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                              FIVE

MEKONG RIVER DAM PROJECT

What drove Sergeant Howard Upchurch to break with SOG and the CIA? Before I get
into that and the Mekong River Dam Project, I first have to tell you about Castle Rock. In a
very real and definite way it sheds light on all the other things.

Castle Rock was a mountain in Laos that rose thousands of feet above the  steamy jungle
floor. On an inaccessible mountain top, an area no larger than a football field, was a
helicopter-installed ultra-secret receiver-transmitter station manned by rotating SOG forces.
To entertain themselves and pass the time, the SFs would toss grenades over the sheer rock
sides to harass the North Vietnamese army patrols and Khmer Rouge guerrillas roaming
below. And to add spice to the game, the first man to toss his grenade over the side was
“chicken.”

A large percentage of the data collected in the field was sent here to Castle Rock. A "blade
of grass" tapped into a land line of an NVA infantry battalion or armored tank farm in Laos or
Cambodia would, at intervals, transmit highly compressed burst of code to Castle Rock. Or it
could be another ingenious device in Haiphong Harbor, North Vietnam, observing and
recording foreign ships bringing in war materials, say, from France, our so-called ally. Exotic
gadgets put there by humans at great risks to their lives. Spies such as Howard did this every
day of their lives. Here's one incident he told me about:  

“. . . I had just installed the gadget high up on a structure with a clear view of Haiphong
Harbor and was taking a smoke break, leaning against a building in the dark, when I heard a
rustling at the water's edge. It was about two in the morning and,” Howard had to laugh, “out
came these two navy seals like ghosts, whispering to themselves.

“Psst. Hi, mates,” he said casually in a hushed voice. “Glad you dropped by. It gets kinda
lonely around here.”

“Startled, they almost blew me out of the water.”
“You sonofabitch!” they shrieked under their breath, their knives tickling his throat.
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“This was a case of one branch of the service not knowing what the other is doing. This
was an extreme case, but it happens. They wanted to join up with me on my escape route. An
easier way out, they thought. Then they wouldn't have to retrace their way back by water.
'Adjust and improvise,' they mouthed. But I turned them down. They were young and hyped
up, absolutely sure of themselves. They were too brave. And that can get you killed. I'm a
coward. That's why I'm alive today.”

Howard sighed. Shook his head. “All this intelligence you get for them [CIA]. And for
what? For what, for god's sake?” he asked rhetorically, his calm demeanor belying the intense
hatred he felt. “So the information collected at Castle Rock can be converted instantly and
wondrously into seven  languages and sent flashing to the stock markets of the appropriate
countries: Japan, West Germany, France, England, Italy and the United States.

“All wars are economic wars, Dick. Never in the history of the world hasn't money always
been at the bottom of things. Always. History is full of the shenanigans the European and
London stockbrokers, bankers and corporations, in collusion with their governments,
perpetrated back in the 1850s. And it's no different today. Whoever gets the news fastest is
sitting at the head of the table. Wars are financed, won or lost because of it.” Howard went on
and on and on about this for all the years we spent together.

Running out of words momentarily, Howard got up and went to the refrigerator for a beer.
“You want one?” he asked.

I shook my head no.
If there was one thing I wasn't interested in, it was this. All this talk about governments

and finance and politics. Let's get on to some action, Howard! But I hid my impatience and
listened politely. Later, I would realize the enormous significance that that short, innocuous
article I found rummaging through his attache case played in his life. At the time it went right
over my head.

              Pacific Stars & Stripes. Friday May 1, 1972.  
 Viet Truce Denial Triggers 3rd Straight  Market Loss.  

NEW YORK (UPI)--The stock market suffered its third consecutive setback in moderate
trading Wednesday as a mid session rally evaporated  after the State Department denied
a  report the United States had proposed a seven-day truce in the VietnamWar . . . Prices
rose rapidly at mid session on a report by the Paris newspaper France-Soir that said U.S.
officials, in secret talks, had proposed a seven-day truce in Vietnam fighting. A short
time later, however, the State Department and Paris peace talks negotiators said the
report was “without foundation in fact.”

          The market immediately began to retreat. “This shows you how sensitive the market   
              has  become in the the Vietnam War,” said Monte Gorden, an analyst for Sartorius &
Co.     
             “This is becoming a prime factor in the market now,” he said.

“Castle Rock was bad enough,” Howard went on. “But what was intolerable to me was the
Mekong River Dam Project, a multimillion-dollar enterprise by a conglomerate of
multinational banks and corporations. In 1965 President Lyndon Johnson proposed the
Project to Ho Chi Minh as a way to a peaceful solution to the war. The Project would dwarf
the United States' TVA, or Tennessee Valley Authority. LBJ purportedly told an adviser, 'Ol'
Ho can't turn this down.' But Ho did.

“Nevertheless, the Project began. It involved five countries, of which China was the sixth.
The five were Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. It's stated goal was to enable
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these countries to raise two rice crops a year instead of one. And if this untapped vast market
of people could now afford to buy Western products, well, what a lucky coincidence. The
United States share of the Project was one-sixteenth. Companies such as Brown and Root, the
world's largest construction company which is based in Houston, Texas, were heavily
involved. This was the same company that reportedly gave LBJ a million dollar kickback.

“In the middle of the raging Southeast Asia war you have this project going on. There is a
no-bomb line around each dam site. No combatants on either side can enter this zone. But the
North Vietnamese are in there, in force. They can kill thousands of Americans and merely
step back into the Project. Their hallowed sanctuary.”

As Howard was lighting a cigarette off the old one, I changed my mind about that beer. I
got up and got one and settled back in my chair. Wait for the good stuff, Dick. What else is
there to do around here.

“Roger Pezzelle was the head of the CIA's OPS 35 in Southeast Asia. He was a colonel,
the highest rank he could take under the low profile the CIA demanded. Colonels don't draw
attention to themselves,” Howard explained. “But Roger had all the benefits and privileges of
a two star general. I was his protégé. Roger loved me like a son. And in turn, I loved Roger
like my father. He was a god to me. We were two men fiercely united in thought on how to
run the Southeast Asia war the right way, our way. The CIA and the U.S. government be
damned. Vietnam was just one part of it.

“I was Roger's eyes and ears. Officially, I represented the Peaceful Advisory Commission
to the Dam Project of the Mekong River. This was my cover story when I visited a dam site.
When the engineers would mill around me belligerently, I'd tell them, 'Civilian clothes, see.
No pistol.'

“What I was doing was seeing what was going on there. What was going on there nobody
had the power to stop. Not the White House, even if it had a mind to. Or the United Nations.
And certainly not General Westmoreland, Commander in Chief of the Vietnam War, or
Colonel Roger Pezzelle. Two powerless cogs in the the grand scheme of things.

“One day Roger, eyeing me queerly across a 20-gallon stockpot of simmering pinto beans,
said, 'Somebody's got to do something about this, Howard.' We were in my hootch at CCC.
Roger was a little drunk.

“Here was the head intelligence officer in Southeast Asia and his top agent slurping pinto
beans with wooden ladles and swigging vodka from a bottle passed between us. My Pinto
Bean Club wasn't for everybody, only for those who could donate at least five pounds of
beans from home a month. And you better not add salt before the last hour of cooking or
you'd have to answer to me.

“Not wanting to get all riled up, I quipped, 'Economics in all its radiant glory, Roger.' And
forgot the conversation.”

"You have to tell Roger to write it down in his notepad or you won't get it. Bullets,
generators, that sort of thing. But if he writes it down, it's as good as done. Roger and I are
dipping into the pinto beans and hitting the vodka. Roger's grousing about the Project.
'Howard, somebody's got to do something about this.'”

Suddenly conscious of repeating himself, Howard fell silent and began staring through me.
"I thought it was my idea," he murmured slowly, and got up from the kitchen table. After a
few moments, he sat back down and went on with the story.

“I put my pistol to the head of a chopper pilot on the landing strip outside the camp and
said, 'Go!'
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“I was wearing U.S. Army regulation fatigues instead of the communist khaki uniform my
team and I always wore. Only my six Montagnard tribesmen were with me. I left my two
Americans back at CCC. They didn't need to be in on this.

“Once on the ground outside the no-bomb line, I shrugged off my rucksack and gave my
weapons to the 'Yards. Then I walked into the dam site alone. The thousand or so NVA
soldiers who were lounging around the buildings, smoking and cleaning their weapons,
looked up at me curiously and followed my movements. It was hard to stomach their cocky
non-concern and not stop and say something cute to them like 'You wanna arm wrestle?
Loser leaves.'

“The chief engineer, a tall wiry man in spiffy Eddie Bauer tan shorts, a matching short-
sleeved shirt and soft sandals, came to the door at my knock. Standing on the porch, I had
seen through the screen door a full North Vietnamese army colonel sitting in a wicker chair in
another room sipping a drink, a floor fan gently rustled his shiny black hair. I smelled incense
coming from the rooms. Nice. Comfy.

"'What're you doing here?' the engineer said in a horrified whisper. His shocked eyes
darted back to the colonel in the den.

"'I'm Howard Upchurch, sergeant, United States Army.  I'm here to ask you—'
"'Get out of here! You can't be here!' the man growled, seemingly deranged. This isn't

happening, his wild eyes said.
“No 'How are you? Would you like something to drink? Would you like to come in and sit

down?' No. None of that.
“Instantly, my fury overcame me. 'If I can't be here,' my voice rose into a frustrated whine,

"how come he can be here?' I pointed to the colonel in the den.
"'You don't know what you're doing, Sergeant,' the man said contemptuously. Super heavy

snot on Sergeant. “You don't know who you're dealing with.' Hesitating for a couple of beats,
he added in a more conciliatory tone, 'I have to live with them, you understand.' Which to a
degree was true enough. But I wasn't having any of that.

"'Oh, I know who I'm dealing with. You're a bloodsucker. The money you make off this
job is all that matters to you. You're a traitor to our country. The worst kind. Working for
money.  Blood money.'

"'You can't talk to me like that!  I can call New York—'
"'No? You don't know who you're dealing with,' I said in my command voice now, all

pretense at civility gone. 'I will give you one hour to get our enemy off this dam site. Or I'll
call the world in on you. You got it.' And I stalked off.

“The hour came and went with no sign of the enemy leaving. So I called in the B-52s, who
only knew what I told them to do.

"'Execute? Execute! Execute!'
“When the fiery explosions and clouds of billowing black smoke cleared only the sluggish

and eternal Mekong River remained. The power plants, buildings, sluice gates, the half-
completed dam, the masses of native and foreign laborers, the NVA soldiers, the engineers,
all gone. . . .

“Leaning against a tree, looking through my binoculars, I studied the vast devastation my
three little words had wrought. Funny, I thought. It's funny. I've done it. And what have I
accomplished? Nothing. I can't beat them. Nobody can. They're unbeatable.   

“With their unlimited power and influence, the multinationals were a force of nature unto
themselves. In their relentless pursuit of wealth, and more and more wealth, any allegiance to
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one's own country, if they had any to start with, was soon forgotten. I knew them well. I was
part of Roger's small, secretive group of SFs, eight or ten of us, that he got together every few
months to study them. With our access to the CIA vaults, the birdcages, or squirrel cages, as
we called them, it wasn't all that difficult to find there everything he taught us to be true.

“Ask questions, dig deep,” Roger constantly prodded us. Roger was a Jew. The most
patriotic American I have ever known.

“These seminars of his went on for all the years I knew him.
“In one moment of cruel clarity, just before I crossed over into the no-bomb zone, I had

had to stop and laugh at myself, in a hysterical sort of way. 'Me. Howard Upchurch. One man.
Me.  But, goddammit, I can at least throw a kink in their plans.'

“I slowly lowered my binoculars. I was alone. All alone. Naked. Stripped of the power,
prestige and protection of the CIA. I'd done the right thing. I was acutely aware I was making
history, a history that no one would ever hear of. And if they did, what then? What would I
be? A conspiracy nut, talked about on late night radio shows in Colorado. Thinking about that
brought a sick chuckle to my lips. It was the ultimate irony.

"They win again. They're the winners. I'm the loser."

 - - -

Attack them physically? It was the first and undoubtedly the last time a human would
come along and have the crazy balls to do that. You'd have to be a god unto yourself to
try—and in intellect and prowess, Howard was. Prime ministers, princes, kings, sultans,
heads of states, ambassadors, warlords, Howard moved easily among these people and grew
contemptuous of them because he was the power in the field who made things happen—for
them, against them, playing both ends against the middle. Whatever the CIA wanted.

And so Howard and I talked long and hard about this over the years. Finally he said, "Slide
over it, Dick, and let it be. The story is really about people anyway."


