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FORTY EIGHT

The A Shau Valley

Thistime it was rumored that our battalion would be going up to the A Shau Vdlley.

Now we had real cause for concern. There were three locations in this country that had gained
amogt legendary status as mgjor battle areas during the course of the war. Everyone over here had
heard of these places and dreaded word that they might be going to any one of them.

The first was a Marine base called Khesanh. 1t was close to the DMZ, or Demiilitarized Zone and
only some ten miles from the border of Laos. Early in the war there’ d been a horrendous situation when
the North Vietnamese surrounded the base. In the ensuing battles, ten thousand NV A and five hundred
Americans had logt thelr lives.

The second infamous location was the Mekong Ddlta. In fact, if anyone said smply “The Detd’, it
was understood that they meant the Mekong. Because of the fact that there was so much swamp there
to hide in, the enemy had dways maintained a strong foothold. Needless to say, any unit going into that
area had their work cut out for them.

The third notorious spot was the A Shau Vdley. This was a huge vdley in the mountains about
thirty miles south of Hue. It was sad tha the enemy had a regular truck route in this valey through
which they moved a greet ded of men and equipment. Though American forces had pounded it

continuoudy for years, with everything they had, the enemy Hill remained largely in control there.
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| had as much foreboding about going to the valey as anyone dse, yet | felt a strange kind of
fascination with the idea of seeing such awell-known place.

It turned out that we were luckier than we anticipated. After flying north to Phu Bai, the entire
company dtting on the floor of a G130, we boarded Hueys for the find flight to our destination.
Rather than going directly into the valey, however, we were dropped off on one of the many peaks that
rose up just outsde the two main ridges forming the valey’'s wals. The Army had set up atillery
firebases on severd pesks around the valey and continuoudy fired rounds into it a random. This
harassment went on day and night, each base firing a round out gpproximately every fifteen minutes or
0.

Our company’s job was to act as security on the perimeter of one of these firebases.

The peak we were flown to had five 155mm guns stationed at the top, in an overdl area of about
fifty square yards. Every growing thing had been cleared from that smdl area so that there was nothing
but dry, white, powdery dust covering the ground. The firebase was just big enough for one Huey to
comein a atime and drop off it's compliment of passengersin the center.

When | jumped out of the Huey, | was dazzled by the spectacular view that presented itsdf in dl
directions. Standing on this pesk was like standing on top of the world. Looking to the northwest,
across a jungle-covered valey, | could see the massive ridge that formed the eastern wall of the A Shau
Vadley. Though | couldn’'t see into the valey proper, on the other side of that ridge, | got a feding for
it's size because the ridge ran north for as far as the eye could see.

In every other direction there were steep peaks rising from deep gorges, just as the one we were

on did. This whole area was as rugged and massive as any mountain range on Earth and was al
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covered in lush, dark-green jungle which meant that, if not for the Hueys, we would be totaly isolated,
untold miles from cvilization!

As soon as | and the others jumped out of the bird, it took off and another one of those that were
circling came in to drop off it's cortingent. Not far below the level area at the top of the peak, where
the clearing ended and the jungle began, there was a string of reinforced sandbag bunkers spaced dl the
way around the circumference. These were for the security force that protected the guns and their
crews from attack up the sdes of the mountain.

The security force was smply companies like ours that took turns occupying the mountain on a
rotationd bag's, the same way we had a LZ Hardcore. Anytime we got a bunker roof over our heads
a night, we considered it pretty good duty and they were large enough so that half a squad of men
could occupy each one.

When we moved from the pesk down to the bunkers, the company we were rdieving moved up to
be taken off.

While we were here, we would go on patrols down the sides of the mountain during the day and
guard the perimeter a night. The actua perimeter was about ten feet below the line of bunkers. That
way, if we should be atacked, and couldn't hold them off from there, we could pull back to the
protection the bunkers offered.

During the day, when it would be nearly impossble for anyone to come up the sde of the
mountain, we'd spend alot of time sitting on top of the bunkers, either reading paperbacks that the Red

Cross had sent out, or cleaning our weapons and equipment.
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Even here, however, there were unusua incidents that occurred during the nearly two-week period
we spent on the peek. The fird was just another indication of how wel the human condition could
adjust to amogt any Stuation.

Firg of dl, the particular bunker that the lieutenant, myself, the other platoon radioman, and the
medic shared was located about twenty feet in front of, and about twelve feet below the muzzle of one
of the 155mm Howitzers. As usud, this large atillery piece fired a round out into the valey on an
average of once every fifteen minutes dl through the night. Each time the gun went off, sending a round
directly over our heads, dirt and debris dropped from the bunker wals with the ear-shattering
vibrations,

The first couple of times this happened, we pretty nearly jumped right out of our skins, but once we
got used to the regular routine of it, we dept right through each thundering boom.

Near the end of our first week | was lying on the roof of the bunker, at aout the middle of the
afternoon, reading a paperback. The roofs were the men’s favorite spots to relax. They were covered
with a corrugated sted sheet, like the ones used to build the airport runways, with a layer of sandbags
on top of that. The bunkersjutted out from the side of the mountain so that Stting or lying on the roof of
one was like being on a terrace with a tremendous view of the valey.

| was lying dretched out on my back, my legs crossed, enjoying the warmth of the sun and
absorbed in abiography of the tragic life of the artist Modigliani. While | was reading, | felt an annoying
itch or tickle on the front of my upper right thigh, just below the hip. Being S0 used to the nasty bite of
the horseflies here | subconscioudy took it for granted that this was just another one trying to get a my

skin through my fatigue pants. Without taking my eyes from the book | dapped a my thigh.



GYPSIES Hutton— 242

Suddenly, | jumped up with a searing flash of pain, asif thetip of ared hot poker had touched my
leg!

If it weren't for the pain, it would have been funny the way | scrambled to unbuttoned my pants
and yanking them down around my ankles. A quick glance a my leg revedled a circular hole about a
quarter inch in diameter, and just as deep, with blood cozing out. Something had taken a chunk out of
me,...but what?

It was hard to imagine what could cause such a severe bite until | looked down at the pants
bundled around my ankles. Crawling out over the top was a centipede. I'd seen the little brown inch-
long type that flourish under just about every stone back home in the States, but never anything like this.
Thiswas truly amongter of the jungle! It seemed to kegp coming and coming, asif there was no end to
it. 1t had aflat, bright orange body about a haf-inch wide with jet black legs and a horrendous set of
black pincers on the head end. Not only that, but it was a good foot in length!

Not knowing what the consequences of such a bite might be, | immediately reported it to the medic
who gave me a shot for poisonous snake and insect bites. While this was being done, two other men
went down into the bunker where I’d seen the cresture go after it left my pants. They were a bit
skeptica when | told them what it was that had caused such damage to my leg, but a search reveded it
hiding under one of the sandbags on the damp floor. Just as stunned by itsincredible Sze as | had been,
they killed it with ashovel.

Even with the shot the medic had given me, because of that bite, | was quite Sck for a day

afterwards.
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The most unusua incident that took place during our stay on the mountain, however, happened on
an evening a just about the end of our second week. Since| didn’'t have radio duty this particular night,
| was on watch with the men on the lower perimeter where everything was peaceful and quite. Even at
night there redlly wasn't too much to worry about, Snce no one usualy ever made an attempt to come
up the sides of the mountain. For one thing, it was extremdy steep, dropping down into the valey with
something more than a forty five degree angle, which meant that anyone trying to come up had to fight
the mountain and the jungle, as wdl as the men defending it.

Secondly, there were four lines of defense to be gone through before an attack force would be
ableto clam the top. On the peek itsdlf, of course, there were the artillery gun crews who could put up
a pretty good defense from their lofty position. Then there was the circle of large bunkers which were
heavily fortified. Just below these was the company perimeter where the men spent each night on
watch, and findly there was a line of bangaore torpedoes below that which completely surrounded the
top of the mountain.

Bangdore torpedoes were actualy mines, but, because of their shape, were dubbed torpedoes.
They were pieces of pipe five to six feet long and approximatdly three inches in diameter that were
normaly did under barbed wire to blast a hole so that men could get through during an offensive attack.
Here, however, they had been connected together, end to end, around the entire top of the mountain as
an additiona security measure againg an enemy atack. This meant that the ring had to be at leadt five-
hundred feet in diameter!  Should the enemy try to come up in force, the people at the top could set the

entire ring off with asingle plunger.
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We men on the lower perimeter had set our trip flares about thirty feet below our positions in the
usua manner. Mysdlf, Swede, and anew kid, Jmmy, were Stting on the ground behind a fdlen log that
had been incorporated into the perimeter for cover. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary until about ten
o' clock when one of the trip flares down to our left front went off. For severd moments everyone on
the line, within sight of it, just sared down &t the point where the flare was burning. In itslight we could
clearly see asingle North Vietnamese soldier who had obvioudy been caught off guard by the flare. He
was wearing the typicd pith hemet, tan colored shirt, and shorts of the NVA Army, but didn’'t appear
to be carrying any sort of wegpon.

What kept us men on the line from blowing him away, since he was dead in our sghts, was the
way he was moving. Having been surprised by the flare, his legs were pumping up and down, like
pistons, with his knees amost touching his chin and he was turning from side to sde, but going nowhere.

That, and the fact that he was wearing high-top, black and white, American-made, basketball
sneakers, made it look like he was doing an Oliver Hardy impression at trying to escape danger.

After severd moments he bounded back down the dope, tearing crazily through vines and bush
with huge drides that a man twice his sze shouldn't have been ale to manage. Since dl these
mountains looked pretty much the same, especidly in the dark, it was easy to mistake one for another.
The look of utter surprise on the man's face, make it clear that he had no intention of gpproaching our
positions. He' d smply made a gross error in judgment as to where he thought he was.

Seeing such a comica dght, no one thought to shoot at him until he was wdl out of the light of the

flare, and there wasn't any fedling of eminent attack aong the perimeter.
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For me and Swede, this was only the beginning of the funny side of the incident. Once the enemy
soldier was gone from sght, everyone on our side of the mountain began firing down the dope into the
darkness. Thiswas redly only a precaution in the unlikely event that there may have been more of them
out there.

In the dl the commotion, athough it wasn't needed, the new kid, Jmmy, pulled the pin on a hand
grenade and tossed it down to our front. He, I, and Swede ducked down behind the log waiting for the
expected detonation.

Suddenly there was a tremendous explosion that literally rocked the whole top of the mountain!
Large pieces of tree limbs, dirt, and sones came raining down on everyone aong the entire perimeter,
even on the other side of the peak!

After a brief period, the larger debris findly stopped fdling, but the air was filled, dmog to the
choking point, with dust and fdling leaves. Not only that, but with so much materid fdling, most of our
trip flares had been set off, lighting the top of the mountain with their eerie ydlow light. In the glow,
Swede and | looked over a Jmmy. He was resting back againgt the dope, bits of leaves and twigs
hanging in his hair, garing wide-eyed at the pin from that hand grenade, which he ill held dangling in his
hand, out in front of his face. Never taking his gaze away from it, he said one long, low word with
digtinct awein hisvoice.

“W-0-0-0-w!!”

Swede and | just couldn't help oursdves. We rolled over sdeways in uncontrollable fits of

laughter. The expresson on Jmmy’ s face was just too priceless.
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Needless to say, the firing aong the perimeter ceased. That blast had stunned everyone, dl the
way from the lower lineto the artillery crews at the top. 1t was the biggest explosion any of us had ever
heard and quite literally moved the top of the mountain!

The next morning a couple of Army engineers were flown out to try and determine how a single
hand grenade could have caused such a tremendous blast. They scoured the peak, from the top down
to where the ring of bangdores were located, and then made their report. It turned out that the
bangal ores were no longer there.

Evidently, when Jmmy tossed that grenade out,...in a million to one shat, it managed to roll down
through the tangled morass of jungle foliage and rest right up againg the ring of bangalores. When it
went off it set the entire circle off with one horrendous blast!

The story of the great explosion on the mountaintop spread far and wide across the country and
Jmmy carried thet grenade pin in his hemet band for the rest of histour. *

On the morning of the day when our company was to leave the mountains, my platoon lieutenant
decided to make an aeria recon of the valleys around the pesk we were on. A Huey came out to pick
he and | up, since | was the radioman on duty.

We flew around the peak in an ever widening circle, the lieutenant seeted on a canvas seet againgt
the back wall, and | dtting cross-legged on the floor in the center, the radio on my back.

Suddenly, | fdt the strangest sensation. It was as if my stomech did instantaneoudy up into my

throat and | was floating in the air. Indinctively, | stretched out face-down in a prone position, and it

!An interesting adjunct to this funny incident is that, years after | was out of both Vietnam and the Army, | met
another veteran to whom | related the account. He surprised me when he said that he had heard of it when he was
there, even though he was nowhere in the vicinity when it happened. That explosion was so huge that it literally
took on alegendary quality of its own!
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was immediately evident that the lieutenant felt the same sensation, since he involuntarily joined me, in
that same position, on the floor.

This was the firg time, in dl the Huey flights I'd been on, that | fdt what it was like to hit an ar
pocket or wind sheer. The bird literdly dropped like a stone, for quite some distance, until it caught the
ar agan. Whenit did, asif gravity had suddenly been re-introduced, we dammed againg the floor with
an unpleasant thud. It was a hdl of an experience when you weren't expecting it and it didn't teke the
lieutenant but a couple of moments to decide he' d had enough of aeria recon. The pilots took us back

to the firebase.



