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EIGHT

GOING INTO KOREA  1952

Part of tapes: 1, 2, 5, 6, 8, 19, 21, 22, 59, 83, 85, 86, 90, 128, 140, and all of  158.

“Well, you know I couldn't make it in school, Dick. I was in and out of them three or
four times.” Howard sighed, went to the refrigerator for a beer and came back.

“I was working in the oil field at fifteen alongside grown men. I had the dangerous
[unintelligible] working on the monkey board way up in the air. The only reason I took it,
nobody really wanted it, but it paid good money. You wear a thick wide leather strap around
your body, hook it to an iron ring, and lean waaaay out to wrestle the heavy 30-foot stands of
drilling pipe into position, and when the wind comes up they're whipping around like snakes
trying to bite you. You're ass is literally hanging out in the breeze. You have to be an iron-
willed agile monkey to survive up there; you lose your concentration for one second and
you'll be a dead iron-willed agile monkey. Worst part about it, your head is filled with horror
stories from the old hands. 'If you get killed we just throw you off to the side and keep
drilling,' they keep telling you. Yeah, right. Bullshit, you think. But they ain't kidding.
Nothing stops the drilling. Their broken and mangled bodies are living proof of their stories.
Missing fingers, toes, ribs gone. An empty eye socket. Scar tissue where an ear should be.
And they're still on the job working 12-hour shifts, six days a week, year in and year out.
What else can they do in life except stay drunk and have babies.

“One rig I was on caught fire below me and everybody died except me. From my bird's
eye view I was the first one to see the flames break out. The very instant I saw it, I yelled,
'Fire! Fire! Run for your life!' while I was leaping for the 'slide for life.' That's a short piece
of pipe on a steel cable tethered to the ground about two hundred feet away. I hit the ground
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running. Oh, am I fast. My body, my precious body, was in danger. When I looked back some
of the guys were trying to put out the flames with piss-ant fire extinguishers. Some of them
were just starting to run. Then the whole damn towering structure blew up in a cloud of oily
black smoke and knocked me to the ground and singled my eyebrows, and I was a hundred
yards away."

Howard got up from the kitchen table and stepped outside in the dark to take a leak. I
tapped STOP on the tape recorder and began making notes in my spiral notebook. On the side
table, “Swan Lake” was playing softly on the other recorder. Olene, my favorite sister-in-law,
gave me the Hooked On Classics tape after Sallie died. A few minutes later, Howard came
back in and sat down at the table and patiently waited for me to finish my notes. When I was
through, I nodded and turned the recorder back on.

"That was just the start. A huge crater began opening up, swallowing equipment trucks,
holding tanks, power lines and creeping towards me. I looked down and there's the foreman's
dog at my side, a Dalmatian. He turned tail and split, and I passed him like that roadrunner in
the cartoons. Beep! Beep!" Grinning, Howard swirled his arms around his head like a
whirlwind. "We'd pumped so much damn oil out of that location the strata of rocks below the
rig just collapsed like the crust on an apple pie. Everybody's dead except me. I'm fifteen years
old. I don't have a scratch on me, except a raw scrape on one hand from the cable.

"So school seemed like child's play to me. One day the principal took me down into the
basement to discipline me for something. I don't remember what, but I wasn't at fault. I took
his paddle away and whacked him on top of the head with one of those solid wood chairs
with the little arm desk on it. Put him in the hospital with a fractured skull. The sonofabitch
lived. That was the end of my school days, and I sure wasn't going back to the oil field. Fuck
that. Those broken old men at thirty-five haunts me to this day. I couldn't stand being around
people like that. Their spirit was gone.

“So at sixteen I caught a bus to Houston and gave a prostitute a meal to pose as my mother
and lie about my age so I could get into the Marines."

The Punch Bowl

Troop replacements went into Inchon, Korea, in the, uh, place they called Aschon City. Or
we called it Ashcan city. And you know, Inchon harbor has one of the most erratic tides in the
world. The tide literally goes out and leaves everything sitting in the mud. So ships can't
approach the harbor, they have to use shuttle vessels. They offload troops out on anchor on
these LVT 5s and LSV landing craft, and then they'd take you into the piers, you know. And,
well, uh, they'd herd packs of replacements just like sheep. Flocks. You're just a number on a
helmet. There wasn't any fancy assignment orders or anything. They'd just put a chalk mark
on your helmet designating the unit you were going to. Well, in my case, I was chalk marked
to the 1st Marine Division. They'd chalk mark on the helmet the company, battalion and
regiment, and the numbers. B17 meant Baker Company, 1st battalion, 7th Marines. And once
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you filed ashore off those landing craft they herded you down in cattle cars, and you were
literally, like I said, you were like herds. They stood you up in these big tandem tractor-trailer
rigs, standing room only, and packed you in by the droves . . . Well, you could actually
manipulate your assignment if you were . . . wise.

My buddy Oakie Rhodes and I wanted a unit that was up on the front. Well, they had
earmarked us for B17. And we heard that the 5th Marines were up on line and B17 was in
reserve. So that wasn't worth a shit. We wanted to go up on line, see. Get our feet wet. So we
erased the damn 7 and replaced it with 5. Well, 5 is to a different regiment. And as we were
loading on the cattle cars, they would pick out about every fourth or fifth man. They pulled
me out of the line and Oakie just stepped out. Wherever I went, Oakie was going. So in the
confusion nobody's paying that much attention. They took twenty-five of us.

"You get on the trucks here."
"Where we going/"
"You're going to be staying here awhile."
What in the hell's going on? We didn't know. So we had to get on the trucks, and they

pulled down the railroad tracks of Aschon City. And the first thing we saw was this big white
sign with black letters: 247th GRAVE REGISTRATION COMPANY

It was an army unit and I was in the Marine Corps. And that was how Oakie and I started
our career in Korea.

They had these bodies they were bringing in in dump truck loads, and they'd just dump 'em
like dirt. And I was back of the dump trucks. And, uh, some of the bodies were light. Parts of
bodies were just spattering on the ground: arms, legs, pieces. They were just dumping 'em.
They had freight trains bringing in train loads of bodies, and they started asking for
volunteers.

"Who can run a disinfectant machine?"
I threw up my hand.
Never seen one of the sonofabitches. All I knew I had a machine. I wouldn't be handling

those damn bodies. So I got the disinfectant job; one of the best jobs of all because it was
outside. I didn't have to go in these damn building, nothing but rotten bodies laying all over,
and trying to identify them. Well, I sprayed the area down to the ground and the boxcars and
the trucks that brought the bodies in with this disinfectant powder. I was spraying the areas
where the bodies had been. Everybody else had to handle them. Even at that, I couldn't handle
it. Just—  First thing I learned about war, fresh blood don't bother me. That rotten shit just
gets you.

Well, I just finally told Oakie, "I'm not staying here." I stayed there three more days. I
went up to the Old Man, said, "I don't give a damn what you do to me. You can court martial
me, you can put me in jail, you can do anything you wanna do, but I won't spend one hour
more in this goddamn place. This is not my job. I'm a soldier." And the guy said, "You mean
that, don't cha?" I said, "You goddamn right I mean it. I'm leaving. And you can ship me out
or I'll walk out.  Either way I'm going."

"Okay.  Where you wanna go?"
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"I wanna go to my goddamn unit I'd been assigned to, B17."  So they [unintelligible].
So Oakie and I went to B17. They'd just been moved back on the front. And the way we

were introduced, we didn't have . . . all we carried in was a rifle and a packboard with all your
winter clothing and stuff on it. But of course it was so goddamn cold we were wearing
everything we owned. But it was the way we got there on cattle cars and, uh, in the middle of
the night, and we could hear the guns firing, the artillery going out. You could hear the
firefights, see the tracers, the flares, and the floodlights and the shit up on the damn contact
hill about a thousand meters away. And when our truck stopped, this supply sergeant came
over to us with a flashlight.

"All right.  Get your asses out and follow me. This is your web gear."
They had a mountain of bloody combat equipment by this little stream: pistol belts and

magazines, hand grenades, and all this web gear piled five or six feet high just saturated in
blood. And the sergeant's holding a flashlight in his teeth and rinsing it off in the creek bed
and issuing it out, just handing each man one as he walked by. He handed me a belt; it had
ammo pouches on it and all this. I got homesick. I—I turned dumb with this bloody-ass damn
belt in my hand. And he's hollering about ammunition and boxes to your left and fill up your
magazines, get your clips, take five bandoleers, and all this shit, you know, and hollering at
you, and you go over there helping yourself with ammunition. And that's how I was
introduced to the front line. Just, "Next!"

And here's bodies laying all over, trucks coming back dumping bodies, stockpiling the
bodies and weapon equipment. And your ass is going right back where those people didn't
make it. You walk from here up to the damn contact hill, unless they had more bodies to pick
up. Then they'd take you up in trucks. You'd get off and load the bodies, and the trucks would
bring the bodies back, and you'd take their place. And then it all started coming home to me.

My god.  This is war? Ain't like they done it in the movies.
And they'd march your ass forward to, uh, the platoon sergeant or to platoon leader and

he'd say, “Okay, you're in the first squad. First squad in about ten minutes, we're going to the
top. You fall in between those two guys right there. Lots of luck, newbie.” And that's it.
That's your introduction to the unit. Ten minutes later after being assigned to the squad you're
charging. “Charge!” And you're thinking about those poor bastards laying back there in that
old bloody web gear that you've just put on, and all you've got is a few magazines and a
couple of hand grenades and some asshole hollering Charge! That was my introduction to
war.

That was what led me to become what I was. A SF. A thinking mercenary type would do it
his way. That was suicidal what the platoon sergeant was asking of us. Going straight up that
mountain with bouncing Bettties—they pop up waist high and shred you with steel pellets—
and machine gun fire pouring down on you was like being on a damn assemble line. Except it
was humans being torn to pieces rather than put together. The Chinese with their old WW II
weapons they'd gotten from us were tearing the shit out of us. And we're fighting them with
the same stuff.

So I said to the newbies around me, "Why don't we try something different?" This was
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after I'd approached this fatalistic platoon sergeant and told him my idea. He's not listening to
me; he's bellowing out orders, knows he's gonna die, and so what's this punk kid bugging him
about? I just simply walked off in the darkness with Oakie and a few others . . .

Tape 158. All of it.
Non-Bankers Hours War.

 
What was we talking about, Dick? Oh. Porkchop Hill and the Punchbowl.
(Howard's a little drunk but as usual his deep baritone voice is loud and clear.)

(My voice, weak and indistinct at times.) North to South. Punchbowl's at the top of
the mountain. Your sector is about three miles long and Porkchop Hill is about nine
miles south.

About nine miles? Then Heartbreak Ridge was . . . another six or eight miles or so. I forget
the distances. They were on a wide front. So we were sweeping north and the Chinese were
trying to catch us south. We're out there fighting our ass off. Saturday and Sunday is a
sonofabitch. There wasn't no weekends in Korea. You're fighting your ass off Saturday and
Sunday to prove up for the Panmunjom conference on Monday, right. So the bloodiest battles
in the whole war took place on Saturday and Sunday. Especially on Sunday. Everybody's
sitting around on their ass licking their wounds Monday through Friday. You get your ass
kicked or overrun it'd be on a weekend. So we just got used to, uh, what we called Non-
Bankers Hour War. Hah. Weekend warriors. Period. And the whole fucking thing went this
way for years. Years. We sat around on our ass throwing rocks, insults and birdies at each
other all goddamn week. We'd be within rifle pit to rifle pit. Nobody had no orders to fight
until Saturday night. Saturday night we'd lock horns. Left thousands and thousands of people
bleeding and dead on the goddamn battlefield for the conference tables Monday morning.

American people never got to learn that. They still don't know it. Never been written in the
history books and it probably never will be. But that's what the war was all about. Monday
morning conference table at Panmunjom. I'll never forget it. I was there. Sit on your ass all
week. Come Saturday night, baby, better have your bullets shined, you're gonna need 'em. All
our casualties were lost in Korea on the weekends.

How long did the peace conference go on, Howard? This was at the end?

No. It was peace the whole fuckin' time we was there. We never declared war in Korea. It
was peace. The whole Korean war was a goddamn peace conference. We lost more people in
Korea in a short period of time than we lost in the whole Vietnamese war because of those
peace conferences. Who could smile? Who had the edge? Who had something to brag about
in Panmunjom? It was a fucking shame, the dead piled up so high you had to have fuckin'
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wings to stay above them. We lost over a hundred and fifty thousand dead, and they chalked
up an official figure of fifty-five thousand, I think. There was no way back here in the United
States that the American people can ever total up their loss. Because there's no, no
correlation. There's no way.  All you can do is believe government figures. What is so foul —

Where'd you get ahold of these figures?

The 247 Grave and Registration Company which processed the dead out of Korea. One
hundred and fifty thousand was their figures. And that's bodies, pieces of bodies, but they said
fifty-five thousand. They was short by two-thirds.

The Punchbowl. Was the Punchbowl a series of battles or one big battle?    

 What about it?

Was it one big battle or did it go on over a period of a long time?

No, it was, uh — Well, it was a series of battles to gain and hold and lose and regain a hill,
and then it petered out soon enough as history ran its gamut, and then it was gone. It was
valueless property like all goddamn wars are fought.

Well, I was just wondering when you took the hill, who was — (with you?)

Yeah, Raymond Jackson and, uh, Vickers were with me — and a couple of other assholes I
don't remember.

Oakie Rhodes with you?

Yeah. Oakie was with me.

I have some of that on another tape. What was that you were telling ol' Raymond
Jackson? He got hit and you said, this is our, this is our —The dialogue. We've got to
have the dialogue for the book.

Well, Raymond got hit twice in the chest by a burp gun and went tumbling down the
mountain. Me and Oakie ran down there. I just told him, “It's our hill, goddammit! You gotta
be there!” I'm picking him up, blood's spurting from his chest, and I'm trying to drag him. 

“You okay, Raymond?”
And he's saying,“Yeah, I'm okay.”
I said, “Well, goddammit it, come on! It's our hill, we gotta go!”
Bullets are whizzing by us, through my clothes. I don't have a scratch on me. (Howard
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chuckles) We pick Raymond up and he, he gets hit again in the chest and goes tumbling back
down the mountain. I figure he's dead, but when I go looking for him after the fight, he's still
alive down there. He made it.

Well, Oakie got hit in the ankle. He got up to the top but he was limping bad. “Fuck.
Fucccck!” he's sitting on a rock, cursing, holding his bloody boot. And Vickers. A round hit
him in the leg and shoulder as well as the ear, crazing him. He was out for a bit.

And I just — I was out of it. I wasn't even — When I think back on it, I was out of it. I
really was. I wasn't even there. Only thing I was thinking about was Raymond and Vickers.
And goddamn Oakie Rhodes. Between Vickers and Oakie, I'm trying to get 'em up the hill. I
said, “Hey, this is our hill! We gotta go!” There were five or six of us on the top of the hill.
And the rest of my company, a hundred and ninety good fighting men, were laying down
'sides this fuckin' mountain.

A hundred and ninety men, what were they doing down there?

Dead. And bleeding.

Were they the ones who went up the frontal assault and you went around the side?

Right. Right. Yep.

Was it the daytime or nighttime?

Night time. It was before daylight. It was a early morning deal. It was breaking dawn when it
was over. I was on top and I could see the sun starting to rise, you know. It was getting
daylight and I looked down the mountain. I didn't see anything down — just devastation.
Bodies laying every goddamn where and nobody saying anything. There's nothing going on.

Quiet?

Quiet. Too quiet. I got this eerie feeling. You're the winner, but you're alone, and what in the
fuck did you win? Better get your ass out of here. I'm the only one not shot up. I ain't got a
scratch on it. And I'm standing on this bunker top, and I had a Chinese grenade in one hand
and a rifle in the other hand and I raised my rifle. We won! We're it! I didn't even think
anybody would see it. It's just sort of symbolic to raise your rifle, you know. We're the victors

And I heard this weak cheer come up from down the mountain, and I couldn't believe, you
know, that (unintelligible). I couldn't see no body that was moving. All the bodies I saw was
bodies that was dead. I'm standing there with this goddamn AK-47 in one hand and got mixed
emotions and I started crying. The whole goddamn nine yards. I said, well, somebody down
there still gives a fuck. I couldn't believe it. There's people down there, still alive even. It was
a weird feeling. Well, shit, I guess this is our hill after all. And I didn't even realize what I
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was doing. I could've been blown half in two by any sniper. Anybody. I mean just because we
kicked them off the hill didn't mean we beat their ass.

What was the most you killed up there and in their bunkers?

Well, there's a few people up there. You had to — run and shoot is all I can say. Nobody can
depict a goddamn overrun of a position. You shoot everybody that don't look like your kind
of guy.

Are they all in fighting trenches or just in their bunkers? Or what?

No. There's a bunch of them, mostly wounded. Most of those who could run had already ran.
When you overrun a position you're usually dealing with the helpless. They're not
defenseless, they're just helpless. They're wounded and they usually shoot. So you're going in
what you call a mop-up operation. You're killing people that can't run, and that's kinda
standard. That's normal.

Is that what you did on the Punchbowl when you got up there with four or five guys?

Yep. We were killing people that couldn't run. As long as there's — They wouldn't throw
their rifle down and we got 'em.  'Cause they're shooting us. Same time.

Did you take any prisoners?

Yeah, for a while.

What do you mean?

Well, temporarily. You couldn't reload your gun fast enough to kill them all, so you say
'You're a prisoner. Don't shoot anymore.' You take their toys away from them and come back
later and shoot them.

After you reloaded?

Yeah.  A lot of 'em asked you to.

 Why?

They didn't wanna be captured. Uh — I — I don't know. I ran across a lot of that. Men . . .
you think, yeah, it's easy to sit around and talk about bullshit like this. But when it happens to
you. If you're really jammed up, you believe what you're fighting for, and then you get in a
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position where you're helpless, there's nothing you can do anymore except live or die. But
you haven't lost, you're still fighting. I'm fighting you mentally. Shoot me or I'll do anything I
can to kill you later. Well, you shoot the sonofabitch. They asked for it. It's a defeat they don't
want to live with. And it's honorable among fighting men. At least I've always thought so. If a
man wants to die, that's his prerogative. And to me, you're being honorable by killing a
person.

So the Chinese wiped out y'alls company down below. But when you got up there there's
just wounded and stragglers there. The others have taken off?

Yep.

What time of year is this?

Howard: Damn winter time.

Snow?

Yeah. Snow. Colder'n than a sonofabitch. We had an average of 28 below zero at night. The
Punchbowl was 7,800 feet. Colder than a sonofabitch.

Was it just rocks like Leon Mountain back of your property?   

Yep, just like it. But seven times as high. Nothing but rocks.

When y'all got to the top, what (unintelligible).  Or did y'all give it back?  Or —

We moved on — after awhile. Valueless property.

Was Heartbreak Ridge and Porkchop Hill going on at the same time?

Yep. None of it was permanent terrain. It was Monday morning bullshit.

 Let's back up some. All these other squads, they got shot down in front of y'all?

Yeah. Our company was assaulting by squad. We watched all these squads go down. Well,
there's four squads to a platoon.

Was there wire?  They have to go through the wire?

No. Shit. Live fire. Hand grenades, mortar rounds, bouncing Betties, the whole bit. It's like
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walking through a Four of July fireworks display with live ammunition. And we were the
third platoon. Matter of fact, we were the third squad in the third platoon. And we watched
eight squads go up and get blown to shit. Then our platoon started. First squad, second squad.
We're the third squad. We got one squad behind us. And we're  watching everybody get
blown to shit. And it was our turn. We had to go. And, uh, I had Raymond Jackson, Vickers
from Virginia, Oakie Rhodes from Tulsa, Oklahoma. Well, we're rollin' now. This is it. We
don't know what in the hell is going to come out of it.

This was when you went up around the side of the mountain? Or was this some other
time? I forget.

Yeah. Well, we took the back — There were three approaches to this damn mountain. and
then there was a back one we hadn't used. So we made our ascent up that one.

Y'all took it on your own to do this?

Yeah. (Howard's sober now on the tape, so we must've taken a long break.)

Is the army on Porkchop Hill and Heartbreak Ridge and just you and the Marines on
Punchbowl?

Yeah. Well, I guess I was always ticked off. Marine Corps, they never got no credit for the
Punchbowl. But, yeah. Same time, same action, except the Punchbowl was the highest one
and, uh — in many ways it was, uh — well, I won't say it was meaner than Porkchop.
Porkchop was the meanest one.

I saw that movie, Porkchop Hill with Gregory Peck. That's when our own forces turned
the searchlights on our own troops going up the hill and got 'em slaughtered. Did y'all
have searchlights taking the Punchbowl?

Everything. We threw everything up there. To me, looking back at it at the time, I thought
nobody had it any rougher than the Punchbowl. Well —  nobody except me in my little
sphere of operations. I was the victor.  I won. But it cost me a whole company.

What company was that?

Battling Bitching Bug-out Baker Company.

 Bug-out?

That's what we called ourselves. Battling Bitching Bug-out Baker Company. B of the 107. Or
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17?  B Company 1st Battalion 7th Marines, 1st Marine Division.  And, uh —

You lost the whole company, huh?

Yep.  Good company — while they lasted.

Were any officers at that time (unintelligible) with the platoons? Were they going up
there too and getting wiped out?

Yep. Oh yeah. The Marine Corps — You can tip your hat to your officers in the Marine
Corps. They're there. They're the real “Follow me's.”

How many Chinese you think were on top of that mountain?   

Well, we had about seven hundred bodies when we got up there. And we figured that was
about one quarter of their strength. So — we knocked off about a quarter of them before they
split. There was a bunch. There were gobs of them up there. Closer to eight hundred bodies.

How many you think there was alive when you were killing them?

About four thousand.

I mean when you got to the top.

Oh, when we got to the top? Well, they were running then. I don't know. Uh — we, we waxed
about two hundred and fifty.

With just four or five of you guys?

Yeah.  After we got to the top.

You were among them, I guess, and they didn't know —

No. They just didn't believe we could take them. So they wouldn't back off. They didn't think
we had enough strength to take them. And, uh, we didn't. But we kept coming and they kept
losing. And once we got on top, we're running in amongst them, you know — It's, uh —
Well, it's a situation where you're not supposed to win. And you poke back.  And all you're
doing is killing everybody you can kill before they kill you, right. Well, we killed everybody
and we didn't get killed.

Did you run out of ammunition in your own weapons and grab theirs_? I hate those war
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films where a guy doesn't grab somebody's weapon when he loses his.

Yeah. Oh shit, we're long gone without ammunition.

 How long you think you've been fighting up on that hill?  With you and four or five
guys?

(Howard's voice, now tired and dragging) Well, for about thirty minutes. About — thirty
minutes. Because it, it was hot then. It was everything or nothing.

Were the Chinese in the trenches too, or just in the bunkers?

They were in the trenches. Bunkers connected with trenches.

Did you jump down in the trenches?

Yep. Yeah, we were moping up, bunker to bunker, all down the trenches. And they were
zigzag trenches. Throw a grenade before you went around a bend in a trench. Wait till it
exploded, then you jumped out (unintelligible) and shooting while you're running. We're
about thirty minutes. Something like that. Turned out it wasn't no big deal after we reached
the top of the goddamn mountain.

Why?

Well, fuck it. We're on top. We got there. Their object was to keep us off the top. But we got
to the top. We're in amongst them then.  And we were a little more than they could handle, so
they left.

Did they recognize you as the enemy, or was it too — too hazy —

Yeah.  Oh yeah.

 — and dark and murky?

No, no. There's — there's things that happens in a situation like that. Uh, you know that
anybody on this side of the line ain't your friend. You kill him anyway even if they are. That
way you're alive and they're dead. So you take care of your own ass by drawing a line.

We're you guys kinda bunched together or spread out?

No. We were kinda bunched together. You just — I don't know. It's kinda hard to explain.
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You just jump in headlong and start doing it. You don't get hit, well, we're rollin' now. Either
they leave, give it up, or they get you and you're down, and that's it. I don't know. It's —

There wasn't any prisoners?

No. Sometimes — You only take prisoners when you got a mass of people milling around
and a mass of people kinda gives up. Otherwise, if it's just individual bunker for bunker, fox
hole for foxhole. Well, that's one on one, you know. One lives, one dies. And that's it. If you
got a whole bunch of people out there and they all say stop, we're through, then you take
prisoners. But in a situation like ours there's not time for prisoners. You couldn't trust them
behind your back. And you kill 'em and went on. Did your job. They was better off.  We was
better off.  Naw, we didn't.  Blew 'em away and went on about our business.

You must've led a charmed life.

Well —  uh, I was lucky.

Yeah, I could see it happening twenty times. But for twenty-two years?

(Wry smile on Howard's face) Well, I had this aura about me, you know. Like nothing's
gonna happen to me.

(Me, laughing incredulously) I know. That's — that's what they — they said that in
Apocalypse Now. “He has this aura about him like nothing is gonna happen.” Somebody
who really knew you told that to the screenwriters way back when. Stealing your words.
Your exact words, Howard.

(Howard repeating himself ) Nothing's gonna happen.

Howard was poking fun at Apocalypse Now—and loving it. His legend, a semblance of it,
anyway, was on the big silver screen. I didn't know who had gotten a copy of the film but it
ran in the La Kiva den for a week, where a projector had been set up. This was about a year
into his story.
                                                      

Yeah, Howard. I remember you saying you were scared all the time, but you had the
guys convinced that nothing was gonna happen to y'all. You had this aura about you. I
remember how you described it real good back in one of the earlier tapes before you
ever heard the Apocalypse Now tapes. Or saw the movie. How you used to, uh, tell the
guys that nothing could happen to you so they could believe it and —

Yeah. Well, I always thought that, uh, right was might. And I was right. So I never worried
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about it. And for that reason I could concentrate more on my people, not worry about my own
ass. I'd just tell them, nothing's gonna happen to me because my job is to watch you perform
your job.  And I'm gonna be watching you.  And if you don't do your job, I'm gonna know it,
believe me —

At that precise moment, the tape ran out with a loud click! which startled the hell out of
me. I let out a huge sigh of relief.

Whew. Lucky. There is a god.
I'd been sweating the tape all this time, praying I'd get all the information I needed from it.

And now I had. Or thought I did. Years later Howard would tell me, “They carried me off the
mountain in a stretcher, crying hysterically.”

My original if half-hearted intention was to transform the Q&A format into a regular story,
taking up where I'd left off with Howard walking away from the fatalistic sergeant. I'd written
that part, God knows how long ago, ten or fifteen years? and put it aside with all my other
put-it-asides.

This has always bumfuzzled me. Writers like Tom Clancy and Craig Thomas can make a
fictional character come alive, more real than a real person. And here I've got Howard, a real
person, and I'm stumped. I don't know how they do it. Well, they're the professionals. They're
great. But I've got the great story, and that's what keeps me plugging away.
   While listening to the tape and editing the Q & A, Howard came on in my mind: “Since you
did such a greeeat job, Dick, I have something else for you to write. Don't skip over nothin'.
Check back on the tape. Got it?”

I had skipped over a spot. “A guy can't get away with anything here, huh,” I said out loud
to him, properly chastised.

Looking down from the wall at me, Sallie smiled sympathetically. “I'm working, honey,” I
said to her. “I'm working.”

I backed up the tape until I found the spot:

Yep. Oh yeah. The Marine Corps. You can tip your hat to your officers in the Marine Corps.
They're there. They're the real “Follow me's.”

That time you saluted that officer on Guam, I believe. Or Okinawa. You gave him a
smart salute while all the other Marines were passing him —

Philippines.

Philippines? I'm putting this in to show that you — you know, about you and officers.
The bone you had to pick with them.

Yeah. He came up and shook my hand. An old rusty Marine colonel. I'm standing there
outside the airport on the steps in Manila, Philippines.  And I was wearing a green beret and I
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snapped to attention. I saluted him. He stuck his hand out; rather, he returned my salute.
He said, “Son, I want to shake your hand. You're the only goddamn man that is man

enough to salute my rank since I've been here.”
And he was a Marine and I was army, you know, Special Forces. And here's all these

Marines running in and out of this air terminal. And sailors and doggies and Airedales and the
whole nine yards.

I said, “Sir, I was once a jarhead.”
He said, ”Well, son, if you ever was you still are. You give all your credit to the Marine

Corps.” He snapped that out like nobody damn well dispute it. I had to laugh. “That's what
made you a man and I appreciate you. Marine Corps made you, son.”

“Yessir.  Yessir.”
I've been wearing a goddamn green beret for sixteen years. But the Marine Corps made

me. That old man told me so. Just because I saluted him. A full colonel. I felt sorry for him.
He was good old man, but I'd hated for him to be my commander.  He'd probably been a
piece of shit. He was tough, no doubt about it. Plus he was alive. So he'd been around.

He said, ”The only thing I'll say about a Green Beret is that you showed respect to me
today, and that's more than I got from my own goddamn people and everybody else. It's only
the Marine Corps made you that way.”

“Yessir.”
And I had to agree with him 'cause it, it was true. But I didn't wanna agree with the old

sonofabitch because he was bragging about the Marine Corps. Piss on the Marine Corps. I
was there, goddammit. I know how they fuck up. Charge! But I, I couldn't agree with him all
the way. Old fossil.

  
Part of Tape 85

“. . . those places in the jungle that I walked up on were two castles setting in ruins a
thousand yards apart,” Howard was saying. “They used to build castles in, in the remote
areas, and each morning they'd sit on the balconies and fight their armies. A game between
warlords. And make bets. And they'd count the blood and the debris at the end of the day
between the armies that fought on elephants. And the whole bit. Between warlords. Castles.
In the middle of the jungle. Unbelievable.”

On the tape, I can hear pool balls clicking. Kids horsing around. So Howard and I are at
the El Charro Cafe.

“Well, I've seen it. I walked up on 'em. They'd been that way ever since. Except they got
governments, got organized and chopped up the countries, you know, and Siam become, well,
French. French Indochina when the French moved in. They was there for a hundred and
something years. They accomplished nothing. The Battle of Dien Bien Phu, I helped evacuate
the French out of there.  Working for the Agency.”

“The Agency? CIA?” I asked.
“Mm-hmm,” Howard murmured.
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I did the math much later. That would make Howard about nineteen years old, in the army
just out of the Marines. But he did say the CIA recruited anybody that caught their eye—and
since he was the Soldier of the Year in the 82nd Airborne, well . . . what do I know?

“In 1954 we helped to evacuate the French. They got their butt busted in Dien Bien Phu
because they didn't believe that, uh, Hanoi elephants could move artillery into this mountain
range. And Dien Bien Phu is a bowl in a mountain range. They pulled artillery up in pieces
and reassembled it and blew—“

“By elephants?” I said.
“By elephants and men.”
“Oh.”
“They literally moved these heavy artillery pieces up a mountain range and slammed it

into Dien Bein Phu. And fired point blank down on the camp and defeated them. Well, we got
involved in that in 1954. I returned in 1957 to make an area assessment. Every place the
Agency worked they made an area assessment. I went in there, my little place in this was a
six month deal to study the weapons available to the South Vietnamese, repair parts available,
ammunition, the feasibility of maintaining these weapons to deploy an army. The weapons
came from captured American material out of Korea. From China. Right. All the weapons
that was captured in Korea, which was ton on ton on ton, we lost. We had eight army
divisions trapped at one time, in, in the Iron Triangle. When the bridges of Toko Ri . . . the
Chinese had trapped the 1st Marine Division, uh, 1st Cavalry, 4th Division, 8th  Division.
There was several division trapped up there and lost all their [unintelligible] to the Chinese.”

“Was this in the winter?”
“Yeah. This was when—“
“That was in the big retreat?”
“—the motto 'Only the dead rides.'”
“Only the dead what?” I asked.
“Only the dead rides. Bodies were stacked on the trucks, strapped to the hoods, bumpers,

roofs, and the beds full of bodies.”
“Oh, this was, I think I saw a story once when a guy said, “We're not retreating. We're just

advancing in another direction.' When they were retreating . . .”
“That was High Pockets. General Chester Puller. Said, Retreat hell. We're attacking in . . .

we're making, uh, what they call, a retrograde movement. We was retreating. Okay. We
walked off to the sea.  And evacuated.”

“You was in that, that retreat?”
“No. I come after. I made the second advance to the Yalu River.” On the Manchurian

border.  “I was not in that, but I went back as far as, uh, Koto Ri. No, it was on Toko Ri.”
“I just saw that show recently on TV. William Holden and The Bridges At Toko Ri. A

great, a great story,” I finished in a whisper. I didn't want him to jump on me again for loving
war stories like the first time we met.

“One of the phoniest reports, uh, ever made was on that bridge. You see the losses that
they accredited us to? The real losses was over four hundred and fifty aircraft shot down
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trying to knock the bridges out. Four hundred and fifty. And you go back and look at the
history the way it's printed. We didn't lose nothing, boy. We knocked 'em dead. We lost so
goddamn heavy on those bridges.”

“Well, the show didn't show that. It just showed, uh, nobody . . .” I lapsed into uncertainty.
“Uh-huh. History doesn't show it either, but it's in the official files,” Howard said. “It was

a very expensive process. Very expensive . . . I remember one pilot that crashed in the paddy.
They made a movie about it and it wasn't the true scene. He was trying to get back to
Wonsan.  He crashed and they was after him hard.”

“That must've been the one that William Holden played, that pilot that crashed in, in the
paddy,” I offered.

“Yeah. I think. Yeah. It was the same one . . . They blew, uh, Wonsan harbor when they
were evacuating from there. Wonsan and Tusan. They left navy teams to blow the
installations. The docks and everything. Left a lot equipment there. Well, I knew of that. Like
I say, I was not there. I was on the second invasion when we went back in. And it was almost
as bad. Nothing like the first one. This was when the Chinese crossed the border, and they
were told, the American people were told there was no Chinese intervention.”

Howard shook another cigarette out of the hard pack and lit it.
“Here's another good one for you, Dick. This is another story that's never been told. It

would make a book by itself. Uh, Mao Se Tung, when he overrun the, uh, Chinese Nationalist
when they fell. Okay, they pushed the few governmental people what was left of their army
onto the island of Formosa. And, uh, we're talking about Shek, right. Chiang Ki Shek was so
loyal to the United States that he offered his hard-bitten, combat-seasoned troops. He had
65,000 he offered to Harry Truman to go in and stop the Chinese communist movement
against North Vietnam. South Vietnam.  Uh, I mean South Korea.

“Truman made a statement at the time he made this offer. 'He's not my kind of people,'
Howard sneered, mimicking Truman. “It's recorded officially in the files. In other words,
those funny names on Capitol Hill backing Truman would not allow Nationalist Chinese
intervention in Korea.”

Those funny names on Capitol Hill? I won't go into that here. And maybe I never will. My
mind keeps fluctuating from bravado to fear, with fear usually winning the day. The fear of
not getting Howard's story out because of them.

“I'm going to bed now, Howard. Let you get some sleep or whatever you want to do. And
like I say, I'm gonna start transcribing these notes so, so I . . .”

“Right.”
It was pitiful. Howard had so much faith in me then.
“I gotta get away from you,” I chuckled wearily. “I-I've only got a couple of more blank

tapes anyway.” Alpine, eighty-five miles away, was the closest place to get cassette tapes.
Dawn was creeping into Howard's kitchen window. It had been another one of our all-day,

all-night sessions. Somewhere the hippies who'd deserted us early the night before were
snuggled down in their hovels with their scorpions and rattlesnakes, sleeping off their weed
smokes.
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Another day starting in the clear air of Terlingua.


