didn't see himself as
a hero. Everyone thinks these guys are heroes, 'cause
they are in a photo and on a monument. My dad knew
better. He was a medic. John Bradley from Wisconsin was
a caregiver. In Iwo Jima he probably held over 200 boys
as they died. And when boys died in Iwo Jima , they
writhed and screamed, without any medication or help
with the pain.
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(Continued on page 8)

HU Campbell Photo—1955

Thank Bill Hay for the photo

It all seems archaic by todays norm after visiting
MARSOC and seeing their 2009 SAW and M60 armament, but packing the BAR was true prestige in
the early days after Korea. The real thrill was being
able to tell the uninitiated that you actually had an
assistant at your beck and call. Here, a virile virgin
child HU Campbell glories in the role of Automatic
Rifleman….his only (unofficial) expert rating.
(Sigh !).

Several members of the second platoon of Recon
Company assembled on the fantail of the high-speed
transport U.S.S. Wantuck, APD-125, somewhere off the
coast of California in 1956. Penland, Hay, and Axberg
have reunited in the past five years. Taylor, Severson and
“J. J.” Evers are still missing from our small renewed fellowship…but hope springs eternal that they may still be
found.

(Continued from page 7)

'When I was a little boy, my third grade teacher told
me that my dad was a hero. When I went home and told
my dad that, he looked at me and said, 'I want you always to remember that the heroes of Iwo Jima are
theguys who did not come back. Did NOT come back.'
'So that's the story about six nice young boys. Three
died on Iwo Jima , and three came back as national heroes. Overall, 7,000 boys died on Iwo Jima in the worst
battle in the history of the Marine Corps. My voice is
giving out, so I will end here. Thank you for your time.'
Suddenly, the monument wasn't just a big old piece
of metal with a flag sticking out of the top. It came to
life before our eyes with the heartfelt words of a son who
did indeed have a father who was a hero. Maybe not a
hero for the reasons most people would believe, but a
hero nonetheless.
The above-quoted article was written in October 2000 by Wisconsin resident Michael T. Powers (whose name has been omitted
from most of the Internet-circulated versions), transcribed from a
videotape he made of a talk given by author James Bradley at the
Marine Corps War Memorial in Arlington, Virginia. Bradley, whose
father, John, was one of the six men pictured in the famous photograph of the flag-raising on Mt. Suribachi in February 1945 (and is
thus depicted in the monument's sculpture), had earlier that year
published Flags of Our Fathers, an account of the life stories of
those six men.

FRONT

BACK
Our Recon friend John Dalton at Dalton Sportswear has
Graciously offered to produce this classic mug for $10.00 on a
onesy-twosey basis……...add $5.00 each for shipping (John
does not charge for “handling” because he loves to fondle !)
He does not stock the mug but will make it especially for you.
You may contact him to place an order at:
info@daltonsportswear.com
OR...CONTINUE TO USE YOUR SCUZZY CANTEEN CUP FOR MORNING JAVA
(THIS IS A FACILITATING PUBLIC SERVICE
ANNOUNCEMENT AND NOT AN ADVERTISEMENT)
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A couple of years ago someone asked me if I still thought about Vietnam . I nearly laughed in their
face. How do you stop thinking about it? Every day for the last twenty-four years, I wake up with it, and go to
bed with it. But this is what I said. "Yea, I think about it. I can't quit thinking about it. I never will. But, I've
also learned to live with it. I'm comfortable with the memories. I've learned to stop trying to forget and learned
instead to embrace it. It just doesn't scare me anymore."
A psychologist once told me that NOT being affected
by the experience over there would be abnormal. When
he told me that, it was like he'd just given me a pardon. It was as if he said, "Go ahead and feel something
about the place, Bob. It ain't going nowhere. You're gonna wear it for the rest of your life. Might as well get to
know it."
A lot of my "brothers" haven't been so lucky. For
them the memories are too painful, their sense of loss too
great. My sister told me of a friend she has whose husband was in the Nam . She asks this guy when he was
there. Here's what he said, "Just last night." It took my
sister a while to figure out what he was talking
about. JUST LAST NIGHT. Yeah I was in the
Nam . When? JUST LAST NIGHT. During sex with my
wife. And on my way to work this morning. Over my
lunch hour. Yeah, I was there.
My sister says I'm not the same brother that went to
Vietnam . My wife says I won't let people get close to me,
not even her. They are probably both right.
Ask a vet about making friends in Nam . It was risky.
Why? Because we were in the business of death, and
death was with us all the time. It wasn't the death of, "If I
die before I wake." This was the real thing. The kind
where boys scream for their mothers. The kind that lingers in your mind and becomes more real each time you
cheat it. You don't want to make a lot of friends when the
possibility of dying is that real, that close. When you do,
friends become a liability.
A guy named Bob Flanigan was my friend. Bob Flanigan is dead. I put him in a body bag one sunny day,
April 29, 1969. We'd been talking, only a few minutes
before he was shot, about what we were going to do when
we got back in the world. Now, this was a guy who had
come in country the same time as myself. A guy who was
loveable and generous. He had blue eyes and sandy
blond hair.
When he talked, it was with a soft drawl. Flanigan
was a hick and he knew it. That was part of his
charm. He didn't care. Man, I loved this guy like the
brother I never had. But, I screwed up. I got too close to
him. Maybe I didn't know any better. But I broke one of
the unwritten rules of war.
DON'T GET CLOSE TO PEOPLE WHO ARE GOING TO
DIE. Sometimes you can't help it.
You hear vets use the term "buddy" when they refer to
a guy they spent the war with. "Me and this buddy a
mine . ."

"Friend" sounds too intimate, doesn't it. "Friend"
calls up images of being close. If he's a friend, then you
are going to be hurt if he dies, and war hurts enough
without adding to the pain. Get close; get hurt. It's as
simple as that.
In war you learn to keep people at that distance my
wife talks about. You become so good at it, that twenty
years after the war, you still do it without thinking. You won't allow yourself to be vulnerable again.
My wife knows two people who can get into the soft
spots inside me. My daughters. I know it probably
bothers her that they can do this. It's not that I don't
love my wife, I do. She's put up with a lot from
me. She'll tell you that when she signed on for better or
worse she had no idea there was going to be so much of
the latter. But with my daughters it's different.
My girls are mine. They'll always be my kids. Not
marriage, not distance, not even death can change
that. They are something on this earth that can never
be taken away from me. I belong to them. Nothing can
change that.
I can have an ex-wife; but my girls can never have
an ex-father. There's the difference.
I can still see the faces, though they all seem to
have the same eyes. When I think of us I always see a
line of "dirty grunts" sitting on a paddy dike. We're
caught in the first gray silver between darkness and
light. That first moment when we know we've survived
another night, and the business of staying alive for one
more day is about to begin. There was so much hope in
that brief space of time. It's what we used to pray
for. "One more day, God. One more day."
And I can hear our conversations as if they'd only
just been spoken. I still hear the way we sounded,
the hard cynical jokes, our morbid senses of humor. We were scared to death of dying, and trying our
best not to show it.
I recall the smells, too. Like the way cordite hangs
on the air after a fire-fight. Or the pungent odor of rice
paddy mud. So different from the black dirt of Iowa . The mud of Nam smells ancient, somehow. Like
it's always been there. And I'll never forget the way
blood smells, stick and drying on my hands. I spent a
long night that way once. That memory isn't going anywhere.
I remember how the night jungle appears almost
dream like as the pilot of a Cessna buzzes overhead,
dropping parachute flares until morning. That artifical
sun would flicker and make shadows run through the
(Continued on page 10)
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jungle. It was worse than not being able to see what was
out there sometimes. I remember once looking at the
man next to me as a flare floated overhead. The shadows
around his eyes were so deep that it looked like his eyes
were gone. I reached over and touched him on the
arm; without looking at me he touched my hand. "I
know man. I know." That's what he said. It was a human moment. Two guys a long way from home and
scared sh"tless.
"I know man." And at that moment he did.
God I loved those guys. I hurt every time one of them
died. We all did. Despite our posturing. Despite our desire to stay disconnected, we couldn't help ourselves. I
know why Tim O'Brien writes his stories. I know what
gives Bruce Weigle the words to create poems so honest I
cry at their horrible beauty. It's love. Love for those guys
we shared the experience with.
We did our jobs like good soldiers, and we tried our
best not to become as hard as our surroundings. We
touched each other and said, "I know." Like a mother
holding a child in the middle of a nightmare, "It's going to
be all right." We tried not to lose touch with our humanity. We tried to walk that line. To be the good boys our
parents had raised and not to give into that unnamed
thing we knew was inside us all.
You want to know what frightening is? It's a nineteen
-year-old-boy who's had a sip of that power over life and
death that war gives you. It's a boy who, despite all the
things he's been taught, knows that he likes it. It's a
nineteen-year-old who's just lost a friend, and is angry
and scared and, determined that, "Some *@#*s gonna
pay." To this day, the thought of that boy can wake me
from a sound sleep and leave me staring at the ceiling.
As I write this, I have a picture in from of me. It's of
two young men. On their laps are tablets. One is smoking a cigarette. Both stare without expression at the camera. They're writing letters. Staying in touch with places
they would rather be. Places and people they hope to see
again.
The picture shares space in a frame with one of my
wife. She doesn't mind. She knows she's been included in
special company. She knows I'll always love those guys
who shared that part of my life, a part she never
can. And she understands how I feel about the ones I
know are out there yet. The ones who still answer the
question, "When were you in Vietnam ?"
"Hey, man. I was there just last night."

Author unknown –
But thank Sgt John Camara for forwarding the article to Reflections

When doing battle, seek a quick victory. A protracted battle will
blunt weapons and dampen ardor. If troops lay siege to a walled city,
their strength will be exhausted. If the army is exposed to a prolonged campaign, the nation's resources will not suffice. When weapons are blunted, and ardor dampened, strength exhausted, and resources depleted, the neighboring rulers will take advantage of these
complications. Then even the wisest of counsels would not be able to
avert the consequences that must ensue. Therefore, I have heard of
military campaigns that were clumsy but swift, but I have never seen
military campaigns that were skilled but protracted. No nation has
ever benefited from protracted warfare. Therefore, if one is not fully
cognizant of the dangers inherent in doing battle, one cannot fully
know the benefits of doing battle.
- Sun-Tzu The Art Of War ….China 610 BC -

BODFISH FOREVER

WE LOVE THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
WE ARE UNIQUE IN OUR INFORMALITY
WE RESPECT EACH OTHER
WE TAKE PRIDE IN TRADITION
WE SUPPORT OUR MILITARY PERSONNEL
WE HONOR AND REMEMBER OUR VETERANS
WE ARE SO PROUD TO BE MARINES
(Continued from page 6)

mamasan?) I said, "Hey Corporal he doesn't understand
the word mamasan. That is an old Japanese slang word.
He didn't know what you were asking". I ask the old man
what happened? He said, "Hom qua ? gan muoi hai gio,
Toi phai di dai. Toi di nqoai nha va Toi bi My bat! Toi so
lam va khong hieu ho noi". Last night close to midnight I
had to go take a piss - I went outside of my house and
the Americans captured me. I was scared and I couldn't
understand what they were saying.
I ask him a few more questions and I was satisfied
that he was a farmer. I said let him go and I shoved
about 500 Piastre in his hand and told the Corporal to
take him back to his village. He seemed happy. A few
weeks later I was riding in my jeep on my way to Hill 37
and I saw him a standing on the side of the road and he
was still wearing his capture tag - like a badge of honor.
He saw me, smiled, waved, and yelled "Chao Ong". Hello
Sir. I waved and returned the greeting.
A few years ago I was walking in one of the Vietnamese shopping malls up in Orange County, California. An
older woman saw my USMC cap with Da Nang on the
front. She walked up and said, "Me work for Air Horse
Da Nang. Me Mamasan." The housemaids were all called
Mamasan. I smiled and we chatted for a while about
where these last 35 years have gone.
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