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SIX

BURMA ROAD

Howard, now a pariah, had to flee . . . to Burma, where he surreptitiously helped the
American war effort, and himself, in a bizarre way: bombing and then repairing the old
Burma Road of World War II with the connivance of the Chinese who had been repairing it.

Part of tapes: 67, 68. Helen, Mick and others present.

“If I'm gonna lay my ass on the line, I'm gonna give myself one hundred and one percent
support. Because by simple deductions of mathematics, I think I'm the greatest sonofabitch I
ever met. When them goddamn rifle barrels are pointing at me and not at some asshole in a
big air-conditioned building in Washington, D.C., then I think, hey, wait a minute now. This
sonofabitch is trying to shoot me over an argument that I was never involved in. I never even
had any say-so about the goddamn dispute. And I'm gonna die because that asshole didn't win
his argument. And I never even got to hear it. Hah. Didn't even know what it was about. And
now they're gonna tak it out on my body. Un-uh. It don't compute. And then they're gonna tell
me how to do it. No. Un-uh. No. He done talked enough. He got me there. He put me there,
put a rifle in my hands to back up a goddamn losing argument. Now he's gonna tell me how
to support him. No. I'll do it my way. That's how I become a renegade in goddamn Laos and
Burma.

“I lived in Burma. I hid from the system and I kept the Burma Road open. I had a good
thing going there. I took the jobs away from the Chinese. We [America] bombed the Burma
Road every day to keep it closed. I moved in there on my own and reorganized the labor force
with thousand of [Burmese] peasants patching the bomb craters in the road every day.

“We got overflights. 'The road is secured. It's good. It's, it's navigable.'
“China had their stockpiles of munitions and troops on the Chinese border to use the

Burma Road as . . . Well, they built it in World War Two, prior to World War Two, for the
purpose of invading [who?].

“During the Vietnam conflict China was very interested in that road. The old Burma Road
came back alive again. We [SOG] were bombing the piss out of it, keeping it closed to China.
I moved in there after the bastards [CIA] wouldn't let me do it my way. This is when I started
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listening to SOG's transmissions and never breaking squelch. I got the Chinese—rather the
Burmese labor force organized. I was paying them with counterfeit U.S. currency to keep the
road patched. I also bombed the sonofabitch everyday. And I had a good thing going. I mean
I was helping the local economy, for crissakes. I was giving them more money than China
was to keep the road open. Not to mention, ha ha, [unintelligible]. I called the bomb strikes
[for SOG] and blew the shit out of the mountain passes. At the same time I paid the labor
force of Burmese labor to patch the bastard. Right. I created a market. And I thought I was a
purty good manager . . . until SOG found out that it was me that was working with both ends
against the middle.

“I was spending U.S. dollars to bomb the road. My job initially was to make sure it stayed
knocked out. But I saw this opportunity. We have a chance here, for crissakes, to win
friendship and establish rapport with Burma.”

Mich, brushing his long golden hair back, said, “The Chinese don't like that.” Apparently
Mich understood perfectly well every word of Howard's rambling dialogue.

We all did, more or less. It was only when I tried to transcribe them here—word for
word—that I got lost. So I had to spruce this up for you. Make it halfway readable, without
losing the flavor. Sorry I had to put this on you, but I thought I'd let you see for once what the
job entails.

It makes me sick—sick and discouraged to my soul—to look at the godawful grammar.
But finessing Howard's stuff put me back on an even keel. I'm a happy camper. Ready to take
on the world again. It's pitiful when you get to that stage in your life where your mental
health depends solely on writing a good sentence. But that's the way it was, and is, with me.
Mamma, don't let your boys grow up to be writers, 'cause they'll be screwed up in every
which way.

“Yeah,” Howard said to Mick. “So I offered them [Burmese workers] more wages to patch
the holes, same holes, for me. So they went to work for me. They quit their Chinese
counterparts. This way we had rapport with Burma . . . if they kept their mouth shut. Which
they did. Not one incident ever occurred in Burma that made news. Not one. So I had me a
good thing going.

“It's like the ol' boy that used to live down the road from me, had this old ragged horse. I
went by one day and the old horse standing out there mangy, sickly looking, you know. I
said, 'Why—what're you gonna do with that horse?' Cause I like to work and break horses.'

“He said, 'I just picked him up for a little bit of nothing. I really don't know.'
“I said, 'I'll give you fifty dollars for the horse.'
“'Okay.' I took the horse home, got the cuckleburrs out of him, washed him down and

groomed it. Put him on some good feed. And the ol' boy come by one day.
“'Is that the same horse I sold you?'
“'Yeah.'
“'He said, 'Man, that ain't a bad looking horse. I'll give you a hundred dollars for that son-

of-a-gun.'
“I said, 'Take it away, bro.' I just made me fifty bucks. And I went by his place one day

and that damn horse looking fantastic.
“I said, 'I'll give you two hundred for that goddamn horse.'
“'Okay.' Took it back.
“One goddamn day he come by and said, 'Hey, I got a need for that horse. That

sonofabitch looking good. I'll give you three hundred bucks for it.'
“'All right.' Give me three hundred.'
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“I went by his pasture one day and the horse wasn't there. So I stopped at his place. I said,
'What happened to the horse?'

“'I sold it.'
“'What! You sold that horse?'
“He said, 'Sure. Hey, man, I got four hundred dollars for the damn horse.'
“I said, 'You know you just screwed up a goddamn good system. You and I were making a

goddamn good living off that horse.'”
Behind me, an unfamiliar voice said, “Aw hell.” Obviously taking what Howard said

seriously. Everybody chuckled. I turned to see a bearded newcomer in our midst. Where'd he
come from? We had standing room only around the kitchen table today.

Appreciating his audience, Howard went on. “Well, same thing with me and my Burma
Road. I was making a good living between Burma, U.S. bombing it, and the Burmese
patching it. And I was the manager. We was doing fine . . . until they figured it out in
Washington.

“'That goddamn Upchurch is patching the damage that's he's creating. That sonofabitch
gotta go.' So they sent hit teams in after me. But the ol' jungle bongos—“dumm de dumm
dum, he tapped out on the table—”gringos coming, right. I just picked up my camp and
moved it ten miles. The could never find it. So they had to give up.

“Then the Agency started trying to negotiate with me. That's when it all come to a head.
The dropped a friend of mine [Shrag] in, a loner. The bongo drums picked it up—' tap-tap-
tap, tap—' one gringo coming up the trail.” [What? Now he's talking about Laos and the X-15
spy plane incident (next chapter), completely confusing me.] “And they recognized him.
Some of my Montagnards recognized him because he used to work with them.”

Howard disappeared outside and came back in a few minutes later, zipping up his pants.
On with the story.

“'I want to take over your job,' I told them. [Back to Burma and the Chinese.] 'I can get the
American air strikes in and I can patch the road and pay the workers out of my own pocket.' It
wasn't all that much. Five cents a day per worker.

“'Huh? Why would you want to do that?' they asked.
“They were paying five thousand Burmese workers to patch the mountain passes along the

Burma Road after the Americans bombed them. For strategic reasons the Chinese wanted the
road kept open. This had been going on a long time, unknown to the American public and the
world at large. And it's still unknown to this day, as far as I know.

“Political officer Jin Loon pondered the bizarre offer. Jin Loon and two of the others
present knew me from Operation Air China, an operation that I helped Roger Pezzelle set up.
Colonel Pezzelle had gotten permission from China, after Russia refused, to overfly their
country to pick up giant Mongolian bodyguards for us, his 'six million dollar babies', as we
were known in SOG. And in return I taught the Chinese the art of modern guerrilla warfare.
That's when they took that prisoner of war picture of me before I could work for them. It had
to do with their pride. Or something like that.

“Jin Loon said again for the others, 'Why, Howard? What can the CIA gain here?'
“'Jin, the CIA has nothing to do with me now. I'm in hiding, don't you understand? I need

good rapport with Burma.'
“'Oh.'
“And they let me.”
“'W have to celebrate this, Howard, then tonight,' Jin said.
“'Fine. As long as you don't ask me to eat another bluke.' A hundred-year-old rotten egg.
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“Jin Loon smiled, remembering. I smiled with him.
“People don't do that. I did. The more unbelievable your actions, the better off you are.”

- - -

Note:
Data from duplicate tape 68 has been spliced. Trying to get this incident readable. Just copy
and put it where appropriate.

There's something I need to remember here. Something about a British national showing
up on the Burma Road and Howard killing him. But not before he extracted the man's
tortured words on tape. A tape Howard sent to Number 10 Downing Street in London,
taunting the Prime Minister and his cabinet to tell the world about . . . what? Could the British
national have been tracking Howard since Howard blew up that Mekong River dam? Wait.
That's an incident I haven't got around to yet. Or have I? But that's the only thing that makes
sense to me here. I distinctly remember Howard saying “I never heard from them or heard
anything about it in the papers later.”

This is what you get when you let things slide for . . . oh, just for a couple of decades or so,
Dick. If all else fails, check the tapes. I did. And damn if that particular tape wasn't spliced
together, too. And all garbled up. A real mess.


