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MORE THAN A WARRIOR
by

Dick Frank

ONE    

     WHO IS THAT GUY?

What am I gonna do? What can I do? It was so good before. You took care of me. I can't do
anything. That's the sad truth. It's come down to this. The desert, my old uranium prospecting
grounds in the mid-1950s. I won't feel poor out there. With the little bit of money I've got left
from your life insurance, I'd have to live like poor white trash in the city. In the desert I . . .
I'll be clean . . . bathing in the creeks. I promised you I'd go to Terlingua, Sallie, if you died
and find you, honey. I think . . . I think that's what I'll do.

Why did she just look at me when I said that.  She never said a word. How was I to know
then that she must have been thinking, “You don't know what you're asking of yourself, Dick.
That's in God's province.”

Nobody has the guts to do this but me. Nobody. The whole world, nothing but gutless
believers. Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus . . . . all of 'em. God is too important
to just believe in. You have to know. If the afterlife is real, fine. If not, I can live with that, too.
Yeah. That's-that's what I'll do. Go to Terlingua, Texas. Meditate. And I can finish Black
Exodus there. . . .

Leaving Las Vegas, all I wanted to do was drive forever and listen to what they now call
the golden oldies on the radio. And one of the first songs I heard was Doris Day's “I'll See
You In My Dreams.”

[See the instructions at top of page to play the song. Personally, I like to listen to it while
I'm looking at Sallie's picture, which you can do by clicking on the next to last gray dot on the
small slide-show to your leftt and then click on the image for a larger view. Something I only
fantasized before but didn't know was possible.]

Singing along with the song, butchering it, the tears started flowing. And when nighttime
rolled around, with just the hum of tires on the road and the endless void in the beam of my
headlights, I felt as if I were all alone in a dark, lifeless universe, the planet beneath me no
more. Staring into the nothingness, my thoughts went back to three o'clock that dreadful
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morning . . .
Her slender arms were spotted with pale purple blotches, the flesh warm and clammy to

my touch. Yet, under the thin cover of skin the arm was strangely rock hard, like a ham bone.
Not human. A horrible sensation. She's not here, I thought. What was once spirit was gone, as
if it had never been. My eyes went to her eyes, which were glazed over and  staring up at the
white-tile ceiling in the silent hospital room. Unbidden, I heard myself cry “Life is a cruel
joke if you can't have the one you love forever!”I stepped back from the bed and looked up at
the unknowable universe and said with deathly calm,“God, I hope there's a heaven for
Sallie's sake.”

June, 1981. It was a shock to find Terlingua inhabited. When I talk about Terlingua, I'm
really talking about Terlingua and Study Butte (pronounced stew-dee butte), two loosely
connected bump-in-the road mountain desert communities. To avoid confusion, we just call
Terlingua the Ghostown, which is a short five miles down the road from Study Butte.

In 1954, twenty-seven years ago, I could count the number of people here on the fingers of
my two hands. Polk and Ollie Henson at the old Study Butte Store. Clint and his wife Evelyn
Fulcher, a nurse who survived Guadalcanal during the war in the Pacific. Clint's brother Roy.
Evelyn's sister Daisy, the postmistress. Then there was Arturo White with his poorly stocked
grocery store by the Ghostown. Frank Duncan, my old prospecting mentor, who I lived with
for a while in his shack at the old Mariposa mine. And Rex Ivey and his Mexicans at Lajitas,
seventeen miles away on the Rio Grande. Now they were all gone except for Evelyn Fulcher.
If the Japanese couldn't break her, what chance did the Chihuahua Desert have.

It didn't take long till I was brought up to date. In the 1970s desert rats, hippies, drop-outs
from the cities, survivalists, back-to-earth naturalists, hermits and a couple of river raft
companies discovered the area. Mother Nature abhors a vacuum, we all know, but I imagine
even she must've been shocked by this motley collection of humanity that rushed in to fill the
void. Terlingua, once my own private refuge, was now the largest outdoor insane asylum in
the world.

This old World War One mercury (or cinnabar) mining district runs from the new Study
Butte Store on the east, past the Terlingua Ghostown seven miles away to the west, and then
continues on to Lajitas at the Rio Grande and Mexico. In my day, the winding road was
gravel and the locals called Lajitas the "asshole of the world,” where Pancho Villa reportedly
shot up the old adobe trading post. Now it's Highway 170.

But now, as then, you can take a 25-cent rowboat ride across the river and dine like a king
for a few dollars, chomping down on chile rellanos and drinking cold cervazas in a Mexican's
house/cafe. Nothing over there really except a poor collection of run-down adobe buildings
and shacks, with goats, chickens and burros wandering about. But you can pick up a bottle of
dirt-cheap Kahlua, the best chocolate-flavored coffee liquor on the planet, in a long narrow
building there that passes for their general store. The only thing on the dusty shelves a few
cans of sardines, crackers and vanilla cookies. And for decoration, a la Mexicano, those
ubiquitous long strings of bright red jalapeno peppers hanging from massive log beams.

The vast Chihuahua Desert straddles both sides of the U.S./Mexico border. With its
hauntingly beautiful bare mountains, canyons and deserts, the U.S. side is dotted with
abandoned stone-and-adobe dwellings that the Mexicans across the river used to live in when
they worked the mines here. Now gringos have taken over some of them. Nobody knows how
many people live here, but there must be at least three or four hundred. As I understand it, it
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takes that many to have a United States Post Office. And there is one at Study Butte, a tiny
one-room adobe building with a hitching rail out front for the occasional rider and horse. All
these folks have to eat and, not counting Lajitas, there's only one other place to buy food.
That's the well-stocked Study Butte Store on Highway 118, which is about a mile from the
isolated west entrance to Big Bend National Park.

My first week back here and I was falling to pieces. Spilling a coin from my pocket or
dropping my car keys sent me into a tailspin. My coordination was shot. Everything seemed
so drastic. Then the trembling started. It felt as if the universe itself was contracting into a
steel band around my skull, crushing it into a molten mass of fiery pain. I was terrified. It was
broad daylight, a brilliant sun in the sky. I started gasping God! God! God! and began
staggering around holding my head between my hands.

I was at the old Study Butte Store, what was left of it. Mainly a long crumbling adobe wall
with the porch's rusty tin roof still attached to it. I violently beat my head against that wall for
what seemed like an eternity until slowly, very slowly, the pressure eased up somewhat. And
then it was gone. Just like that. My sweat-soaked white T-shirt and Levis were caked with
light brown dust, and, looking down, I saw a  small pyramid of pulverized adobe at my feet.

My God, what was that? I groaned silently, rubbing my raw, bleeding forehead. Is this
what they call a nervous breakdown? I splashed cold water from my ice chest over my hot
head and massaged it until I felt almost human again.

“Whaddaya bet they take tranquilizers for this—the whole country, when all you gotta do
is tough it out, face life head on,” I told Elmer the jackrabbit who was watching me from
under a creosote bush. “I don't even take an aspirin, huh, buddy. The giant pharmaceutical
companies would all go broke if they depended on me, my furry little friend. Right.”

Once you've been a prospector you never quite get over the habit of talking to yourself. Or
any other living creature within sight, for that matter. Alone, hiking up and down the hills, a
Geiger counter slung over one shoulder, a .22 rifle in your hand, is great. Wonderful. You're a
part of of all existence. But at the same time it's awful. You're alone . . . terribly alone. We're
grounded in togetherness, down to the nuclei of our atoms which has its electrons for
company. There's no escaping it; our being cries out for companionship and love.

Years later, reading an article, I found out that I'd probably had an anxiety attack. With
Sallie gone, I could believe that. It made perfect sense.

Looking for something to do, anything to do—looking for humans—I'd drive the quarter
mile over to the Study Butte Store and sit under the corrugated tin roof out of the blazing June
sun. If I was lucky there might be one or two beer-guzzling locals to pass the time with while
I ate my pint of vanilla ice cream, sipped on a coke, and counted cars. A real exiting day was
when five cars whipped by on the highway within an hour.

Then about a week later, everything—and I mean everything, changed.
"My God. Where'd all the people come from?" I asked “Doctor” Doug, the store's 26-year-

old handy man and a fellow car counter.
I'd come upon Doug standing alone in a sea of vehicles. Every square inch of gravel from

the store to the highway, and along it fifty yards in either direction, was clogged with
vehicles. Clean city cars mainly; but sprinkled among them were grimy pickups with rifles in
gun racks across the back windows and battered old cars with expired license tags. The tell-
tale sign of the locals. I had had to park my old brown-and-white Dodge Dart on the other
side of the highway.
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"It happens," Doug said, staring straight ahead, frozen in place. If I hadn't crossed his line
of sight, he wouldn't have know I was here.

"How's business, Doctor?"
"Good."
Doug was a handsome guy in a poor man's Errol Flynn sort of way. Flynn, the 1950s

Hollywood superstar. In like Flynn? Well, never mind. Doug had on his white doctor's
smock,   a stethoscope handing out one pocket. On the Study Butte porch, prominently
displayed, was his leaflet:

        DOCTOR D0UG BORDER PSYCHIATRIST.  FREE CONSULTATIONS.

Doug wasn't crazy. He was just an enterprising fellow who, bereft of a third eye, was
entertaining himself as best as he could. Whatever he was seeing must've been truly
bewitching.  Maintaining your sanity here was a 24/7 job.

"Let me go, Dick.  Let me go," he implored.
I strolled over to check out the action on the porch and stood at the back of the huge

crowd. A strangely hushed crowd of tourists, national park workers and locals. It was only ten
in the morning and I was a latecomer.

Unbelievable.
What in the world could possibly be going on? I thought as I worked my way in closer.

When I could finally get a good view of the covered porch, my first thought was: my god,
they're jammed in there like the Nazis crammed Jews, gypsies, and other undesirables into
railroad cars. It didn't seem possible that the porch, no more than 15-by-25 feet, could hold so
many people.

The center of attraction was a guy sitting at a table near the store's double glass doors. He
had on a sweat-stained Stetson, mirrored sunglasses, a stubble of beard, faded cowboy shirt,
Levis and scuffed boots. He was regaling his audience with tales of his Marine days in Korea
and as a Green Beret/CIA operative on missions around the globe. After listening to the guy
for only a couple of minutes, I was hooked like the rest of the crowd. Really hooked.

Most every story he told about himself and his comrades ended with a hilarious punch
line. More often than not he made himself the butt of his jokes. He was really working the
crowd, popping one-liners, swapping friendly barbs, shooting birdies to friends, laughing,
smoking, drinking beer, and talking, talking, talking. He never ran down. And all through his
incredible spiel was the recurring theme: running with his beloved Montagnard tribesmen of
Southeast Asia.

The mind couldn't absorb it all. You just enjoyed the performance.
To the out-of-state tourists coming from the Self-Serve gas pumps, flushed cherry red

from the dry desert heat, he'd bellow, "Get your ass over here in the shade and sit down.
Make   yourself homely. You ain't no better than the rest of us." Or "Welcome to Texas." Or
"Welcome to the independent state of South Brewster county." And he'd stand up and hug
them. The next moment they'd be talking so intimately that at first I thought they must be old
friends. Two raunchy Nazi bikers who pulled up alongside the porch's low stone wall got the
same treatment from him.

Jesus.
A stocky gal in her mid-twenties with a blue tear-shaped rucksack on her back pushed her

way silently through the crowd and stopped at the glass doors. Rivulets of sweat pouring from
her hairy armpits were enlarging the half-moon stains on her pink tank top. Pretty Jan I would



RICHARD FRANK                MORE THAN A WARRIOR               Copyright2017      5

later call her to distinguish her from two other Jan's in the area. She turned and began staring
at the center of attraction. Finally, in a tone as flat as the expression on her face, she said:

"Upchurch, are you still talking?"
Upchurch snapped around, grinning impishly, wringing his hands piteously. Then seeing

no hint of a smile in her put-down, he leaned back in his chair, holding a cigarette cockily in
his right hand.

"Dat's right," he said defiantly
"Don't let your alligator mouth overload your hummingbird ass."
She stepped into the air-conditioned store to the accompanying roar of the infuriated

Upchurch. "Some of the HIPPIES around here think they can tell us retired folks what to do!
Did I tell you folks I actually WORKED for a living. Not like SOME PEOPLE I KNOW!" he
bellowed, twisting around to glare into the dusky screened window in the cinder-block wall
behind him. Then back to us: "As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted . . ."

A few minutes Pretty Jan come out of the store. She looked at Upchurch, who was still
talking, shook her head and walked off.

Once I went in the store and asked the pony-tailed slim fellow behind the cash register,
"Lee . . . who is that guy out there? Is he real?" I expected him to say, "Oh, he's just
bullshittin'." Instead, he said quietly, "That's Upchurch. Howard Upchurch. He's bitter at the
government.”
 At that moment a rollicking wave of laughter swept into the store. Shirley, the store
owner, materialized from behind a high counter of canned goods and began muttering to
herself. To me?

"Those drunks out there aren't the Porch Society. The Porch Society is a local gathering of
women who meet here twice a week to knit and exchange news." A booming voice outside
suddenly interrupted her.

"I'm GOD!" followed by a loud thump.
Upchurch into another tale, poking his breastbone with a stiff forefinger so godawful hard

it made me cringe the first few times I saw him do that. "Fuck you!" he said. Then that awful
lion's roar of his faded away.

Shirley sucked air through her clenched teeth. Her short dumpy body quivered with
indignation. "If he says fuck one more time I'm going to run off the whole lot."

I went back outside wondering how could this good 'ol boy, obviously a wrangler, could
have done all these things. How could anyone have done . . . ?

Upchurch was into yet another story. "It was our planes, not theirs. Every Air China plane
had a Chinese pilot and a SF accompanying him, bringing in Mongolians for us. Giant men.
Slopeheads we called them. It was one of the strangest deals, secret deals, between our
country and theirs, our avowed enemies. When Jin Loon, one of China's highest ranking
political officers, wanted me and my assistant team member, Walter Shumake, to eat a
bluke—that's a half-formed rotten black egg that's been buried in the ground a hundred years,
a great delicacy—I begged off.  I claimed it was against my religion to eat anything that came
from a fowl.

"'Oh, my god,' Jin Loon said, snapping his fingers at one of the serving girls. 'Take it
away.'

"My buddy said to me under his breath, 'Upchurch, you sly sonofabitch.'"
Upchurch, or Howard as some called him, went on. "America, I've done everything for

you.  I've eaten spiders, mice, snakes, but I'm not going to do this!"
By now everybody within hearing range was nodding sympathetically. We could just see
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Upchurch at that long banquet table putting a number on comrade Jin Loon and his cronies.
Three city kids no more than ten or eleven years old were staggering around among us,
fingers jammed down their throats, making retching sounds: uuuugh! eeeeek! yuuuuk!
Underfoot, a  mangy store dog was lapping at a Nestle ice cream bar squashed between two
sandal-clad feet.

During a rare lull in his storytelling, Upchurch took off his Stetson and sunglasses and
wiped the sweat off his brow with a forearm. I was shocked. His eyes. Pale blue, a washed
sky blue, shining with an intelligence I'd never seen before, or since, in anyone. There was a
haunting apartness in them. A solemn remoteness. Only then did I notice the rest of his face.
Short silver-gray hair, very distinguished. Tanned checks, rather sunken. He's extremely
handsome, I thought. Here was the face of a scholar . . . an officer . . . a dignitary. Then he put
his Stetson and sunglasses back on. The transformation was incredible. Back was the good 'ol
boy again.

Once I walked off the porch aways and looked back at the people. I felt strange. Out of
myself. My body was tingling. Could this really be happening? It was like some kind of a
play, a wonderful play that should be captured on film. Shown to the world. It shouldn't be
lost. Looking through my imaginary camera, I began recording everything in my mind's eye.
It was great. Greeeat!

"Whadcha doing, Dick?"
Doug had materialized by my side.
"Making a documentary," I said. "Wanna look?"
He took the "camera." Looked through it.
"Can I have a copy when you're through?"
"Sure, Doug."
Nothing wrong with us.

Hour by hour, as people came and went, I worked my way closer to Upchurch until finally
I was seated only two tables away. Standing on the concrete porch all that time had been
murder.  With only his voice, facial expressions and body movements, Upchurch was
creating the living now . . .

"And we're— We called it a funny team. We're wearing tan communist uniforms just like
the enemy. My two Americans and me had on bowl-cut wigs and brown facial makeup. My
six Montagnards didn't need to do that. Only a few recon teams dressed this way. If you're
caught, you're a spy, tortured and killed no matter what you're wearing. Might as well wear
their uniforms. Gave me the edge.

"I'm on this hill looking through my binoculars down at this regiment-size concentration
of North Vietnamese soldiers under a triple canopy forest in Laos, a place we're not supposed
to be. Through my covey rider in the sky ten miles away, I called in an air strike. B-52
bombers on Guam and Thailand are sitting on the ground there waiting around the clock for a
signal from a team like mine. When they get the signal they're airborne in five minutes. Or if I
was in imminent peril, hopelessly surrounded, all I had to do was get on the mike and say
Prairie Fire! Just those two words, Prairie Fire! and the war stopped. The world came to me.
I have dead, wounded and can no longer function. Get what is left of us out of here. Fast
movers and B-52s on targets over South Vietnam were immediately diverted to me.
Immediately. They would lay down a ring of fire and steel around me. The CIA called us their
six-million-dollar babies.

"So here I am laying in the weeds, picking my nose and cleaning my fingernails, when
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suddenly—"  Upchurch's head flew back. Scrunching his whole face into one corner of his
mouth, he bellowed, "HERE THEY COME!"

A tourist rising from his chair to go into the store froze.  Sat back down.
Damn. I wanted that chair.
"Waves of B-52 bombers in V formation. Roaring. Flying low. Real low. Trailing clouds

of black smoke. An awesome sight. The air is vibrating with their power. The noise alone is
enough to scare you to death. I'm talking to the pilot, 'Execute! Execute! Execute!' They let go
their bombs, hundreds of 250 and 500 pounders. Whumpity-whump-whump-whump.
Whump. Whump. Another wave roaring in.  Whump. Whump. Whump.

"While the last bombs are still falling, we're running like hell toward the enemy down the
hill. We always made a BDA. Bomb damage assessment. Sometimes the bombs missed the
target entirely and we'd skid to a stop. What the fuck! This ain't no fun! We're amongst them,
shooting and backpedaling the hell out of there. And they'd sic the killer dogs on us. But that's
another story. Every mission was mission impossible.

"The concussions are actually blasting us in the face as we run forward. Fragments and
splinters of bone and teeth are embedded in the shattered trees. Legs and arms and parts of
ribcages are hanging from the branches. Everywhere globs of hamburger meat are oozing
blood on the ground where humans used to be. We're shooting the dazed survivors staggering
around or running away. The stench of burning flesh and cordite is searing our nostrils. You
ain't never smelled nothing like it. We're in a charnel house. We're in the real hell." Upchurch
paused, looked around at us. Satisfied, he went on.

"I got me a lieutenant this time. He wasn't hurt. I kneeled beside him, brushed the dirt off,
sat him up." Upchurch paused again to take off his Stetson and sunglasses and lay them on
the table before going on. 'You know, Lieutenant, it could've been the other way around. But
you've been caught. I have you under my gun.' His voice grew infinitely soft and caring.
Whispers from the heart, I thought. I had to strain forward to hear him, as did the others
around me. 'I am your savior. I am your Buddha. I am your mother and father. I am the only
hope you have on earth. I can kill you or take you in. I don't want to kill you. I want to help
you. Let me help you. Do you believe me?'

"The lieutenant couldn't talk, he was shaking so bad. I took hold of his hand and squeezed
it to calm him down." Caught up in the lieutenant's plight, I barely caught the quick-silver
motion of Upchurch slipping off his chair to materialize on the concrete floor, kneeling.
People opened up a space around him. Clasping both his hands around the “lieutenant's
hand,” he went on. 'Now let's talk. Here's a cigarette.' I had to hold the cigarette to his lips
because his hands were trembling like a leaf.

“'I know you,' the lieutenant said. 'You're Wildcat. You kill everybody.'
"They all knew Wildcat. Wildcat was my code name. And Wildcat didn't let anybody live.

So they'd been told. Hanoi had a ten thousand-dollar bounty on my head. That would set one
of them up in a mansion outside Hanoi for the rest of his life. Ironically, that bounty on me
saved my life once or twice. I was too precious to kill outright.

"'Brother, you couldn't be more wrong.' I gave him a drink of water and took hold of his
hand again. 'Killing you in the last thing in this world I want to do. Forget this war. Forget
what your government has told you. Our governments have nothing to do with us. You and
me. Sitting here. Talking. We're just people. People is all. I am a man. Just like you. Do you
like rice wine? So do I. Do you like poetry? So do I. Do you love a woman? So do I. We're
just people.'"

Upchurch's voice husked and his eyes misted over. Looking up at the eighty-some-year-
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old tourist sitting at his table, he asked, "Can I, sir?" He took the old man's hand in his. "Go
ahead, son.” Rather than be a passive participant, the old man eased off his chair and joined
Upchurch on the concrete floor.

Squeezing the octogenarian's hand between his, Upchurch's voice broke, "'We're just . . .
just people. I know you find this hard to believe, but I love you.'"

While we were digesting this, Upchurch helped the old man back up, thanked him, and sat
back down across the table from him. He put his Stetson and sunglasses back on. Then in a
firm and unashamed voice, he said, more to the world, I thought, than to us, "And I meant
every word I said."

He lit a cigarette and stared off into the desert across the highway.
Upchurch's performance was the most moving thing I'd ever seen in my life. If you

could've been there and seen all the solemn faces around me. No one could speak. No one
could break the spell he'd cast over us. I saw Shirley's face pressed against the dusky window
inside the store, looking out, wondering why it was so quiet.

"Well?" a man sitting near Upchurch finally asked for all of us.
"Well, what?" Upchurch replied, his eyes slowly coming around to us.
 "What did you do with him?"
 "Nothing."
"What do you mean nothing?"
"He told me everything he knew and I blew his brains out."
A shudder rippled through the crowd. It was a straightforward statement, devoid of

emotion. After a moment's hesitation, not wanting to explain but knowing he couldn't leave
us there, Upchurch added, "That particular time . . . It all depended on the situation. I brought
them out if I could. If it didn't interfere with the mission."

During my first few weeks back here, I had begun to put names to faces. One of the locals,
a small leathery-face man dressed like Howard called Zero, had been leaning against a post
on the porch listening to the story, at first sneering, then all ears like the rest of us. Suddenly,
scolding himself for being caught up in it, he muttered under his breath, "Shit! CIA my ass."
He was so exasperated he couldn't go on. He took a couple of steps toward the sliding glass
door, stopped, looked over at Howard, said, "Shit!" again, and went inside. No one took
notice except me. I was making mental notes of everything.

Finally the awkward silence that hung over us passed. A man started talking about the new
car he'd just bought, trying to catch anyone's eye to bring them into his conversation. We all
ignored him. We wanted to hear more from Howard. Howard looked over at the man with a
helpless "What can I do if that's what they want, bro?" expression.

Two husky young guys, ex-army I could tell from their comments, had been watching
Howard intently this whole time. "That guy knows what it's all about," one said. "He's quite a
philosopher."

Howard got up and went into the store with some other folks for refreshments. After a bit,
he came back out with a case of Schlitz and restocked the beer cooler at his feet. Then  picked
up the threads of his story. The small talk on the porch died.

"That was a typical mission. Mind you, there's no such thing as 'typical.' But okay, let's
say it was. Then I'm extracted by helicopter and back now at CCC, Command and Control
Central, our supersecret camp in Kontum, South Vietnam. I have to report to the Old Man. I
went into the TOC, that's our tactical operational center ninety feet underground, and put the
roll of film, we called it the 'bacon,' on the colonel's desk.
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"Uh . . . I'm thinking about another mission. This is another mission.
"'Where's your men, Upchurch?' this colonel asked me. Or it could've been one of a dozen

other colonels. I went through a bunch, and some of them were like this officer. He wasn't
satisfied that I'd brought home the bacon.

"'Here the roll of firm, sir.  I thought that was what it was all about. You want details?'
"'I want to know what happened to your men.' My two Americans. He never thought to

ask about my Montagnard tribesmen, without whom we couldn't do anything in that vast
jungle.  He wouldn't let it be.

"'I'm going to the club.'  I started for the door.
"'You are not dismissed.' He's staring at me like I'm a monster. 'You are a cold-blooded

sonofabitch. You left them.' He called me a sonofabitch!
"They wanted this intelligence, see. Didn't care how we got it. But they were also curious

humans. Humans want to know these things. He's never set foot out of his air-conditioned
office. He's talking Hollywood. I've offended his sensibilities. Comrades don't leave their
friends. I could've stayed with them. And died. But that wasn't my job. My job was to bring
home the bacon. The roll of film.

"'You've got that roll of film, Colonel. And now you're wanting me to explain what
happened to my men?' He's wanting me to bring dead men back alive. 'I left them to die.
They'd served their purpose. They'd served me. I'll get some more. Fuck you.' And I started
for the club again.

"'Why—  Why— You can't talk to me like that.  I'm your commanding officer.'
"I turned back and planted my hands on his desk."
To illustrate, Howard reared up from his table, leaned over and planted his hands firmly

on the other side. Munching on his potato chips, the octogenarian leaned back some as
Howard  began using him for the Colonel.

"'And I'm God,' Howard hissed. 'And God tells you to get on that phone right now and
give this intel to Saigon Pentagon. They're waiting for it.' I had my fist wrapped around the
roll of film and slammed it down.”

Howard leaned waaaaaay over the table now and smashed his fist down on it, almost
buckling the metal legs. Snatching his bag of potato chips away barely in time, the old man
himself now leaned waaaaaay back. Sipping a coke, calmly munching on his chips, he
listened avidly to Howard, meeting his ferocious glare eyeball to eyeball. The Twilight Zone
flashed through my mind.

"'You keep forgetting your job is to relay intelligence. You are my messenger boy. I'm
God. You're my flunky. Can you keep that straight? Don't think. Don't do anything. Just pick
up that phone and do your job. They'll probably make you a general for it.'"

Abruptly, Howard stopped and went around the table. He put a hand gently on the old
man's shoulder and apologized for using him.

"Didn't bother me none, son. Life is rough."
Howard said a few more words to the old man (so softly I couldn't pick them up) and

returned to his chair.
"He wanted to court-martial me for insubordination. But he wanted the intelligence I could

bring him, see. Put a feather in his hat. Not all of them were that way. But the ones that were,
I cut them no slack. None at all. I showed them up for what they were. Messenger boys.
When you're right you're right. And they hated me for it. Some of them left. Couldn't take
me." Howard chuckled, looked around at us. "General Westmoreland got me out of more
scrapes. I should be sitting in a cell in Leavenworth right now instead of sitting here talking."
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I didn't miss a remark within earshot. A woman said to her husband, "If he worked for the
CIA how come he's . . . talking?"

The husband shrugged.  Puffed his lips. “I sell insurance, darling. It's good entertainment.
Look at the sign on the cinder block wall to the left."

"Oh!" she gasped, satisfied.

                               THIS IS THE PLACE WHERE BRILLANT
                              MINDS ASSEMBLE  TO WILLFULLY POOL
                           IGNORANCE WITH QUESTIONABLE LOGIC
                           IN ORDER TO REACH  ABSURB CONCLUSions.

The last four letters on the 24-by-18-inch piece of plywood were in lower case so they
wouldn't dribble off the edge of the board.

Years later I would read in Reader's Digest a quip by Carl Reiner: “Inviting people to
laugh with you while you are laughing at yourself is a good thing. You may be the fool, but
you're the fool in charge.” That was Howard. Period.

People were milling around now. The two ex-army guys approached Howard who was
standing just off the porch. Standing a few feet away, I listened in on the conversation. After
introducing themselves, one of them said, "I . . . I only spent one tour in 'Nam, but I can't get
it out of my mind. It's been six or seven years now . . . the killings . . . "

"Me too," the other one said.
"Talk about it, bro," Howard told them, putting his arms around their waists and leading

them over to the gas pumps, out of the crowd. They huddled there for about ten minutes.
Then the two guys split away from Howard and walked by me, talking.

"You know . . . you're gonna think me crazy . . . but he is my father. I know. Now you
know I'm crazy. But I feel a hundred pounds lighter. He understands."

His friend stopped and looked him in the eye. “No, Brock. I feel the same way. Hey, let's
take that raft trip down the Rio Grande. That's what we came down here for, didn't we. I feel
gooder than good. Did you get the beer? . . .  Good. Go! Go!  Go!" And off they went to their
late model pickup truck.

The crowd had reassembled on the porch. Howard was back in full swing again. I hated,
hated, to miss any of his stories, but when you gotta go you gotta go. I couldn't hold it in any
longer. So I went around the back of the general store to the outhouse. Urinating in the
romantic hole, eyes cast upwards, mouth clamped shut, nostrils pinched, I was thinking: What
is a guy like Upchurch doing here? He was once somebody in the outside world. Somebody. I
should know who he is. Who . . . who is he?

When I got back to the porch and politely repossessed my chair, the chair next to Howard
that had taken me five long hours to get, a tourist was asking him, "When was that,
Upchurch?"

"That was in my renegade years. I had my own Montagnard army. I kicked asses and took
names for two and a half years. Finally they came to me and gave me amnesty. Promoted me
to master sergeant. Gave me $57,000, too. I didn't go to them. They came to me. I didn't trust
the bastards. I came out of the jungle and I rented the top floor of the Siam International in
Bangkok, Thailand. The entire floor. The suite where Kennedy stayed. There's his plaque on
the door: John Kennedy. I had all my friends come there and we had a party you would not
believe. I blew $14,000 in fourteen days."
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Who? What? Where? How? Damnit! Damnit! DAMNIT! My brain must've blown ten
million neurons trying to play catch-up. What a damn time to go to the outhouse.
Sonofabitch! Listening to him go on about the party, and losing most of it, I was desperately
trying to remember a few key phrases. “My own Montagnard army.” “Two and a half years.”
“Amnesty.”

My own Montagnard army, huh? I had him now. I knew who he was. No one caught it but
me. He didn't even realize who he was. I'm one of those kind of guys you could dump in the
Himalayas and suddenly I see a bunch of abominable snowmen clumping around in the snow.
I'd stare in awe, sure. But there'd be immediate acceptance. None of this, "No, it can't be!"
incredulity, doubting your own good senses. They exist. They're here. Well, that was the way
I was feeling about Howard at the moment. No more outhouses for me. I hung in there
doggedly . . . and I was rewarded.

"Roy, Hitler might have hung an Iron Cross around your neck . . . " And "I was standing
next to Tony when the chopper pilot came up and Tony handed him these good South
Vietnamese ID cards . . ."

Roy Bumgarner and Colonel Tony Herbert. The 173rd Airborne Brigade.
Their names were fresh on my mind. Tony Herbert's autobiography, Soldier, was under

the front seat of my car, along with some other books. I'd read his story just a few months
ago.  Black Exodus, my novel, was only half finished. The second half took place in South
Africa and its territory Namibia. It was all warfare and I knew nothing about war. Soldier was
my major reference material.

"You knew Tony Herbert?" I interrupted Howard.
"Colonel Tony? Oh, yeah."
"And Roy Bumgarner?"
"The Bummer? Yeah. Roy was the greatest warrior I ever knew. A mercenary you would

not believe."
Before Howard could say another word, I dashed out to my car and brought back the

pocketbook.
The evening was winding down now. The crowd had thinned to a trickle. Studying the

thermometer on a corner post, a tourist cracked, "It's a cool 108 now." Above the rusty
thermometer, a mounted catfish head with sharp ugly teeth glared down at him. “Beware Of
Local Realtors” the caption under it read.

Doug walked up. "Upchurch is America's second most decorated soldier," he informed me
proudly. "Right, Howard?" And whirled around, firing a burst from his imaginary rifle.
"Brrrrrrrrrt!  He's my master. He's teaching me how to shoot guns."

"Let's just say in the top ten," Howard corrected him gently, and paused before adding, "or
the top five."

Doug said, "Howard, this is Dick Frank."
 I said, "Easy to remember.  Two first names."
 Howard nodded, took off his sunglasses and said, "Let's see what you got," now talking in

the sincere voice I knew had to go along with those eyes. He put on his reading glasses and
thumbed through the book, stopping at the index. A finger pointed. "See. Roy Bumgarner
right here."

We talked for awhile, and then I asked him, "Were you an officer?"
 Doug's head swiveled from me to Howard and back to me so fast it was a blur. He stared

at me bug-eyed. It was a stupid question, and as soon as I said it I felt foolish. What else
could he have been?
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"No," was all Howard said.
"Howard was a master sergeant," Doug said. "He hates officers. I can't believe Howard

didn't explode." Doug's head shot back to Howard. "Huh, Howard?"
A master sergeant?  An enlisted man? Had Howard said that in his story telling? There

was just too much for me to remember.
"Tony was one of the rare good ones,"Howard said quietly. "A soldier's soldier. He came

up from the ranks." Glancing down at the pint of vanilla ice cream in my hand, he said,
"Heavy duty stuff," and went back to his chair.

At that moment, a moment that will never go down in history, Doctor Doug screamed,
"Incoming!" as a car pulled up to the gas pumps. I grinned as some of the tourists leaped
twenty feet out of their chairs. That was me the first time I heard Doug do that. He followed it
up with a roaring "Whump! whump!” He mopped his brow. “Whew. The  mortars missed us."

A few minutes later, Howard went into the store and came out carrying a case of Schlitz
under one arm and three cartons of Marlboros under the other. Doug picked up his beer
cooler. I followed them out to Howard's green Toyota Landcruiser. We talked some more
about the 173rd, I told him a little about myself, then asked conversationally, "You ever see
Apocalypse Now?"

"No."
"You remind me of the mad Colonel Kurtz in the movie. He led his own Montagnard

army.  Marlon Brando played the part." Jesus, why did I say mad. Sonofagun.
Howard grimaced. "One guy told me that just awhile ago. I don't know it to be a fact."
So someone else had come to the same conclusion. I wondered who. I kept rattling on,

saying how I loved war movies.
"He loves war movies, Doug," Howard said mockingly.

 "What's wrong with that," I shot back defensively.
"Hmph," he grunted, got in the Toyota and drove off.
As I watched the Toyota's red taillights fade in the twilight, disjointed scenes from

Apocalypse Now played in my head:

Two military intelligence officers in the hallway. They knock on the door. "Captain
Willard. You in there?"

“Yes. Just a minute." Captain Willard/Martin Sheen pulls on his pants. Opens the door.
"Have you heard of Colonel Kurtz?"
"Yes, I think so."
"He joined the Special Forces . . . Now he's fled to Cambodia with his Montagnard army

who worship the man like a god. They do his every bidding, no matter how irrational. Out
there it must be a temptation, uh, to be a god."

"He had an impressive career. Maybe too impressive . . . He was a good man, too. A
humanitarian man.  He had wit and humor."

"Every man has a breaking point. Walter Kurtz has reached his. It is very obvious he has
gone insane . . . hopelessly spinning out of control."

"Infiltrate and terminate his command."
Martin Sheen on the gunboat going upriver into Cambodia, thinking out loud over the

soundtrack as he looks over Kurtz/Marlon Brando's dossier. "The CIA tried one last time to
bring him back into the fold and if he'd come back all would be forgotten. But he kept going.
And he kept winning it his way."


