
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

WHAT I REMEMBER – RVN 1967 
 
 
 
 

BY 
 

Frederick A. Scheeren 
Lt. Col., USAF (ret.) 

 
 
 
 

2009 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
 

I want to thank my long time friend and Brother In Arms, CWO Rollo De Vore 
(now Major, U.S. Army National Guard, ret.) for his assistance in writing this 
story.  He filled in some of the blanks and came up with important names which I 
had forgotten. 
 
I depended heavily on my research in the book, “Fourth Infantry Division in 
Vietnam” by Edward Hymoff.  I purchased this book probably ten or twelve years 
ago but had only read a chapter here and a chapter there.  Mr. Hymoff wrote this 
book specifically to honor the 50th Anniversary of the 4th Infantry Division which 
occurred in November 1967.  Other than a brief synopsis of the 4th INF DIV in 
WWI and WWII the entire book details combat activity from their arrival in 
Vietnam in August 1966 and ends just after the fateful Battle of Dak To in 
November 1967.  This, of course, is practically the exact period covered by this 
story. 
 
Mr. Hymoff was “imbedded” with units of the 4th INF DIV during the entire 
period and wrote very detailed, almost “bullet-by-bullet”, accounts of some of 
their greatest battles.  I very possibly could have met and talked with Mr. Hymoff 
during my tour.  I remember a number of occasions sitting at the bar in “The 
Bamboo Club” drinking and talking with journalists, writers, newsmen, and 
photographers covering the war.  The 4th AVN BN pilots who had to fly them 
around grouped them all into one category - “Strap Hangers”. 
 
I also depended heavily on the amazing facility of research via the Internet.  I 
constantly marveled at the ability of “Google Search” to sift through the billions 
of bits of data and but the answers at my feet.  I found the on-line virtual 
encyclopedia “Wikipedia” to be an especially good source of succinct 
information. 
 
But, of course, the majority of the story is based on my own personal memories.  
Although these events happened now forty-two years ago, it’s not as if I had to 
reach back into some storage compartment  in my brain labeled “RVN – 1967” to 
retrieve them.  I have probably thought about and re-lived these events almost on 
a daily basis since that time.  (OK, will you accept “on a weekly basis?”)   There 
are a few “exaggerations” for the sake of continuity or a good story; however, as I 
said somewhere else in this book, “…many of the actual facts would be harder to 
believe than the account.” 

 



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 

    Heading        Page 
 
PROLOG              1 
 
ARRIVING IN VIETNAM            2 
 
MOVING UP COUNTRY            4 
 
 EPILOGUE – SMOKEY           6 
 
DRAGON MOUNTAIN            6 

ENTER WILLIAM C. PRATT, CAPTAIN, U.S. ARMY      15             
(INFANTRY)            

HAPPINESS IS A FLOOR          16 

MAMA SAN            17 

BEAUTIFUL  DOWNTOWN PLEIKU CITY       20 

THE COMBAT WEATHER TEAMS (CWTs)                  23 

 EPILOGUE – RICK WALKER                     25 

GAMBLERS, GUNSHIPS, AND GOOD GUYS                  25 
 
 EPILOGUE – ROLLO DE VORE                   27 

MERRY CHRISTMAS – HAPPY NEW YEAR -         27                                                                                                    
KEEP YOUR HEAD DOWN 

THE MONTAGNARDS         29 
 
GETTING OFF THE GROUND        33 
 
WHEELING AND DEALING, NO STEALING       35 
 
 EPILOGUE – MR. McGARY                             39 
 
HAPPINESS IS (ANOTHER) FLOOR       40 
 



 

LT. COL. SUEHR COMES TO VISIT (#1)     41 

ROBIN HOOD, ROMMEL, AND ROBBERY       42 

SHE BROUGHT THE HOUSE DOWN      47 

AND THEN THE RAINS CAME       48 

FUN AND GAMES AND RED HOT PEPPERS     51 

LT. COL. SUEHR COMES TO VISIT (#2)     54 

THE CHANGING OF THE GUARD      56 

 EPILOGUE – MARKENDORF      57 

REAL HAPPINESS IS A HOOCH       59 

LT. COL. SHIVAR COMES TO VISIT       61 

GOING TO THE BIG CITY       63 

HUMPING THE BOONIES       64 

THE  M*A*S*H  BASH        66 

AND THEN – MORE OF THE SAME      69 

 EPILOGUE – BILL GAVERS      70 

THE HEROES OF NOVEMBER - JIM PAVLICEK    71 

 EPILOGUE – JIM PAVLICEK      73 

THE HEROES OF NOVEMBER - BILL PRATT    74 

 EPILOGUE – BILL PRATT      75 

I’M NOT SHORT, I’M NEXT       77 

GOING HOME         79



 1

What I Remember – RVN 1967 
 
 

Maybe it is the occasion of Veteran’s Day 2009 fast approaching.  Or maybe it’s 
the fact that today, November 03, 2009, I drove into Washington DC to visit The 
Wall again and to pay my respects to my good friend James Emil Pavlicek (Jim) 
who was killed on this day back in 1967 in Vietnam.  Anyway, I thought it was 
about time that I captured, for whoever might want to read about it in the future, 
my memories of the life defining year I spent in The Republic of Vietnam in 
1967. 
 
PROLOG 
 
It would be a shock to drop me off in Saigon, Vietnam on December 04, 1966 
without a little bit of background.  First off, I am Frederick A. Scheeren, for those 
who might read this and not know me well.  At 30 years old, I was sort of “middle 
age” for service in Vietnam; most of the soldiers there at the time were in their 
early 20’s.  I had already served eight years in the United States Air Force and 
was pretty much committed to a career in the Military.  Unknown to most people, 
and most certainly not to my wife Irene, I volunteered for service in Vietnam.  My 
thinking was, and I still think it was sound, “If I am going to make a career of this 
country’s Military I had better step up and do my part in its war.”   
 
My career was in the Air Force’s Weather Service.  I knew that I would be 
fulfilling some function in this support role in Vietnam.  I really had little 
apprehension of unusual danger since I would be a non-combatant.  Non-
combatants filled many vital functions in the war effort; however, they were not 
out face-to-face with the enemy in a life or death situation. 
 
I had gained a lot of valuable experience in the relatively short time I had been in 
the military.  During my first four years in the Air Force, in France,  I had 
supported numerous military exercises as the “Officer in Charge” of providing 
weather support.  There was little guidance about what I was to do.  It was pretty 
much show up at the exercise site; interface with the military principals; learn 
their requirements; and get the job done.  
 
I had even participated in one “war”, although we probably weren’t supposed to 
call it that.  In late 1962 – early 1963 I deployed with the 322nd Air Division to 
India to support the military airlift of the Indian Army in their war with China in 
the high Himalayas.  (See SPECIAL BONUS FEATURE:  “The India Saga” 
following this story.)  And, just prior to going to Vietnam I had been, as a brand 
new Captain, the Detachment Commander of the weather unit at Moody Air 
Force Base in Valdosta, Georgia.   
 
I also had attended a six-week course in Tropical Meteorology where supposedly 
we were taught how to forecast the weather in Southeast Asia.  Primarily, it was a 
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good introduction to the geography of Vietnam. There I met and made friends with 
Captain John Landis Conley.  Prior to leaving school we received our assignments.  
I learned I would be the Detachment Commander at the weather unit at Vung Tau.  
From my knowledge of Vietnam geography I knew that I had drawn a plum.  Vung 
Tau was in southern Vietnam and was known as the “Vietnam Riviera”.  It was the 
last refuse of the former French colonialism in Vietnam.  It was so pleasant that it 
was designated an in-country Rest and Recuperation (R & R) site.  Some even said 
that ranking Viet Cong military members used it for the same purpose.  
 
ARRIVING IN VIETNAM 
 
I said goodbye to Irene and Stephan and Caroline and flew cross country to Travis 
Air Force Base in California to catch my flight to Vietnam.  To my pleasant 
surprise I met John Landis Conley (Landis) who was to be on the same flight.  We 
sat together during the long haul via Alaska, Japan, and finally into Tan Son Nhut 
airport in Saigon.  We arrived at approximately 8:30 PM to an amazing scene.  It 
was like Hans Solo’s airport in “Star Wars”.  Most everyone else on our flight had 
been a junior enlisted Army “grunt” and they were immediately rounded up by 
tough Sergeants and marched off.  After five or so minutes we realized there was 
nobody there to meet us and we had not the faintest idea of what we should do or 
where we should go. A friendly flight line GI told us we needed to make a 
decision soon.  It was rapidly approaching the curfew of 9:00 PM for off base 
travel.  He’d drive us to the main gate and point us to a hotel just across the way.  
We were tired and hungry and decided that was the best idea; we’d work 
everything out in the morning.  
 
We checked into the simple hotel facing the biggest Air Base in Vietnam and 
asked about something to eat.  “No food!  No food!” the clerk emphatically told 
us.  “Well, where is the nearest restaurant?”  “No res-erant! No res-erant! 
Curfrew! Curfrew!”    We were trapped.  But wait, our friendly clerk could 
provide a case of “Bam-me-Bam” (‘33’) beer and a couple of bags of greasy 
potato chips for an exorbitant price.  We jumped at the offer. 
 
Landis and I shared a room on the 5th floor (fortunately).  The windows faced the 
main street between the hotel and the fence at Tan Son Nhut Air Base.  Bright 
lights lit up the base like daytime and filled our room with an eerie glow. But, we 
had beer and chips; what could be better.  (It was later that we learned that 
formaldehyde figured significantly in the production of Bam-me-Bam beer.)  We 
had no problem killing the case of beer and fell into bed exhausted. 
 



 3

About 01:30 AM we were rudely awakened by an amazing fireworks display.  We 
rushed to the windows to watch.  Tan Son Nhut Air Base was blowing up like a 
4th of July display.  We could feel the concussion of massive explosion after 
explosion.  We were witness to the first rocket attack on Tan Son Nhut by the 
Viet Cong.  Heretofore there had been an occasional mortar round lobbed in but 
this was the first full scale attack with heavy duty rocket propelled explosives.  It 
was a historical event and it could have been Landis and my last event. 
 
The next morning the street scene and hotel were chaos.  We got dressed and 
twice tried to leave our room only to be forced back inside by Military Policemen 
patrolling the halls.  This rough handling didn’t help our already fragile self 
image.  We felt very out of place. We were dressed in heavy cotton, starched, 
standard issue Air Force fatigues with shiny brass rank insignia on the collars, 
white on bright blue “US Air Force” and Name tapes on our chest, and shiny 
black boots.  Everybody else was in rumpled jungle fatigues with black insignia 
and tapes, scruffy jungle boots (with their fatigue trouser bottoms bloused over 
the tops), and everybody had GUNS! 
 
Finally, when we heard things quiet down out side our door, we grabbed our B-4 
bags, left the room, and headed for the stairs.  By the time we got to the third floor 
it was the war zone.  The halls were littered with broken glass and debris. And 
there were three ominous looking, shapeless, long vinyl bags lying by the wall.  A 
tough MP Sergeant said, “You guys from the 5th floor?  You have any casualties 
up there?  It blew Hell out of the first three floors.”  We just mumbled, “Nope.  
Everything A-OK. 10-4”, and hurried down the stairs.  
 
Out on the street, heading for the main gate, we both silently thought how close 
we had come to being casualties.  “Two dumb Air Force weather officers are 
turned into hamburger standing in front of the windows of their hotel room 
watching the attack on Tan Son Nhut Air Base on their first night in Vietnam.”  
That surely would have made a small entry on page eight of a number of 
newspapers. 
 
We made it through the confusion and finally found Headquarters, First Weather 
Group, responsible for providing weather support to all U.S. Air Force and U.S. 
Army military operations in Southeast Asia.  The 30th Weather Squadron handled 
the Air Force and the 5th Weather Squadron handled the Army.  We were 
introduced to Lt Col Dick Suehr, the Commander of the 5th Weather Squadron.  
He was a short, fire-plug of a man with a gruff demeanor.  Surprisingly, he was 
expecting us. (“Ah, why didn’t anybody meet us?”)  This was our first lesson that 
you look after yourself and don’t expect any hand-holding.   
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Colonel Suehr said he had transportation arranged for us for later in the day. 
Landis knew he was headed for Vinh Long Province in the Mekong Delta.  
Colonel Suehr said, “Scheeren, I only have airlift as far as Nha Trang for you.  
You’ll have to hitch-hike and make you own arrangements after that.”  Ah,… 
here’s where my expert knowledge of Vietnam geography came into play.  “I 
think you’re mistaken, Colonel Suehr.  Nha Trang is north of here, on the coast.  
I’m going to Vung Tau in the south.  Colonel Suehr laughed and thought that was 
a big joke.  “That was last month Scheeren.  You’re going to Dragon Mountain to 
support the 4th Infantry Division.  They’re somewhere south of Pleiku.”  (My 
dreams of sunny beaches and old French restaurants slowly slipped away.) 
 
MOVING UP-COUNTRY 
 
I jumped on a big, noisy C-130 and headed for Nha Trang.  My first 24-hours in 
Vietnam had certainly been eventful.  I wondered what the next adventure would 
be.  To my surprise I was greeted by a rugged, smiling Air Force Officer, Major 
Pat Pickett, as soon as I got off the plane in Nha Trang.  He was the Commander 
of Detachment 31, 5th Weather Squadron and I was to be Officer in Charge (OIC) 
of Operating Location (OL) 4, Det.31, 5th Weather Squadron at Dragon Mountain,  
Headquarters of the 4th Infantry Division.  Dragon Mountain got its name from 
the unique 600-foot hill that stuck up above the general high plateau terrain of the 
region.  The base camp was at the foot of the hill on a sloping plateau, elevation 
2470 feet, covered with four-foot tall elephant grass and small trees and bushes.  
In May 1967 the base camp would be officially re-named Camp Enari, in honor of 
Lt. Mark N. Enari, the first “Ivy” Division soldier to be awarded the Silver Star in 
Vietnam.  
 
 

 
 

Dragon Mountain 
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Major Pickett told me I would stay over night in Nha Trang and the next day he 
would get me outfitted with “combat gear” and give me a brief rundown on what 
to expect.  He had arranged an afternoon flight to Pleiku Air Base.  The next day I 
was issued three sets of jungle fatigues (Ah!), two pairs of jungle boots (Ooh!), 
and a brand new .38 caliber revolver with web belt and holster (Ooh, Ah!).  I also 
got a brand new K-Bar Army survival knife in a stiff, new honey-colored leather 
sheath (Uhg!).  Major Pickett  told me I’d have to wait until I got to Dragon 
Mountain and my men would tell me how to get black insignia and U.S. Air Force 
and name tapes made up.  In the meantime he gave me an old set of captains brass 
insignia that had been spray painted black that I could pin to my collars. (OK)  He 
also told me that, although I was in the Air Force, I was authorized to wear the 
distinctive, black version of the 4th Infantry Division “Ivy” patch on the left 
shoulder of my fatigues. (Oh WOW!) 

 

 
 
Major Pickett couldn’t tell me much about Dragon Mountain.  He’d never been 
there.  In fact the 4th Infantry Division had only been in country since August 
1966.  Actually, the 4th Infantry Division was spread out all over Vietnam.  Only 
the 2nd  Brigade was at Dragon Mountain.  The 1st Brigade was on the coast near 
Tuy Hoa and the 3rd Brigade was operating to the east of Saigon.  However, the 
Commanding General, Major General Arthur S. Collins, and his staff were at 
Dragon Mountain.  I would be his Staff Weather Officer and provide any weather 
support desired by him and the 4th Infantry Division.  Sounded familiar - interface 
with the military principals; learn their requirements; and get the job done.  
 
Major Pickett said my unit was already on site and operating.  A captain, at the 
end of his regular tour, had been sent in as an interim OIC.  I had two senior 
NCOs (a forecaster and a chief observer) and eight enlisted weather observers.  
Four of the observers rotated the duties at the base camp and I had two Combat 
Weather Teams (CWT) of two men each located at fire bases (battalion locations) 
out in the jungle.  That was about it.  “Good luck.  Stay in touch.” 
 
I arrived at Pleiku Air Base in mid-afternoon.  It had obviously been there long 
before this current war.  The flight line was full of airplanes; big C-130 Hercules 
air lifters, many varieties of helicopters, and a sort of antique looking propeller 
airplane that I later learned was an A-1, the Air Force’s workhorse in Vietnam.  
  



 6

Some years later I also learned that my brother-in-law, (Col) Michel Smith had 
flown out of Pleiku during France’s military adventure in Vietnam.  I made my 
way to the Base Operations Building looking for the Base Weather Station.  It 
was a pretty standard looking weather briefing operation like I was familiar with.  
I introduced myself and was about to tell my story when I noticed a tall, pleasant 
looking Air Force Master Sergeant and a rangy, young Army enlisted man 
standing at the end of the briefing counter.  They stood out because,…well, they 
were sort of “grubby” looking.  This was my forecaster NCO, MSgt (E-7) Owens, 
and our unit Army driver, Smokey .  I soon learned that if you got an Army Jeep 
you also: 
 a.  …got a dedicated enlisted Army driver 
 b.  His job was to be on call to drive the Jeep whenever needed, keep it 
maintained and gassed up, and keep it clean. 
 c.  It was OK for the enlisted men in the unit to sometimes drive the Jeep; 
however, an officer never drove a Jeep…never. 
 d.  When the Army purchased these Jeeps they undoubtedly came with 
some kind of a roof; however, those roofs were now stored in some far off 
warehouse.  No Army Jeep in a combat zone would ever have a roof, regardless 
of the weather.  It cut down on visibility and presented a risk to safety and 
survival. 
 
Smokey grabbed my gear and we headed for our Jeep.  We left the base and hit 
the road for Dragon Mountain. 
 
(EPILOGUE)  Smokey  was my driver for more than half of my tour in Vietnam 
and then he went home.  He was a great guy; common, honest, and loyal…out of 
West Virginia.  I had other drivers but I don’t remember them well.  Finally, my 
tour came to an end and I headed home in December 1967.  We relocated to my 
new assignment at Scott Air Force Base near St. Louis, MO.  Irene and I and the 
children rented a house in O’Fallon, Illinois. We had a small back yard which 
backed up on a quiet tributary street that served a few modest houses behind us.  
We had been there for a couple of months and I was in the back yard doing some 
chores when I saw my neighbor who lived in the small house right behind us.  It 
was Smokey!  He and his wife lived there and he was still in the Army driving for 
some high ranking Army official in St Louis.  What a small world.  
 
DRAGON MOUNTAIN  
 
“Monsoon” merely means “seasonal wind” which dictates the weather in 
Southeast Asia.  Most people mistakenly just associate “monsoon” with torrential, 
tropical rain.  Yes, that is part of it, but there is a dry monsoon as well.  Because 
of the predominant wind flow pattern and the topographical features of our part of 
Vietnam, Dragon Mountain experienced the “wet monsoon” from about April 
until October and the “dry monsoon” from about October until April.     
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The dry monsoon had been in effect for almost two months and everything was 
already parched.  The road to Dragon Mountain, which at best was hard packed 
orange clay and at worst a quagmire of orange mud, was at its second worst – 
talcum powder-like orange dust.  I soon excused my troops for their “sort of 
grubby” appearance.  We were all the same shade of orange. 
 
We arrived at Dragon Mountain at my unit’s site by the flight line and Captain 
White* (*not his real name) said, “Hello”, threw his bags in the back of the Jeep 
and told Smokey he was in for another roundtrip to Pleiku.  I soon learned there 
were no long “Goodbyes” in Vietnam. 
 
Our operation was set up in a General Purpose (GP) Medium tent (the habitat of 
choice)  right adjacent to the helicopter landing area and the sandbag revetments.  
The tent was staked to the ground and dimly lit by some overhead electrical cords 
and bulbs connected  to a nearby generator.  The floor was standard issue 
Vietnam chaff, dust, and debris. The interior furnishing was comprised of some 
GI issue field tables and desks.  Surprisingly there were a number of shiny tall 
metal, two door cabinets and five-drawer filing cabinets sitting around.  Two or 
three ancient (WWII vintage) Kleinschmidt teletype machines clattered 
intermittently off to the side.  Just then there was a deafening “Wup, Wup, Wup” 
and one of the 4th Aviation Battalion’s Huey helicopters hovered into a nearby 
revetment.  The inside of the tent went  IFR (instrument flight rules) in flying dust 
and debris.  
 
Most of my base camp troops were there to meet me.   MSgt Owens who had met 
me at Pleiku appeared to be a solid, experienced NCO as did TSgt (E-6) Freddy 
Baker, my Chief Observer.  The four enlisted men were the typical mix of young 
GIs.  You knew they had to be a cut above the general intelligence level just to get 
into the Observer career field; however, they eyed me as if to figure out whether I 
was going to be part of the solution or part of the problem. One young man, 
Airman Markendorf, had a good natured, confident air about him.  
 
The NCOs told me the first order of business was to get me settled.  As the 
Division Staff Weather Officer I was attached to the Headquarters Company 
under the S-2 (Intelligence).  They would show me the tent where I would be 
billeted in the HQ Company area. They dropped me and my gear off and said, 
“We’ll see you later.”   
 
The tent was a typical GP Medium set up right on the ground.  My iron bunk was 
right inside the flap, in the corner to the right.  I noticed another one of  the double 
door steel wall lockers at the foot of my bunk.  Nobody else had such “modern” 
furnishings.  There were either five other men in the tent or seven other men in 
the tent.  I don’t know; I never met any of them.  
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There was a single light bulb in the center of the tent and it seemed to be always 
on.  Bunks, similar to mine lurked back in the shadows by the walls of the tent 
and scattered wooden ammo boxes (formerly ammunition boxes) seemed to be 
the only furniture except for a rickety high, narrow table affair along one wall, in 
the center, lighted by the single bulb. A couple of metal wash basins and a jerry 
can full of water sat on it.  Shadowy figures seemed to come and go at all hours of 
the day and night.  I started to feel very depressed.  
 
I was dirty but I didn’t know where to take a shower or even if I could take a 
shower.  I was hungry but I didn’t know where I could eat.  Fortunately my nose 
told me where the toilet was.  Nearby was a wooden outhouse like building.  
Inside were two rough holes cut into the plywood bench; no toilet seats.  Below 
you could see the cut down bottoms of two 50-gallon drums.  Sitting outside 
behind the “facility” were two smoke blackened  back-up drums.  I learned that 
periodically some Vietnamese man with a thankless job (but happy to have it) 
came by, swapped out the drums, poured fuel oil into the retrieved vessels and lit 
them on fire.  The smell took care of my appetite.  I decided that I’d already had a 
long day and I would just go to bed.   I undressed, stuffed my dirty clothes into 
the wall locker, walked bare-footed through the dirt and debris and crawled into 
bed.  
 
I woke up at about 5:00 AM.  There were already two men at the wash basins 
shaving.  I got dressed in clean clothes (I hated to put them on over my filthy 
body), grabbed my toilet kit and started to leave.  As an afterthought I turned back 
toward the guys at the wash stand and said, “Hi, I’m Fred Scheeren.  I guess 
we’re going to be tent mates.”  They looked at me silently as if I was from a 
different planet.  A couple of grunts and epithets came from the bunks in the dark.  
I made my exit. 
 
Outside it was still pitch black.  Coupled with my renowned sense of direction (I 
have been known to drive for hours on supposedly Highway (Something) East at 
4:00 PM…and into the setting sun.) I had not paid much attention to how we had 
gotten here the evening before.  Fortunately some pilot was on an early morning 
mission and I heard the distinctive whine of a helicopter turbine starting to crank 
up. I dead reckoned on the noise and headed for the flight line.  Oh, and did I 
mention, it was COLD.  I thought I was in the steamy tropics.  In truth, during the 
dry monsoon at Dragon Mountain with the high altitude and the clear skies at 
night radiating out all of the daytime heat, the temperatures during the early 
morning were in the 40’s.  There was not a night at Dragon Mountain during the 
entire year that I didn’t sleep under a GI blanket.  During the wet monsoon it was 
seldom more that 70 degrees at night and very damp. 
 
I found our Weather Operations tent with little trouble and was happy to see light 
and activity inside, in spite of the early hours.  MSgt Owens and two of  the 
observers were already busy at work.  They seemed surprised to see me at such an 
early hour (good first impression).  
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 MSgt Owens said, “Did you get a good night’s sleep?  We stopped by to check 
on you but you were already in the sack.  You need to let me know what time you 
want Smokey to come by to pick you up.”  I told him I needed to get cleaned up 
and fortunately there was a wash basin and even a small hot plate to heat water.  
With a clean shave I started to feel a lot better.  MSgt Owens explained the basic 
morning routine and then said, “We’ll go back down to the 4th Aviation Battalion 
area where we live.  Have you had breakfast yet? (Be still my growling stomach)  
 
Smokey arrived shortly and we drove the short distance to the 4th AVN BN area.  
Like most everything else I could see in the increasing light of day it was a city of 
GP Medium tents.  The mess tent had its flaps up and a crew of busy Army cooks 
were already serving a line of hungry GIs.  I got a tray with a big pile of fried 
potatoes covered with SOS (politely, creamed hamburger), two fried eggs, a lot of 
bacon, and a big mug of coffee (black).  I soon learned there were just two ways 
to get your coffee in the Army, black and hot or black and not so hot. 
 
As the sun came up the high plains winter wind also came up.  We walked the 
short distance to one of the dining tents with tables, chairs, and its flaps down but 
in that short distance my delicious pile of potatoes and SOS was full of dust and 
twigs and dried grass.  Nobody else seemed to pay any attention to it so I dug 
right in.  MSgt Owens made a weak attempt of introducing me to a few nearby 
people but it wasn’t the time or the place.  Everybody had his nose in his SOS.  At 
the end of the meal everybody got in line and ambled past two boiling 50 gallon 
drums of water heated by immersion heaters.  With long wire hooks we linked our 
tray, utensils and cup together and dipped them first into boiling soapy (and 
greasy) water and then a splash in boiling rinse water.  All of this would change 
drastically over the course of my year; however, for now this was just time-
honored combat field conditions in their basic form.  The SOS sure hit the spot.  
 
Back at the Weather tent MSgt Owens said he would walk me through the basic 
responsibilities of the day but he’d do all the heavy lifting, at least until I got my 
feet on the ground.  That sounded great to me.  Our first task was the morning 
aviation operations briefing.  There really was very little to brief.  Little, because 
we had very little data but also because there was very little reportable weather.  
The morning dawned bright and clear.  As the day wore on the visibility would 
get increasingly hazy as the blowing dust stirred up to higher and higher altitudes.  
We knew the wind would prevail from the northeast at varying speeds of 10 to 15 
knots with gusts up to 25 knots. The big challenge seemed to be trying to nail  the 
high temperature.  The most important weather factor for helicopter operations 
was “density altitude” (influenced by heat and humidity).  Without going into a 
lengthy tutorial…Density Altitude relates to air density.  Air density is perhaps 
the single most important factor affecting helicopter performance. It has a direct 
bearing on the lift of the blades (propellers), the power of the engines, and the 
height of the “service ceiling”. 
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Is all that clear?.  Now, all that said, “density altitude” was not a problem in the 
dry monsoon.  The air was sufficiently cool and dry to provide a lot of “bite” for 
the helicopter blades.  OK (yawn)…so then what did you have to brief?  Answer: 
Not much.  Hey, but that’s a good thing.  We had a lot more important things to 
worry about than forecasting the weather. 
 
(DISCLAIMER)  Anybody reading this story with hopes of getting some great 
insight into providing weather support for actual U.S. Army combat operations is 
in for a big surprise.  Today’s weather support people talk about being a 
significant “force multiplier” and aid to the “warfighter”, and maybe they are. But 
back in 1967 at Dragon Mountain we pretty much just “reported the weather”.  
We could tell you what was happening and we could usually assure you fairly 
confidently that the same thing was going to continue to happen.  Don’t get me 
wrong.  We provided a lot of valuable service.  My Combat Weather Teams out in 
the jungle fed us up-to-date weather observations from where the war was 
happening (as long as our primitive communications system worked). And my 
guys back at the Base Camp continually monitored the changing weather 
conditions which were relayed via aviation operational channels to the weary 
warriors making their way back.  Everybody knew it was going to rain continually 
during the wet monsoon (“…should I really pack an umbrella for this patrol or do 
you think I can take a chance without it?”)  And regardless of what the weather 
was or was forecast to be, the Army was going to go out every day and fight the 
war. Period. 
 
So, where was I?  OK, right…back at the Weather tent.  (If anyone is really 
keeping track this is what?...the morning of  December 07, 1966?  Don’t worry, 
things are really going to start picking up here soon.) 
 
I went to a nearby GP Medium tent with MSgt Owens for the morning aviation 
operations briefing.  Here is where I really started to meet the people with whom I 
would be most closely associated during the next year.  The aviators were 
concerned about the weather from an operational standpoint.  Also my best 
friends would come from this group and I would eventually live with them.   I 
never could get over thinking that “the grunts” (the ground Army) could care less 
about the weather .  It was just an annoyance they had to put up with like vines, 
and the snakes, and the elephant grass.   
 
With very little to brief other than “more of the same” we were out of there 
quickly and started a Jeep tour of the base camp. My first observation was the 
bustling activity going on everywhere.  The 4th Infantry Division had only been 
on-site for three month and the Engineers were transforming the base camp from 
a rag-tag tent city into a well planned out “permanent” facility as fast as they 
could.  
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New, wood-framed and tin roof buildings dotted the landscape as the most 
important functions got “off the ground”.  This activity went on the entire year I 
was at Dragon Mountain and, as you will see, my major energies and creative 
efforts were directed toward it.  In one year the base camp went from being a 
muddy/dusty scar on the high plateau at the base of Dragon Mountain to a well 
maintained and professional looking military facility. 
   
I’ll talk more about “trade goods” later in this story, but here’s a fact for now.  For 
the first three or four months I was at Dragon Mountain the most valuable “trade 
goods” a person (or unit) could have were plywood and lumber.  By the time I left 
in December 1967 the most valuable trade goods a person (or unit) could have 
were grass seed and good, white enamel paint (to paint the rocks lining the well 
graveled walkways up to unit orderly rooms.) 
 
The first permanent facility that had been completed was the sprawling DTOC 
(Division Tactical Operation Center) in the middle of the base camp.  This was 
the nerve center from where the war was planned and fought.  All the major 
operations functions had their offices and work centers in this building.  This was 
where the daily Operations Briefing was presented to the Commanding General 
and his staff.  I would fulfill an important role at this briefing every day (you be 
the judge). 
 
MSgt Owens and I made the rounds of the major offices.  It was obvious that he 
was known, if not well known.  Everybody was polite and civil with me although 
rushed and distracted.  Most often I heard, “Listen, catch me at another time.  I 
really have a can of worms I gotta work out.  I want to sit down and talk with you 
but now is not the right time.”  I was soon to learn that there never was a right 
time, but that just gave me a greater appreciation for the magnitude of the task 
they were trying to manage. 
 
We went back to the Weather tent and I learned more about the routine 
operations. We got very sporadic weather data via the ancient teletype machines.  
Given the conditions of flying dust and debris it was a testimonial to the Army 
Signal troops who kept them running that we got anything at all.  Observations 
came in from all of the military facilities all over South Vietnam (or didn’t) but so 
what?  It wasn’t like the States or Europe where weather patterns moved and you 
could follow air mass specifics and try to make some reasonable assumptions 
about how and when these air masses would affect your local weather.  Different 
regions’ weather was unique and 180 degrees out of sync.  When we were having 
our dry monsoon the coast of Vietnam was having its wet monsoon and vice 
versa.  Our guys weren’t flying from here to there. They were flying out into the 
jungle to the west and trying not to get killed.  The weather didn’t move left to 
right at Dragon Mountain; it just moved up and down. 
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MSgt Owens told me that every afternoon of every day at 4:00 PM the General 
and his staff were presented the Operations Briefing.  Intelligence (S-2) was the 
first on the schedule and since Weather Support was part of  S-2 we were the first 
up.  We had a plastic covered map of the 2nd Brigade’s area of operation whereon 
we entered different weather features, as we knew them and hopefully could 
forecast them.   We also provided sunrise and sunset data. (OK! That’s something 
we should have a pretty good forecast handle on.)   
 
But, the first order of business every day at every briefing, the weatherman gave 
the “Official Time Hack”.  The what?  Time hack.  Everybody set his watch to the 
exact same time. (That’s right Ladies, there were only “his watches” at the 
Operations Briefing at Dragon Mountain.  The only “her watches” were on the 
slender wrists of a few Red Cross workers who served [I was told] coffee and 
pastries somewhere on the base camp. They were affectionately referred to as 
“Doughnut Dollies”.)  Back to the “time hack”…  ….so when someone gave the 
order to “Commence Firing” at 0312 and 30 seconds there was one big BOOM! 
from everybody (hopefully).  I didn’t ask too many questions about this task and 
MSgt Owens didn’t volunteer any information.  
 
MSgt Owens said that he would give the 4:00 PM briefing that day and then he 
would introduce me to the General and the Staff.  He said he had pretty much 
been giving all of the briefings even after Captain White* had arrived.  Captain 
White* was so “short” (def.: time left to serve in Vietnam) that he didn’t want to 
get involved.  I thought….”No, I think I should introduce myself and give the 
briefing.  I am the OIC and Staff Weather Officer and the sooner the General and 
Staff realized that the better it will be for me.”  MSgt Owens seemed pleased with 
this decision. 
 
We showed up at the DTOC in plenty of time and I formed up in the small area 
behind the major situation map board in the front of the briefing room with the 
rest of the briefers.  My easel and “weather chart” were set up in front.  I tried to 
make a few inroads at introduction with my fellow briefers but they were mostly 
nervously going over their notes.  I heard the Division Command Sergeant Major 
shout, “Tensh-Hut!” and a scrape of chairs and boots as the General entered the 
briefing room.  “Seats” (different voice).  More scraping and then the Sergeant 
Major again, “Weather!”   
 
I walked out in front, said, “Good afternoon Sir, Gentlemen.  My name is Captain 
Frederick Scheeren.  I am your new Staff Weather Officer and I will be 
supporting the 4th Infantry Division for the next year.”  General Collins smiled 
and made some perfunctory welcome comment and I turned to my chart and 
started describing the significant features of the current and forecast weather. 
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Someone in the back of the room shouted, “Time Hack!”  Oops! I had forgotten.  
I looked at my Rolex Oyster Date that I had purchased in 1963 and which I wore 
every day in Vietnam (and still wear today).  I had seen enough movies about 
time hacks.  “In five seconds the time will be 1600 hours 4 minutes and 30 
seconds. Five  Four  Three Two One  Hack”   The commotion started 
immediately.  “What the Hell are you using there?  What’s that watch?”  I 
answered, “It’s a Rolex Oyster Date”.   “Oh, well, a Rolex, really?  Well my 
Combat Seiko is different by close to five minutes and it doesn’t vary more than 
two seconds a day.”   Then a number of others chimed in with the relative merits 
of their watches and I heard someone say loud enough for everyone to hear, 
“That’s not a watch he’s wearing, it’s a calendar.”  
 
 I was saved by a senior Lt Col in the second row who I recognized as the S-2 (he 
was responsible for me).  “OK, OK. We’ll give you a pass on the time hack today, 
Scheeren.  Get it right tomorrow”.  I stumbled through the rest of my briefing and 
retreated to the back area.  I stayed to listen to the other briefers and took some 
relief to see that many of them came reeling back with their butts smoking.  At 
future briefings, getting the time hack right would be my major challenge of the 
day.   

Typically, after the Operations Briefing my duty day was over.  An observer and 
one or the other of the senior NCOs would stay on taking observations and 
relaying them until dark.  They would also get observations from the CWTs.  
There were certainly night flying operations but it wasn’t as if we were providing 
individual mission go, no-go briefings like in a peace time environment.  If the 
pilots had any questions they would ask. It was usually just grab the stick, pull 
collective, and go.  

Smokey dropped me off at my tent.  Nothing had changed.  A couple of guys 
were in their bunks sleeping (still?...again?)  I considered unpacking my gear and 
storing it in the wall locker but I just couldn’t get up the interest.  I evaluated my 
day.  The job appeared to present adequate challenges and I seemed to have some 
good people on my team.  But if all I had to look forward to at the end of the day 
was to return to this dark, dirty flop house I was going to be very unhappy.   

I never realized how important just basic creature comforts were to one’s 
wellbeing.  Sure, I had been camping and put up with some rough living, but, you 
always knew you would be going home at the end of the day to a hot shower, a 
clean bed, and some pleasant surroundings.  As far as I knew this was as good as 
it was going to get for the next 360 days.  I was really depressed. 
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I decided to walk around a bit while it was still light.  The area was packed pretty 
much tent rope to tent rope with similar GP Medium tents.  A quick look inside 
some of these tents proved that everybody was living in the same squalid 
conditions.   I did find what appeared to be the mess tent.  It was too early for 
dinner and I wasn’t really very hungry.  I’d had a nice lunch again compliments of 
the 4th AVN BN. I didn’t see anything that resembled a shower facility.  I decided 
to walk back down to the Weather tent.  It was the closest thing I knew to 
“home”.   
 
TSgt Freddy Baker and one of the observers were still on duty.  Sgt Baker seemed 
as surprised to see me as Sgt Owens had been at 5:00 AM.  (“If this guy is going 
to keep popping up at 5:00 AM and then again at 6:00 PM he’s going to have 
people awful jumpy.”)  We talked casually about the job and  his time in Vietnam.  
Like most of the men he had been somewhere else initially.  The team had been 
pulled together hurriedly when the 4th Infantry Division had arrived in country. 
 
Suddenly I realized, I’d been so wrapped up in my own distressful living situation 
I didn’t know a thing about my men.   They were my responsibility and it was my 
duty to see that they got the best that I could arrange.  I asked Sgt. Baker, “So, 
where do you guys live?”  He said they all lived in the 4th AVN BN area.  I 
foolishly asked, “Do you live in tents?”  He answered, “Of course, everybody 
lives in tents.” (Duh!)  Then he asked, “Do you want to see where we live?”  I 
said, “Sure.” 
 
The Jeep was outside and we drove the short distance to the 4th AVN BN area.  
Sgt Baker skirted around the perimeter of the area where I had been and pulled up 
by a group of neatly spaced GP Medium tents.  Something looked different.  Then 
it hit me.  Whereas all of the tents in my area sagged and hung on their poles these 
tents were taut and square and they were taller.  They were taller because they 
were all on FLOORS!  Every tent was pitched on a level wooden floor supported 
by numerous two to three-foot pilings, depending on the character of the ground 
underneath them.  
 
Sgt Baker invited me up the steps of a nearby tent and into a well lit interior.  A 
narrow central passage led down the middle of the wooden tent floor and well laid 
out cubicles were spaced along the passage.  The cubicles were delineated by the 
now ubiquitous tall, two door steel wall lockers, metal bunks, and a variety of 
handmade ammo box furniture – book cases, desks, and shelves.  Some quiet rock 
and roll music was coming from an unseen tape player in the background.  The 
first two cubicles on either side of the front tent flap were significantly larger than 
the others and MSgt Owens was sitting in one in a comfortable sling chair reading 
a book under a floor lamp.  TSgt Baker went into the opposite cubicle, opened the 
door of a small dorm size refrigerator and asked me, “Do you want a beer?”  He 
didn’t wait for an answer and besides I couldn’t really talk at the moment.  He 
pulled out three ice cold Buds and handed them around.  
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I managed to get a cold gulp of beer down and felt as if I would soon be able to 
talk when I was hit with my next surprise.  One of my observers came up the steps 
and through the tent flaps with just a towel wrapped around his middle and his 
hair dripping wet.  This kid had just returned from taking a SHOWER! 
 
When I had regained my composure (and was starting on my second Bud, “Thank 
you very much.”) I complimented Sergeants Owens and Baker on their leadership 
and how well they had gotten the men organized.  They accepted this praise 
graciously but both gave a lot of credit to the 4th AVN BN.  “We are way ahead of 
everybody else in the base camp.  And I’ll be honest, it’s because we have such an 
inordinate number of officers.  A “grunt” outfit might have one Captain in 
command and two Lieutenants.  We have more than twenty officer and Warrant 
Officer pilots and they aren’t afraid of spending some money to improve life.  But 
most important we have a go-getter Adjutant.  There isn’t anything he can’t make 
happen if he sets his mind to it.   
 
I thanked the NCOs for their hospitality and said good night.  Smokey lived in the 
next tent over with some Army GIs.  He drove me back to my tent.  I went in, 
took off my clothes and threw them into the locker (again).  I sat on my bunk in 
the dim but harsh light with my bare feet in the dirt.  I was very depressed. 

ENTER WILLIAM C. PRATT, CAPTAIN, U.S. ARMY (INFANTRY) 

I got up early the next morning again and went to the Weather tent to shave.  I 
still hadn’t had a shower and I was wearing my last clean set of jungle fatigues.  I 
spent the morning in the Weather tent talking with Sgts Baker and Owens and 
learning more about the operation.  Sometime in the late morning Captain Bill 
Pratt (CIB, Silver Star, Purple Heart) burst into the tent.  Bill Pratt always seemed 
to burst into any environment he entered.  He smiled, stuck out his hand and said, 
“Hi, I’m Bill Pratt, the Adjutant of the 4th Aviation Battalion.”  Bill was wiry, 
professional, and Texan.  He got right to the point.  “I’m just finishing up a new 
floor.  They’re putting up the tent now.  It’s going to be a six-man officers’ tent 
and I have an open space.  Why don’t you come and live with us?.  It makes good 
sense.  All your men live there, you will be working closely with us,  and besides, 
we’re the best damn outfit on Dragon Mountain.  Let’s go get lunch.” 

Bill Pratt just assumed my answer was yes.  He had a way of deciding the 
outcome that he wanted and then just operating as if it had already happened.  
Over lunch I learned his story.  Bill was about the same age as me.  He had been 
in the Army for eight years and let anybody and everybody know he was not 
happy to be the 4th AVN BN adjutant.  In his words, “…a wet nurse to a bunch of 
aviators.”  He was an Infantry officer and his greatest fear was that he would 
spend a year in Vietnam and not see any action.  “I haven’t trained and busted my 
ass for eight years just to come to Vietnam and push papers around.”   
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He said, “If I spend a year in Vietnam and go back to the States without a CIB 
(the Combat Infantryman Badge) I won’t be able to walk up to the bar in a Class 
A uniform in any Officers Club in the country.”   

(NOTE)  The CIB is a distinctive device worn on a soldier’s Class A (and formal) 
uniform, on the left side, just above the colored ribbons indicating his other 
military decorations.  It is a long, narrow, rectangular light blue (Infantry Blue) 
enamel badge with a silver flintlock long rifle in the center. A ¾  oak leaf wreath 
is around it.  

 

Bill said, “The CIB is the only meaningful military decoration.  All of the others 
are just subjective. (That’s not really true but, let’s listen to Bill).  Somebody says 
you did something therefore you’re a hero.  The only way you can earn a CIB is if 
you are an Infantryman who personally fought in active ground combat against a 
hostile and armed enemy.  In other words, somebody has to be shooting real 
bullets at you and you have to be shooting back.”  

He went on to indicate that he didn’t think too much about anybody who wasn’t 
an Infantryman (“Leg”).  He said, “In a bar I will only drink with Infantrymen .  
Oh, I will occasionally drink with an Artilleryman but nobody else.”  I figured it 
out.  Bill Pratt needed someone (me) to drink with.  Bill Pratt would rotate back to 
the States in November of 1967.  He would never have to be ashamed of walking 
up to any bar in any Officers Club.  But that’s a later story.  

HAPPINESS IS A FLOOR 

Of course I wanted to move into the new tent!  My short visit to my enlisted 
men’s quarters the night before had proven to me that there “could be a life at 
Dragon Mountain.”  Right after lunch Smokey and me and two of the observers 
drove the Jeep back to my tent.  (I learned later that Captain White* had lived in 
that hovel the whole time he was on Dragon Mountain.  I wondered if he had ever 
taken a shower?)  We walked into the dim interior and I said, “I never unpacked.”  
One of the observers grabbed my gear and took it out and threw it in the back of 
the Jeep.  I asked, “Do we take the bed?”  Smokey said, “Leave the bunk.  Take 
pillow.”  (“Leave the gun.  Take the cannoli.”)  His rationale – the 4th AVN BN 
had plenty of bunks and new mattresses.   
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Smokey and the two observers easily handled the empty steel wall locker.  They 
carried it out and laid it across the rear of the Jeep, hanging over on each side.  
Back in the tent two of my “tent mates” were oblivious to our activities.  One sat 
on his bunk at the far end staring at his bare feet in the dirt (a favorite pastime).  
Another lay on his bunk with his face to the wall.  I said, “So long.  It’s been great 
knowing you guys.”  and jumped in the Jeep. 

We drove slowly out of the area and down the road.  The two observers walked 
along on either side and steadied the wall locker.  Back at the 4th AVN BN area 
the new tent was centrally well located.  Inside it smelled great.  Just how I 
remembered Boy Scout camp – damp, moldy canvas that had been folded up for a 
long time.  I had been allotted a prime location; just inside the main tent flap and 
to the left.  Plenty of ventilation and some natural sunlight.  

Some of my tentmates were getting set up as well.  They were all Captains and 
pilots and friendly guys.  As Smokey had forecast a bunk with a new mattress was 
already set up in my area.  My steel wall locker effectively delineated the interior 
end of my space.  I noted that nobody else had such a modern convenience.  (I 
would soon learn that these steel wall lockers were one of the most valuable 
commodities on Dragon Mountain.  In fact, one of my new tent mates said he was 
surprised we were able to get it out of my former tent without a gun fight.) 

That evening after dinner I decided it was time to find a shower.  I stripped off my 
dirty clothes, wrapped a towel around my middle, grabbed a bar of soap and 
walked out of the tent.  I knew there was a shower around the area somewhere.  It 
didn’t take me long to find it.  It was one of the few wood frame buildings in the 
area.  I could see a number of 50 gallon drums on the roof, some with immersion 
heater stacks sticking out of them.  Inside were real shower heads with real hot 
water coming out of them.  That night, clean for the first time in about a week, I 
sat on the edge of my bunk and marveled at what a difference a day could make 
here at Dragon Mountain.  What a difference a floor could make!  I sat for a long 
time “digging” my bare toes into the clean wooden planks underneath me. 

MAMA SAN 

The next morning I decided it was time to get organized.  I threw the dirty laundry 
that I had stuffed into the wall locker on the floor and started to unpack my gear 
and lay it out neatly on the shelves to the left.  (Note to self:  Buy clothes hangers 
for the right side of wall locker.)  A rustling noise behind me alerted me to my 
first surprise of my new home.  I turned around and confronted a smiling young 
Vietnamese woman in typical thin trousers, blouse, and flip-flops.  She was 
gathering up my dirty laundry and making polite and undecipherable low 
comments.  This I learned, was “Mama San”, our dedicated tent maid.  Every tent 
had its own maid and they all were named “Mama San” if they appeared to be 
married or were of a marriageable age.  A few younger girls, maybe no older than 
15 or 16, were also employed and they were all called “Baby San”. 
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I learned that Mama San would keep the tent clean, sweeping the floor as often as 
it needed it.  She squatted down with her skinny butt just an inch from the floor 
and ambled around with a short brush and a dust pan.  Her knee joints must have 
been made of rubber bands. She would do laundry, not necessarily every day but 
you would never be without clean laundry.  It would show up neatly folded on 
your well made bed and although only your jungle fatigue shirt or your flight suit 
had your name on it you would never get anybody else's underwear or socks and 
they wouldn’t get yours.  The dirty boots that you left under your bunk in the 
morning would be clean and polished at night.  All of this work would be done in 
a quiet, smiling manner.  Eventually you hardly realized that she was around.   

Although the women would often congregate, for example, to polish boots 
together and chat,  you would never hear that screeching, high pitched sing-songy 
dialect that grates so much on your senses.  Especially on the senses of  old, 
former Southeast Asia GIs who are just trying to meet for a quiet cup of coffee at 
Pantera when the local Asian woman’s club takes over at a near-by table.   

(NOTE)  I should probably get back to the main story but I guess I’ll finish up 
with Mama San’s story before I go on.  

She served us well.  I can’t remember how much we paid her but she was happy 
with it.  She was part of a huge indigenous personnel labor force that showed up 
at the base camp every morning and left before dark every night.  No one who 
wasn’t “round eyed” stayed inside the wire at Dragon Mountain at night.  They 
arrived in the back of big stack bodied GI trucks every morning from the 
surrounding countryside.  There were no really nearby villages, except 
Montagnard villages, so they must have come from Pleiku City or farther.  

The engineers used men for construction labor and men were used for latrine 
detail (Ugh!) and some mess hall work.  But the majority of the work force was 
Mama Sans and Baby Sans who took care of the troops.  As the year wore on 
there would be more and more “professionals”; barbers, PX sales personnel, and 
tailors and dry cleaning operations folks but they usually could afford their own 
transportation.  Security was strict and I learned that everyone arriving or 
departing the base camp was searched.  We never had a hostile infiltration the 
entire year I was there. 

We ate great.  I would often grab an apple or orange from lunch and bring it back 
to the tent.  One late afternoon I was sitting and reading in the tent, an apple 
setting on my desk, and Mama San in her straw cone hat was getting ready to 
leave.  She mumbled some pleasant farewells to me as she always did.  I thought, 
“Hey, I’m not going to eat that apple”.  I called Mama San back and gave her the 
big, shiny apple.  
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She was delighted, with big tears in her eyes.  She started talking fast and I 
couldn’t understand her but she went to my desk and picked up a piece of paper 
and a pen and started gesturing like I was to write.  Then I understood.  I needed 
to write her a note so she could take the apple off base.  I wrote her a note and 
said I had given her the apple for her unusually good service and signed it Captain 
Frederick A. Scheeren.  The next day she was very animated, doing a pantomime 
of someone taking little bites out of (I guess) a big apple.  I surmised that she had 
a little child at home and she had given him/her the apple. 

I gave Mama San other fruit on occasion but I always had to write a new note.  
Obviously the guards took each note and destroyed it (a good practice).  On her 
part Mama San, as well as all the other women, brought their own lunches with 
them; small containers of rice, wrapped up steamed vegetables, etc.  One day I 
came back to the tent in mid-morning and Mama San was all excited and I knew 
something special was up.  She ceremoniously pulled a wrapped package out of 
her bag and gave it to me.  With her encouraging gestures I unwrapped the 
package, and then unwrapped the damp corn husks and was confronted with a big 
ear of damp corn.  The kernels were about the size of the first knuckle of my little 
finger.  I pantomimed my “delight” and tried to convey that I was going to keep it 
for a “special treat” but nothing would have it but I had to try it now. I steeled 
myself and took a big bite.  I felt like I was on an Omaha feed lot.  I managed to 
swallow it and with some great play acting indicated that I wanted to share the 
remainder with the other “Di wees” (phonetic for “Captains”)  This seemed to 
satisfy her.  

As the winter and spring wore on Mama San seemed to get healthier and prettier 
and fuller. It couldn’t just be all that fresh fruit.  Wait a minute!  Mama San was 
pregnant!  We were advised that Mama San was more pregnant than we thought 
and that she would be leaving soon.  On her final day we had all taken up a 
collection and presented her with two or three weeks wages and she was 
overwhelmed.  She started to cry and for some reason she latched onto my arm 
and wouldn’t let go as she cried her heart out.  I knew that I was probably her best 
friend but this was getting embarrassing.   Then I realized she was worried about 
the future.  She needed this job and she had no assurance that there would be a job 
for her when she was ready to go back to work. 

I had thought of this and the night before I had written a “To Whom It May 
Concern” letter.  I got her name off her ID card and I said that she was an honest, 
hard working, and loyal worker and I could wholeheartedly recommend her to 
whoever might want to hire her.  I said I would be willing to give her an in-person 
recommendation up to the beginning of December 1967.  I signed Captain 
Frederick A. Scheeren, 4th Aviation Battalion (anyone could find me here).  Now 
I gave her the letter but I could see that she didn’t understand it.  She just 
continued to cry more.  I realized the letter was not going to do any good if she 
didn’t understand its intent.  I had to find some way to get across to her. 
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There was sort of a “head Mama San” in the 4th AVN BN area.  But nobody 
called her Mama San.  We called her “The Dragon Lady” and she was Bill Pratt’s 
personal maid.  Bill lived in a two-man tent with a pilot, Big John, and The 
Dragon Lady was seldom far away.  I had gone looking for Bill one afternoon and 
walked into the darkened tent and found The Dragon Lady perched on the side of 
his bunk giving him a massage.  I figured The Dragon Lady had been a bar girl 
during the time of the French occupation.  I learned that she spoke pretty good 
French.  With Mama San in tow I went looking for her.  Here I was, at high noon, 
walking through the Battalion area with a very pregnant young Vietnamese 
woman sobbing uncontrollably and clinging to my arm.  I found The Dragon 
Lady as I suspected in Bill’s tent.  I quickly explained to her about the letter in 
French and we communicated right away.  She gave Mama San a couple of  sharp 
slaps to quiet her down and quickly relayed the meaning and the value of the 
letter.  Mama San was delighted and we parted good friends. 

A number of months later we had moved out of the tents and were in wood frame 
“hooches”.  I was sitting relaxing one afternoon and who should walk in but 
Mama San.  Since she was on the base it was obvious that she had gotten a new 
job.  She bubbled on and on in Vietnamese and I gathered that she had had a little 
boy. I said I was happy for her and we said our goodbyes.  I’m happy she didn’t 
bring me an ear of corn. 

BEAUTIFUL  DOWNTOWN PLEIKU CITY 

Back at the Weather tent I impressed my troops with my carpentry skills as I 
quickly knocked together, out of old ammo boxes, a book case, and a desk with a 
bench.  I wanted to paint them up in fresh colors but paint was not readily 
available.  I also needed some other creature comforts for my living area.  
Smokey suggested it was time I saw downtown Pleiku City. 

We drove the 15 plus miles over the dusty road back toward Pleiku.  For the first 
time I noticed the indigenous people walking and standing along the side of  the 
road.  They did not look Vietnamese.  They were short, dark skinned with black 
hair and solidly built.  Smokey explained that these were Montagnards.  
Montagnards had lived in the Central Highlands of Vietnam for thousands of 
years. The woman wore a short, wrap-around skirt and different varieties of what 
appeared to be cast-off GI clothes – large ill fitting sweaters or fatigue shirts.  The 
men were similarly dressed but with a sort of “seven-day crapper” affair wrapped 
around and wound between their legs and tucked into the waist band.  The little 
kids wore just enough to stay warm, often just a long tee-shirt or big sweater.  
Many wore over sized GI caps and you knew if your cap blew off in the wind it 
probably would become Montagnard wardrobe.  But they smiled a lot and waved 
as we went by. More about the Montagnards later.  
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I think I smelled Pleiku City before I saw it.  There were no “suburbs”.  We were 
moving through empty country, drove around a bend in the road and immediately 
came upon shacks and hovels stacked two or three deep and side-by-side along 
both sides of the road.  And just as congested as were the buildings so also the 
living creatures.  The road was full of humanity and animals.  Pigs foraged in 
piles of garbage stacked in the gutters.  People walked down the middle of the 
road or rode rickety bicycles piled high with “goods”.  Smokey wove his way 
skillfully through this mass trying to use his horn as little as possible because it 
only startled the huge water buffalos who ambled along, seemingly without adult 
supervision.  Did I mention the smell?  It was, well, …. breathtaking. 

We eventually got through “the residential district” and into the center of town.  
The streets were wider but comprised only of dirt.  Now it was hard packed and 
dusty.  I tried to imagine it in the rainy season.  Smokey parked the Jeep beside 
the road.  Parking was not a challenge, there were few other vehicles and most of 
them were Jeeps or US military trucks.  He linked a heavy duty chain a couple of 
loops around the clutch pedal and locked it securely with a big padlock to the 
steering wheel.  We left nothing in the Jeep that wasn’t bolted down.  

 (NOTE)  I would learn in the future that when the intelligence situation dictated 
we would carry an M-16 rifle in a gun mount in the front.  Then someone would 
have to stay with the Jeep. 

 Today both Smokey and I wore side arms but that was not too intimidating to be 
walking around town.  The streets were still crowded but somewhat more orderly.  
Smokey told me to watch out for the little kids and to mind my valuables.   

(NOTE)  By 1967 I had been smoking cigarettes pretty continuously since about 
the mid-50s.  I decided to quit in Vietnam.  But now I was smoking cigars. I 
smoked cigars with a built-in plastic tip. 

 I soon learned that the stub of my lighted cigar was my best weapon against the 
little potential pick-pockets.  It wasn’t long before, in a crowd, I felt a little yellow 
hand in my front pocket.  I just touched the lighted cigar to the attached skinny 
little arm and got an immediate retreat. 

Most of the shops were “open air” with their merchandise stacked out in front. I 
told Smokey what I wanted and he directed me to the right places with little delay.  
I bought a sling chair like Sgt Owens’, two small split bamboo rugs, a small 
goose-neck lamp for my desk, some clothes hangers, and three cans of enamel 
paint and some cheap brushes.  Our shopping done we headed back toward 
Dragon Mountain.  I felt as if I had been holding my breath for an hour.  It sure 
was good to take a deep lung (and nose) full of dust filled fresh air. 
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Pleiku City 

I painted my new furniture.  I painted the bookcase a bright red.  In the center of 
the solid back I drew a large Chinese character that I found in a magazine and 
painted it in black.  I think the character meant “Good Luck”.  Either that or it was 
Vietnamese for “Shoot me first.” With the bookcase and desk I was able to close 
off my area.  I put my rugs down, plugged my desk lamp into an extension cord, 
positioned my chair and  relaxed in the evening with a good book.  Damn, life had 
suddenly gotten very good. 
 

 
 

One Happy GI 
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THE COMBAT WEATHER TEAMS (CWTs) 

Four of my observers were at two battalion locations out to the west in the jungle.  
These were called “fire bases” and were semi-permanent locations from which 
combat operations originated.  I sat down with TSgt Baker, my Chief Observer, to 
discuss a schedule of rotation so that these enlisted men would not have to face 
the continual hardship of the primitive and dangerous life I envisioned out in the 
jungle.   

Sgt Baker told me that in reality they all liked it there and did not want to be 
rotated back to the base camp.  He told me it was more like the opposite; some of 
the base camp troops were anxious to get their chance at “the front” so to speak.  
The CWTs enjoyed their autonomy and they all took great pride in the meaningful 
and vital job they were doing.  They were totally integrated into Army operations 
and liked it that way.  Sgt Baker and I decided to follow the time-honored 
tradition, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”  

But, I said, “I still want to meet them and to visit their locations.”  Sgt Baker said 
that it would not be difficult to arrange a flight out and back in one of the 4th AVN 
BN helicopters whenever I wished.   He said; however, that I’d get a chance to 
meet one of the troops sooner than that.  Sgt (E-4) Rich Walker from the “Oasis” 
had “called” (we used field phones) and said that he wanted to meet me and was 
catching a hop into base camp today.  Sgt Baker  said with a chuckle, “Walker is a 
real character.  You’ll see.” 

It was mid-afternoon when Sgt Walker walked into the tent.  He was probably not 
taller than 5 foot 5 inches and he appeared even shorter in the gear he had on.  He 
was wearing a standard steel helmet with cover.  He had on a well worn and dirty 
flak jacket with two hand grenades hanging by their pins to the outside.  When he 
shrugged out of the flak jacket I could see he carried a big GI issue .45 caliber 
automatic on his hip and when he turned around he had a big knife taped 
horizontally along the back of his belt.  Oh, and he was carrying a captured     
AK-47 automatic rifle with full banana clip.  He probably had a boot knife but I 
couldn't see it.  I resisted the temptation to tell him to go back outside the tent and 
defuse himself.   

Everybody in the tent was happy to see him and I realized these guys didn’t get in 
to base camp very often.  I didn’t have to worry about what we would talk about; 
Walker immediately started regaling us with life at the Oasis, in the jungle.  
Nightly mortar attacks were standard and, “…we had Zips in the wire a couple of 
nights ago but they weren’t in me and Charlie’s sector so we didn’t get any 
shots.”  Charlie was his partner and apparently they had a routine defensive 
position on the perimeter during attacks or attempts to infiltrate the camp.  “Last 
week a patrol found what they thought was a “spider hole” near the camp.  
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 (NOTE)  A “spider hole” was a small hole in the ground leading to a tunnel and 
covered with a camouflaged cover.  Viet Cong or NVA soldiers would use these 
to hide in and pop out to ambush American troops and then disappear again.  

“Charlie and I went back out with the patrol to check it out.  Since I was the 
littlest guy there I said I’d go in and see what it was.  I just took my .45 (probably 
also had his boot knife between his teeth).  Just before I went down I handed 
Charlie my grenades.  I told him if you hear me screaming they got me, I’m a 
goner.  Just pull the pins and throw ‘em down the hole.”  

I glanced at Sgt Baker standing in the background.  He smiled and gave me a look 
like, “You see why these guys want to stay out in the jungle.”  I interpreted this to 
mean that Walker’s stories were more bravado and fantasy than fact.  I would 
learn differently.  Sgt Walker had time for just one more story before he had to 
grab his helicopter back out to the Oasis.  “This Major went into his tent recently 
at mid-day to catch a few winks.  He came right back out again screaming.  He 
said there was a big snake in there.  A bunch of people were standing around 
debating what to do.  Someone suggested throwing a grenade in there.  I  said, 
‘That’s dumb.  I’ll go in and get him.’  So I took my .45 and crawled into the tent.  
It was dark in there but I could see what appeared to be a big snake under one of 
the cots.  It came slithering out and raised up and it was a big cobra.  It was doing 
its fang and hood act so I shoot his *&%#ing head off.  Good thing nobody was 
standing behind the tent.” 

I made arrangements with 4th AVN BN operations to get a flight out to visit the 
firebases. A few days later I flew into the Oasis.  Sgt Walker met me and 
introduced me to his partner Charlie.  This was a number of notches up in the war 
zone.  It was just a bare, raw, hacked out area in the orange dirt.  The edge of the 
dense jungle was not too far distance over a “no man’s land” of jagged stumps 
and chewed up ground.  Squatty sand bagged and reinforced bunkers studded the 
area.  Every few minutes the air was shattered by the roar of a big artillery piece 
firing from some nearby position out into the jungle.  Helicopters arrived and 
departed continually.   

Sgt Walker led me to their tent.  Sand bags were piled high around the perimeter 
of the small tent.  The sides were rolled up and there was a work table inside but 
also two cots.  Walker and Charlie obviously worked and lived out of the same 
tent.  Sgt Walker described their operation and challenges.  Pinned to a bulletin 
board with a variety of  observations and data was a black and white Polaroid 
photo.  It showed Sgt Walker standing on the hood of a Jeep.  His hands were 
clasped in front of him and above his head.  Hanging from his hands and almost 
touching the ground was a big snake.   
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(EPILOGUE)  Years later in 1981 I would be assigned as the Commander of a 
unit in Hampton, Virginia.  We were the active duty advisors to 40 Air National 
Guard units around the country whose mission was providing weather support.  
The majority of them were tasked to support U.S. Army units in the field if 
activated.  At each of the units I had one active duty senior NCO who was the 
full-time, on-site advisor to the unit.  One of these advisors was MSgt Rich 
Walker.  I would routinely perform “staff assistance visits” to these units.  Sure 
enough, MSgt Rich Walker was the same enlisted man who had been one of my 
CWTs in Vietnam.  We had a great reunion.  We usually got together with some 
of the local Guardsmen after duty hours for a few beers.  Walker and I started 
swapping tales “from back in the day.”  “Do you remember when you crawled 
into that dark tent and shot the head off that seven-foot cobra?”  There were a lot 
of open mouths around the table 
 
GAMBLERS, GUNSHIPS, AND GOOD GUYS 
 
The 4th Aviation Battalion flew a number of different helicopters but the 
workhorse of their fleet was various models of the UH-1 “Huey”. The total 
inventory was divided between “guns” and “slicks”.  Company “A” (call sign 
“Blackjack”) were the “slicks”. Their mission was troop carrying.  They were 
rigged to haul the maximun number of troops in combat gear.  The slicks were 
armed with a bungee-slung M-60 machine gun at each door.  Also in Company 
“A” were a number of aircraft designated for “VIPs”, e.g. the Commanding 
General had his designated aircraft (and pilots) and the Deputy Commanding 
General had his designated aircraft (and pilots).  Their call sign was “Lizard”. 

Company “B” (call sign “Gambler”) were the gunships.  These were UH-1 Hueys  
with an M-60 machine gun (controled by the pilot) and a seven-tube rocket pod 
(controled by the pilot) on each side of the aircraft, mid-ship behind the door 
openings.   They also had a bungee-slung M-60 machine gun at each door.  There 
mission was close air support and attack.  Also in Company “B” were the 
“scouts”, small two-man helicopters used for reconnaissance. 

The operations pilots were Captains, First Luitenants, and Warrant Officers (in 
different grades of senority)  There were higher ranking officer pilots in the 
organization but they were in command positions and did not routinely engage in 
combat operations. In general the Captains and 1st Lts were college graduates and 
Officer Candidate School (OCS) graduates.  The Warrent Officers were in many 
cases younger and just high school graduates.  They were also more colorful.  
Whereas the Captains and Lts. were expected to fill additional duties in the 
organization the Warrant Officers were just there to fly and fight.  Some of  best 
and most experiencd pilots in the unit were the Warrant Officers.  
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One of the Warrant Officers, WO2 Bernardo Paez (Distinguished  Flying Cross) 
was on his second tour.  Bernie was a tough Latino from San Antonio and had 
seen plenty of action in “guns”.  He had survived two helicopter crashes, 
“…cutting his way out of one with his survival knive.”   

(NOTE)  The Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) is a medal awarded to any 
officer or enlisted member of the United States armed forces who distinguishes 
himself or herself in support of operations by "heroism or extraordinary 
achievement”while participating in an aerial flight. 

The survival knife in question was a standard issue GI K-Bar but the leather 
sheath it was in looked like it was made from old saddle leather.  At some point 
Bernie, or a former owner, had woven an expert leather “boondoggle” thong that 
dangled from the end.  I lusted after Bernie’s survival knife.  Remember, I had a 
brand new K-Bar Army survival knife in a stiff, new honey-colored leather sheath 
(Uhg!) When I knew Bernie better one day I got up my nerve and asked him, 
“Ah….Bernie, would you consider swapping survival knives.  I got this brand 
new one and, and, well…….?”   To my surprise Bernie just said, “Sure.”  (“Real 
men don’t need no lousy macho survival knives.”)  I still have that knife today. 

Chief Warrant Officer Rollo De Vore was half way through his first tour.  He had 
seen more than his fair share of action and as one of the best pilots in the unit was 
not ashamed to now carry a “Lizard” call sign.  He was the personal pilot for the 
Deputy Commanding General of the 4th INF DIV, a one-star General.  His 
missions were mostly “cake runs”, flying the General to high level meetings or, if 
they did go out to the operations area, just dropping in to a secure firebase to meet 
the troops and hang a few medals on deserving individuals.  With not many 
months left on his tour Rollo was confident he was going to get home unscathed.   

All that suddenly changed.  The 4th INF DIV got a new Deputy Commanding 
General, another one-star.  Rollo flew the new General on his first mission.  That 
night he showed up at The Club (…you don’t even know about The Club yet, do 
you?)  He was visibly shaken.  “What’s the matter?”  Rollo recounted that they 
had been tooling along out in the operations area, safely at a couple of thousand 
feet.  The General was on the head-set monitoring all the frequencies and 
checking the action on the ground.  Suddenly he got word about a unit taking 
heavy fire at some nearby coordinates.  The General vectored Rollo into the fight. 
“There I was in my shiny VIP helicopter making low-level gun runs while the 
General is on the strap, hanging out the door, spraying the jungle with the M-60.  
I took two God damn rounds through the fuselage. The Son-of-a-Bitch is gonna 
get me killed!” 



 27

(EPILOGUE)  Rollo De Vore did survive that tour (and the General).  He went 
home but his marriage to a Hollywood starlet (one of the Va Va BOOM 
centerfolds of the “Stars and Stripes” while we were in Vietnam) did not survive.  
He went back to Vietnam for a second tour. Again, because of his expert flying 
skills, he flew some of the most important people to come to Vietnam.  He met 
and married a young “MASH” nurse.  In 1986, after I was out of the Air Force, I 
went to work for Martin Marietta in Washington DC.  I saw a name in the 
company phone book, Rollo De Vore.  “Does anybody know whether this guy 
flew helicopters in Vietnam?”  It was the same Rollo De Vore.  We resumed our 
friendship and still correspond today. 

 

Me and Rollo De Vore fire up the grill 

MERRY CHRISTMAS – HAPPY NEW YEAR – KEEP YOUR HEAD 
DOWN 

Time flies when you’re having fun.  I had been in country for almost a month and 
Christmas was approaching.  One day Bill Pratt came around to the tents and said, 
“Come on up to the Orderly Room.  We got some Christmas packages.”  Up at the 
Orderly tent there was a stack of small boxes.  Bill said they had arrived from 
some Brownie Scout Troop in the U.S. addressed to “any American soldier.”  We 
each took a box and I went back to my tent to see what I got.  Inside was a nice 
hand written note from a little girl who said she hoped I was safe and would have 
a Merry Christmas. “I Love You.”  
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In the box were some obviously hand-made Christmas cookies, a bar of soap, a 
tooth brush, a plastic baby bottle.  A plastic baby bottle?  Wrapped around the 
baby bottle was a note secured with a rubber band.  It was from the Brownie 
Scout Troop father.  It said, “A  soldier can’t celebrate Christmas with cookies 
alone.”  The nipple was inverted and the rim sealed the bottle tight.  I unscrewed 
the top and sniffed at the contents.  It was full of a good Scotch whiskey.  

Dragon Mountain was probably one of the most secure military facilities in 
Vietnam.  Our perimeter was circled with bales and bales of razor sharp 
concertina wire.  Hundreds of GIs manned the guard towers and the roving patrols 
24/7.  The broad, savanna like high prairie stretched for miles on all side.  Our 
helicopters constantly made sweeps over this area.  Soon after the camp was 
established Intelligence started reporting a recurring event.  Every few nights one 
of the guard posts on the perimeter would report a single rifle shot coming from 
outside the wire.  There was never more than one shot, it never hit anything of 
consequence and patrols never turned up anything.  The perpetrator became 
known as “One Shoot Charlie”.  The intelligence estimate was that it was 
probably some disgruntled old-timer with a single shot rifle, maybe a muzzle 
loader, who crawled through the tall grass for hours to settle an old score; 
probably against the French.  

But as 1967 approached Dragon Mountain had never sustained an enemy attack.  
That would later change as more and more North Vietnamese Army (NVA) forces 
came into the area and grew bolder.  We would experience routine mortar attacks 
and an occasional sapper attempt to breach the wire.  But, Happy New Year 1967, 
we were safe and sound. 

A number of us gathered to have a few drinks and welcome in the New Year.  As 
the minute hand approached 12:00 we counted down (remember the time hack?)  
Five, Four, Three, Two, One, …BOOM!  The entire perimeter lit up!  Machine 
gun fire came from every guard tower.  We could see glowing tracer rounds 
crisscrossing our Battalion area.  But most scary were the flares.  The guards were 
popping off flares right over the camp and the spent flare canisters were crashing 
to the ground all around us like bombs.  We decided to head for the bunkers.  But 
we didn’t have any real bunkers yet.  We certainly didn’t have any overhead 
cover.  There were a few low, sand bagged defensive positions and we jumped 
into them and got as far into the corners as we could.  After five or ten minutes 
the firing suddenly stopped. 

Heads rolled; stripes fell like leaves, careers were finished.  The Commanding 
General said if there ever again was such a display he would have firing squads 
marshaled the next day.  The next major holiday was the 4th of July.  The NVA 
could have stormed the wire in force but the GIs would have fought them off with 
entrenching tools.  There was not a shot fired.   
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THE MONTAGNARDS 
 
Throughout South Vietnam all U.S. Military forces engaged in “Civic Actions”.  
These were programs basically to “win the hearts and minds” of the indigenous 
Vietnamese and get them on our side.  Nowhere was this more important than in 
the Central Highlands, the operations area of the 2nd Brigade, 4th INF DIV.  
Dragon Mountain was surrounded by villages and hamlets of the Montagnard 
tribes.  They coaxed a meager existence from an environment that had changed 
very little since the dawn of mankind.  Mostly forgotten or ignored by the 
Vietnamese government they now fell prey to the Viet Cong who attempted to 
keep the individual villages isolated and under their control. 
 
The 4th INF DIV immediately started an organized visit program designed to 
bring the Montagnards into the 20th Century.  I, along with many of the other GIs, 
regularly participated in these visits.  High on the list of priorities was health care.  
We discovered that many of the Montagnards’ ills could be cured with a simple 
bar of soap. We encouraged and assisted them to build spillways and ponds near 
the village for bathing. Often the whole tribe would jump in for a mass bath when 
we arrived with new, fresh bars of soap. 
 
 

 
 

Saturday Night in the Village 
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I mentioned the little children along the road.  I bought Necco Wafers (candy) by 
the cartons.  I always had a box in the Jeep.  Whenever we would see a large 
group of kids by the road I would tell Smokey to stop and I would hand out the 
candy.  The kids always were very polite, waiting in line until I offered them a 
roll of candy and then taking it shyly before immediately running off across the 
fields. 
 

 
 

Candy Time 
 
As winter and the dry, cool temperatures advanced toward the hot, wet monsoon 
many of the GIs at Dragon Mountain anxiously awaited “the first robin of spring.”  
Finally, one day the word flew around the base camp, “I saw it today, out on the 
road to Pleiku. I saw my first Montagnard girl with her sweater off!”  The 
Montagnard girls were sturdy, healthy young women, unlike their skinny 
Vietnamese neighbors.  It was always a pleasure to see them walking proudly 
along the roadside just as they had for millennia. 
 
But back during the dry season Bill Pratt decided the 4th AVN BN needed an 
“Officers Club.”  The Engineers certainly weren’t going to build it for us. “Why 
not get the Montagnards to build us one of their beautiful bamboo lodge houses?”  
All the officers threw in $20 (there’s strength and wealth in numbers) and 
Warrant Officer McGary was delegated to negotiate with the Montagnards.  
McGary was a regular at a nearby village, often sitting for hours in the lodge 
house with the Chief and the other elders drinking potent rice wine.  It was even 
rumored that McGary was engaged to the Chief’s daughter, but that was probably 
not true because he was already married. 
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Rapidly a beautiful bamboo lodge house took form in the middle of the 4th AVN 
BN area. It was bigger than a GP Medium tent and stood three feet above the 
ground on study bamboo posts.  There was a wide veranda all around it protected 
from the eventual rains by the low eaves of the palm thatched roof.  The walls and 
floors were made of sturdy, woven, split bamboo.  Large open windows on all 
sides assured a constant cross ventilation.    
 
When the Montagnards had finished their work the GIs took over.  We decided to 
cover the floor with sheets of plywood for strength and ease of cleaning.  At the 
far end we built a large, oval shaped bar. All that was left was to buy a good 
music system, some bar stools, and stock the bar with booze.  This was the final 
touch on the “Quality of Life” style that was the tradition of the 4th Aviation 
Battalion.  Eventually, there may have been other “clubs” of sorts somewhere on 
Dragon Mountain.  Certainly the high ranking officers didn’t just sit around their 
hooches at night.  But I never heard of any or saw any.  And whatever, there is no 
way that they could compare with our “Bamboo Club.”  (More about the Club  
later on.) 
 
 

 
 

The “Bamboo Club” 
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Regardless of our attempts to “civilize” the Montagnards they still remained a 
very primitive people.  Sometimes, due to the combat situation and the pressure of 
the NVA, it became necessary to relocate a Montagnard village.  It was late in my 
tour (I know because Dragon Mountain had its “PSP” [perforated steel planking] 
runway) and I was grabbing a flight to somewhere in a C-130 right from the base 
camp.  I was sitting alone in the back, strapped into the web seating awaiting 
departure when the tailgate was lowered and a big, stake-bodied GI truck pulled 
up to the rear of the aircraft.  GIs and the loadmaster started herding about twenty 
Montagnards off the truck and into the aircraft.  They carried small bundles and 
little else but it was obviously a village group that was being relocated to a safer 
place. 
 
They were terrified.  They had just endured their first motorized vehicle ride, 
going at speeds they had never before experienced and now people were crowding 
them into a large, empty “metal cave”.  Men, women, and children were 
screaming and crying as the big GIs roughly manhandled them into the seats and 
strapped them in.   Then the ramp closed, darkening the interior and the pilot 
started firing up those four big screaming turbo-engines.  I couldn’t hear them but 
I could see their open mouths and the terror in their eyes.  We took off and rapidly 
gained altitude and as the engine noise subsided to a low rumble and the 
temperature cooled the Montagnards slowly started to quiet down and breath 
regularly. 
 
This did not last long.  Obviously their new intended home was not far away.  I 
could hear the familiar screaming sound of the flaps and the gear going down.  
And then the pilot “dived” for the runway.  It was combat SOP that the big planes 
would approach an airfield at a couple of thousand feet to avoid ground fire and 
effectively just “crash land.” The amazing C-130 Hercules could take it but my 
poor Montagnard plane-mates were a different story.  I knew how to continually 
clear my ear drums but the pain from the rapid change of altitude and pressure 
must have been severe for them.  We “crashed” into the PSP and the pilot 
immediately reversed the screaming engines (it must have been a very short 
runway).  Some of the Montagnards appeared to have passed out.   
 
The big plane stopped and I could tell it was going to be an “engine running off-
load.”  The loadmaster lowered the rear ramp.  But those crafty little aborigines 
had somehow figured out how to unfasten their seat belts (a skill that would later 
challenge me, but that’s another story).   In one mass of humanity they charged 
the rear ramp, almost trampling the loadmaster.  They hit the PSP running and 
disappeared into the edge of the nearby dense jungle.  They had been relocated 
alright.  Not to the location decided by some well meaning military official but 
probably to a better place and one they could understand. 
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GETTING OFF THE GROUND 
 
I gradually got accustomed to our duty routine.  Things were running smoothly 
and I decided to sit down with my senior NCOs and “strategize” for the future.  
Sgt. Owens said, “You know Captain Scheeren, we don’t really need you for this 
routine stuff.  Baker and I can handle all the chores and if you just show up to get 
up to speed for the afternoon Ops Briefing that will be fine.  What we really need 
you to do is some ‘wheeling and dealing’. ”  They explained that although 
officially we were attached to the 4th INF DIV and regulations stipulated they had 
to support us we were not going to get anything unless we fought and clawed for 
it ourselves. 
 
They had done OK for starters.  They had established a supply account with the 
Air Force at Pleiku Air Base.  Their biggest coup was securing one of the steel 
wall lockers for each individual in the unit.  Nobody else on Dragon Mountain 
had anything like it and they were worth their weight in gold.  They could be 
locked and provided a secure place to store all of one’s gear, including his 
weapon.  A feature that would soon be a God send; with a constantly burning light 
bulb hung inside ones clothes and shoes would stay dry and free of mold during 
the wet monsoon.   Since the four troops at the fire bases didn’t need such luxury 
they had had four spares for “trade goods”.  Two had already been put to good use 
but we still had two in “reserve”. 

Equally as valuable were the 5-drawer filing cabinets.  Again they could be 
locked and provided secure storage for documents.  There were offices within the 
Army Headquarters which dealt with Classified documents that  had no better a 
place to store these documents than in wooden ammo boxes with an armed guard 
posted 24 hours a day.  Owens and Baker had been less fortunate in getting many 
of  the file cabinets but again we had a couple in “reserve.”  But, and the big 
BUT, the well had dried up.  The Supply people at Pleiku had started asking 
questions.  “What the Hell kind of operation are you running out there at Dragon 
Mountain?”   Sgts Baker and Owens couldn’t come up with any plausible reason 
so effectively they had been “cut off” for some time. 

Sgt Owens said, “Captain White* didn’t want to get involved.  He didn’t have a 
dog in the fight and he didn’t want to mix it up.”  Sgt Baker said, “Every Supply 
Officer and Supply NCO in both the Air Force and the Army is the same.  The 
Sergeants are the worst.  They treat supplies as if they were their own personal 
property. Their mission seems to be to maintain a constant verifiable inventory 
rather than to support GIs who need it.  Often, when you present them with a bona 
fide requirement they ask you, “Whata you got to trade?” 



 34

I saw the challenge.  “So, what is the closest, meanest dog?”  (I love that 
statement!)  Sgt Owens said, “We gotta get up off the ground.”  I knew what he 
meant; we needed to get a floor under our Weather Operations tent.  As bad as the 
dry monsoon was I could envision trying to operate “on the ground” during the 
wet monsoon.  We would be up to our ankles in mud.  We could forget about any 
communications or teletypes.  We’d be lucky not to get electrocuted.  OK, our 
mission was clear.  It was early January.  We had about three months to get a 
floor under our feet.  Shouldn’t be a problem. 

Every new guy has to learn the lessons the hard way.  I would “go through official 
channels.”   I went to see the S-2.  We worked for him.  He should go to bat for 
us.  I managed to relate our situation in 25 words or less. “Gee Scheeren.  I’d 
really like to work this out with you but I got a real bucket of worms I’m workin’ 
on  (that’s bigger than a can of worms I guessed).  See Sgt. Tan*.  Maybe he can 
find you a corner here in S-2. You can do your weather stuff there.”  He had no 
concept of our operation. 

I then went to see the Engineers.  I have to admit, I found a Captain in the 
Engineers who really took some time and explained to me the realities of life at 
Dragon Mountain.  First off, if I put in a formal request for a floor it would be an 
extremely Low Priority.  It would probably fall somewhere between the kennel 
for the guard dogs, complete with shampoo and grooming station (Higher) and the 
bowling alley (Lower).  He told me my best bet was to tie my requirement to the 
4th AVN BN Operations Facility Long Range Plan.  OK, OK, now we’re getting 
somewhere.  “But, the 4th AVN BN Operations is already ‘on concrete’ in a wood 
frame building with a tin roof.”  He said they wouldn’t be changing anything until 
they built the PSP runway and relocated aviation operations to the south end of 
the base camp.  “When’s that gonna be?”  They hoped to get that started by the 
beginning of the next dry season. 

The visit wasn’t a complete waste of time.  Far from it.  I asked the Captain if I 
could see the blue prints for the planned “Airfield Operations Building”.  Sure.  
He rolled out the charts.  There was the new runway and a long building beside it.  
The blow-up of  the Ops Building showed control positions, briefing rooms, a 
mission planning area, an equipment storage room, even a pilots’ lounge, but no 
Weather Operations.  I told him our space requirements.  I wasn’t greedy.  I said 
we could make do with about half the space of a GP Medium tent.  But I needed 
easy access to the pilots, if possible eye ball to eye ball across a counter in the 
mission planning area.  I needed direct access to the outside (weather 
observations).  “And say, it would be great if you could build a ladder or stairs up 
to the roof and a small platform up there with rails around it and a 360 degree 
visibility sweep of the runway and surrounding terrain.”   
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He did some creative draftsmanship, erased some walls, opened some doors and 
when he was done he wrote WEATHER in big bold letters in the new area.  He 
asked me to sign my name under it and I signed very clearly, Captain Frederick 
A. Scheeren, USAF.   OK, we were in the plan!  But how were we going to 
survive through the wet monsoon?  We’d be lucky if we didn’t get washed into 
the revetments.  I asked the Engineer Captain if he had any suggestions.  He said, 
“Why don’t you build a floor yourselves?”  I said, “OK, OK. I’ve got some 
talented people. We can do that.  Can you provide us building materials?”  He 
laughed and laughed (it’s great to bring joy into a person’s day.) No, he could not 
provide any building materials.  Maybe a box of four inch nails but that was it. I’d 
have to find my own lumber.  I said, “Thanks Captain.  Good bye.  I’ll take that 
box of nails now if you got ‘em.”  He said, “What?”  Then he laughed again, went 
into another room and came back with a ten pound box of four inch nails.  It was 
a start.  

WHEELING AND DEALING, NO STEALING  

I met again with Sgts Owens and Baker.  I told them, “The only way we are going 
to get a floor is to build it ourselves and we are going to have to scrounge all of 
the building materials ourselves.”  They exchanged glances as if to say, “We 
could have told him that but it’s better he learned it on his own.”  We decided that 
we would not start out trading valuable “trade goods” for material.  The “goods” 
never lost their value.  We needed to work from “the ground up”, securing as 
much as we could for “free” before we went to the “goods”. 

Smokey and I drove in to Pleiku Air Base.  In the spirit of “positive thinking” I 
asked Smokey to check out a “deuce and a half” (a two and one half ton truck) 
from the motor pool.  On Pleiku Air Base the different supply functions were 
managed out of different offices and different supply yards.  Fortunately the 
Weather Unit at Dragon Mountain was an “unknown” at the building materials 
supply office. I walked in, introduced myself, presented my official supply 
account credentials and handed the Supply Sergeant a building material list for 
what we needed to build the floor.  He looked it over closely then he looked at me 
closely and finally said, “What izit you’re building here Captain?”  I told him, “A 
floor.”  He said, “But floors are made of poured concrete. You only got a couple 
of bags of cement on this list.”  I told him, “It’s a floor for a tent.”  He said, “But 
tents don’t have floors.”  (“That’s the problem, you dumb ass!”  Keep your cool.)  
“I know.”  “So, whatzit you’re building here Captain?”  “A FLOOR! … FOR A 
TENT!” 

We found ourselves driving around the huge building materials supply yard.  
Lumber was stacked fifteen feet high on all sides of us. But we did not have a 
valid requisition form. The Supply Sergeant had not actually thrown me out of his 
office but he did ask me to leave.   
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He said, “Go down to the yard.  They gotta pile of scrap and rejected stuff there.  
You can have anything you can find but that’s it.”  We found the pile.  I felt like a 
“dumpster diver”.  But slowly we started to find good stuff.  An 8-foot 4 X 4 with 
a wide split through one end.  “Hey, we’re gonna cut these things up anyway.”  
We got split boards, warped boards, broken boards; everything went into the back 
of the truck.  We headed back to Dragon Mountain and off loaded our haul by the 
Weather Operations tent.  We didn’t worry about hiding it.  No one was going to 
steal this crap anyway.  

Every week Smokey and I and maybe one of the other observers would drive into 
Pleiku Air Base.  We didn’t even stop at the Supply Office, just drove right to the 
yard.  “Checking out the trash pile.”  “OK”  (“That’s the guys from Dragon 
Mountain.  Damn, they’re a grubby looking bunch of GIs”)  Our “pile” continued 
to grow. 

One day Smokey pulled up to the Weather Operations tent in the Jeep.  He had a 
full bag of cement in the back.  “Where the Hell did you get that?”  “I was driving 
up by the motor pool and there it was just sitting in the ditch.”  “You didn’t steal 
it did you?”  “No!”  I figured the quickest way to get shot on Dragon Mountain 
was to be caught stealing building materials.  Smokey said, “The truth is Captain, 
the more I drive around Dragon Mountain with my eyes open the more good 
building material I see just lying around, free for the taking.  Trouble is I can’t 
pick it up with just a Jeep.  The MPs would be sure to stop me.  I can’t check out 
a bigger truck from the motor pool and just drive around base either.  I need a TO 
and FROM trip ticket. 

Airman (E-3) Markendorf was the on-duty observer.  “I can get us a bigger 
vehicle.”  “Yeah, Sure.”  “No, I can.  You give me a wall locker and I’ll make it 
so we never have a supply problem again.”  I knew Markendorf was a wheeler-
dealer.  There was no way I was going to give him a valuable wall locker to 
bargain away for his own benefit. He was the kind of guy who always seemed to 
be one step ahead of the law or within an inch of breaking the regulations.   

Early one morning I came to work and Markendorf had the early shift.  I saw he 
was wearing a “gold” earring in one ear.  “Markendorf, what the Hell’s the story 
with the earring?”.  “I bought it in Pleiku City.”  “I don’t care.  I don’t want to see 
you wearing it while in uniform or on duty.”  (this effectively was “always”)  The 
next morning I came in at the same time and Markendorf was on duty again.  
“Markendorf, What did I tell you about that damn earring?”  “I gotta problem 
Captain.”  Markendorf’s ear lobe was the color and the same size as a Concord 
grape. “Oh, goody!”  I took him to the “Doc’s” (the 4th AVN BN Flight Surgeon)  
The Doc unsympathetically took a scalpel, sliced his ear lobe and extracted the 
earring.  End of Markendorf’s fashion statement. 
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The next week Smokey and I were “dumpster diving” again.  I noticed a nearby 
pile of metal panels, some bent and twisted.  I looked at it closely and did some 
mental arithmetic.  I looked like all the panels, doors, and shelve of a metal wall 
locker.  I asked one of the yard NCOs.  “Some guy threw it off a truck.  I probably 
shoulda made him take it somewhere else.  He said they were moving some stuff 
and a truck went in a ditch and tipped over.”  “Can I have it?”  “Help yourself.  It 
doesn’t have any hardware.  No bolts or nuts or hinges or door knobs or 
anything.”   “I don’t care.” 

Back at the Weather Operations tent I summoned Markendorf and pointed to the 
pile of metal scrap.  “There’s your wall locker.”  He looked at it for a while and 
then said, “That’ll work.”  The next day Markendorf drove up to the Weather tent 
in a ¾ ton “weapons carrier”   

(NOTE)  A weapons carrier is a 4 X 4 heavy duty, small pick-up truck-like  
vehicle made by Dodge.      

“Whose is that?”  “Yours”. We now owned a weapons carrier (off the books).   
Smokey had no problem gassing it up but whenever it needed any maintenance I 
had to cut a deal with Markendorf to get it done.  There was no “book” on the 
vehicle.  It eventually became too big of a pain.  After it had served our purposes I 
“traded” it back to Markendorf for a case of steaks.  We had a big unit cook-out 
and even had enough steaks to invite some of our 4th AVN BN friends.  I felt as if 
I had gotten screwed by Markendorf on both ends of the deal. 

Smokey started making the rounds of the Base Camp in the weapons carrier on a 
daily basis.  My only rule was, “No stealing.”  Seldom did he come back without  
some valuable goods.  Often, he said, all it took was to follow another truck 
loaded with lumber long enough and wait for it to hit a pot hole and have 
something  bounce off.  We now had a large pile of miscellaneous lumber and 
more than enough bags of cement sitting in the tent.  

Sgt Owens and Sgt Baker and I sat down again for a strategy review.  It was now 
well into March.  With any luck we had one more month of dry weather. Sgt. 
Owens said, “Captain, we gotta start digging  holes and start setting posts soon.  If 
it starts to rain the damp is gonna get to our bags of cement, even under cover, 
and we will have solid blocks of stone.  We got enough 4 X 4s for the posts, we 
got enough miscellaneous lumber for cross bracing and finish, I’ve got a Sergeant 
in the Engineers on hold.  He’ll trade us enough sheets of plywood for the floor 
for a 5-drawer filing cabinet.  But I can’t keep him hanging forever.  And we can’t 
take delivery on the plywood until we are ready to lay it down or we all will be 
sleeping on top of the pile with weapons to keep it from being stolen.”   
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I knew where he was going with this conversation.  We had everything we needed 
to start construction except…..  We didn’t have the heavy duty lumber for the 
major joists.  This took two inch by eight inch lumber and it had to be at least 
eight feet long.  This was not something you could fake or lash up from the crap 
that Smokey and I had been breaking our hearts over for the last two months.  A 
GP Medium tent was 16 feet wide and 32 feet long.  If we ran two eight foot joists 
across on the posts on the narrow width, and even at a barely legal 24 inches on 
center, I figured we needed at least 36 eight foot 2 X 8’s.  Big problem. 

I called a meeting of experts.  It was Markendorf, Warrant Officer McGary and 
me.  I didn’t want any light weights.  I told them what I needed.  I made a trip to 
the liquor store and a couple of days later Smokey and I drove into Pleiku in a 
deuce and a half.  I had a big paper bag at my feet.  Smokey waited in the truck 
and I went into the building supply office.   

The Supply NCO hadn’t seen me in more than two months but I knew he 
remembered me.  I was through with the bull shit.  All In! (although to think 
about it that term really didn’t have any meaning yet.)  I said, “Sergeant, I need 36 
eight foot long,  2 X 8’s.  Don’t ask me ‘Whatzit for?”   I opened the paper bag 
and set a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red Label Scotch on his desk.  Then I pulled 
out a captured NVA battle flag (slightly used and compliments of Markendorf) 
and then I pulled out two, intricately decorated, delicate Montagnard cross-bows 
(compliments of Mr. McGary.)   I said, “When I walk out of this office all of that 
shit is still gonna be on your desk.  I hope I have something that’s good for 36 
boards.” 

He stared and me and the stuff in front of him for a long time then swore under 
his breath, filled out a form and wrote a lengthy note in “Comments”, signed it 
and gave it to me.  “Give this to Sgt Blue* in the yard.  Only Sgt. Blue*.    And 
then he said, “I never want to see you in this God damn office again!”  (How 
often would I hear those exact same words in my remaining months in Vietnam?  
The truth is, it usually meant SUCCESS!) 

Down in the yard we found Sgt Blue* and handed him the form.  He read it, 
whistled, looked at me and said,  “OK.  Drive your truck to the far end of the yard 
near the fence. I’ll meet you there with the forklift.”  I said, “That’s OK.  We can 
load the wood on the truck ourselves.”  He said, “Oh no you can’t.”   We found 
the pile of lumber just as Sgt Blue* drove up with the forklift.  The boards 
weren’t eight feel long, they were twelve feet long.  And there were only 30 of 
them..  I did some quick mental arithmetic and decided with some cutting and 
pasting and the proper arrangement of posts we had more than enough.  I tried to 
heft one and it wouldn’t budge.  Sgt Blue* said “Let me get the forklift under 
that.”  The boards were rough cut, seasoned, Vietnamese mahogany and each 
board weighed over 200 pounds. 
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(EPILOGUE)  Mr. McGary continued to be one of the most colorful Warrant 
Officers in the 4th AVN BN.  He continued to visit the Montagnards and one day 
he returned to the Base Camp with a little, ratty looking female dog.  She was of 
indeterminate lineage but she was friendly and energetic and soon became the 4th 
AVN BN mascot.  She had free run of the area but she slept in Mr. McGary’s 
hooch.  Soon it became apparent that she was pregnant. (“At least someone in 4th 
Aviation is havin’ some fun.”)  She had five little puppies and they lived in a box 
under Mr. McGary’s bunk. 

Mr. McGary, like many of the 4th AVN BN pilots had spent a year in Korea just 
before joining the 4th INF DIV.  The entire Battalion had re-deployed from Korea 
and was attached to the 4th INF DIV at Ft. Lewis, Washington.   Shortly after 
arriving they were notified that they would soon deploy with the 4th INF DIV to 
Vietnam.  This put a strain on many marriages and reports of new divorces were 
common.   

As the puppies grew bigger and more loved by many of the 4th AVN BN GIs Mr. 
McGary started playing a cruel joke.  He’d sit in a group, often in the Flight 
Operations Building saying something like, “It won’t be long now.  A few more 
pounds and I’m going to have me some nice young dog.”  He had people 
convinced that he had acquired a taste for “dog” in Korea. “I’m going to whip me 
up a big mess of “bulgogi”.  

(NOTE) Actually bulgogi is a Korean dish made with grilled beef but often 
reputed (at least during the “war years”) as being made with dog.   

We all knew this was just part of McGary’s bull shit but some of the troops, 
especially the young enlisted men took it very seriously.  “I’m going to look in on 
those puppies every morning and if there’s one missing I’m going to slit Mr. 
McGary’s throat.”  Fortunately all of the puppies grew up and found good homes 
with other Dragon Mountain units. 

It came time for Mr. McGary to rotate.  His tour was over.  He reputedly wrote a 
letter to his wife and among other things told her, “….buy some yellow bed 
sheets.”  She wrote back and asked, “What’s the story with the yellow bed 
sheets.”  He wrote back and said, “I have been out of the country so long, both 
here and in Korea, I’m looking forward to seeing something white on yellow bed 
sheets for a change.”  We learned that Mr. McGary was divorced shortly after 
returning home.   
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HAPPINESS IS (ANOTHER) FLOOR 

With our materials gathered we started work on our Weather tent floor in earnest.  
We selected a location just a short ways up slope from our existing tent and 
further from the revetments.   We had had plenty of time to design it.  We dug the 
holes, set the posts and poured the cement.  While the cement was drying we 
decided we’d start cutting some of the joists to size.  Basically we had to cut four 
feet off some of the twelve foot boards.  .  We toyed with a number of formulas 
but decided that was as easy as anything.  We had basic hand tools – hammers, 
saws, crow bars, etc.  We tried the hand saw.  It wouldn’t make a dent in the 
mahogany joists.  We borrowed an electric Skill saw and soon burned up the 
blade.  And we still hadn’t cut the first board.  Eventually, we had to use a heavy 
duty chain saw to cut the lumber.  Forget about driving nails into it.  Every nail 
hole had to be drilled, with oil squirted into the hole at intervals to keep from 
burning up the bits. 

We finished our floor in record time, set up our tent and continued operations.  
We were “off the ground” and we still had about a month until the rainy season.  
The floor served us well for most of the remained of my tour.  During the rainy 
season we were high and dry.   

As the Engineer Captain had forecast the PSP runway and the new Flight 
Operations Building were finished sometime near the end of October 1967. We 
set up weather operations in the new building.  Our GP Medium tent came down 
and went wherever GP Medium tents go to rest folded and molding, waiting for 
the next conflict.  Of course the tents had been coming down all over the Base 
Camp for the entire summer, whenever people and operations moved into 
permanent concrete floored, frame-sided, tin roofed buildings.  Down in the 4th 
AVN BN living area we had been in cozy frame hooches for months.  I noticed, 
as soon as a tent came down it was not long before the floor frame was ripped up 
and the lumber toted off to await someone else’s building project.  That didn’t 
happen with our Weather tent floor.  We drove by there occasionally and I could 
see the skeletal framework of our floor still standing, the steps leading to 
nowhere.  No Engineer was going to knock that floor apart with a hammer and a 
crow bar. I figured they would have to throw  a charge of C-4 under it and blow it 
up if they wanted it off the land.  I never did see it dismantled in my few 
remaining months. For all I know it’s still there, the foundation for the Dragon 
Mountain McDonalds. 

We had a lot to be proud of.  I figured my troops had all worked hard and 
deserved some recognition other than mine.  I called up Lt. Col Suehr at 5th 
Weather Squadron Headquarters and invited him up to Dragon Mountain for a 
visit. He thought that was a great idea and we set a date.  I gave Major Pickett a 
belated heads-up (Oops!) but he didn’t have any problem with my initiative and 
said, “I’ll be there too.” 
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LT. COL. SUEHR COMES TO VISIT (#1) 

Lt. Col. Suehr and Major Pickett arranged their flights so they both arrived at 
Pleiku AB at about the same time.  I told them I’d meet them in Base Operations 
at the Weather briefing counter.  They were only going to be able to spend a few 
hours at Dragon Mountain because of flight arrangements back so I didn’t set up 
any formal meetings with the customer.  It was just going to be “meet the troops 
and see our facilities.”  We put in some extra effort to clean the place up but our 
brand new Weather tent floor was hardly even broken in.  I told the troops to get 
their quarters in top shape but I was confident that Sgts Owens and Baker would 
assure that.  I called the CWTs and told the troops I wanted one of them to come 
into the base camp and just leave one guy on duty to keep the observations 
coming.  I said, “Your choice.  Work it out between you.”  I was happy to learn 
that Sgt Walker was coming in from the Oasis.  I phoned him and said, “It’s OK 
to carry your AK-47. Don’t bring any snakes.”  

On the day of their arrival I told TSgt Baker that I wanted him to drive the Jeep 
and give Smokey the day off.  I wanted maximum exposure with the bosses for 
my troops.  We left in plenty of time but the traffic on the road to Pleiku was 
thick.  Thick traffic meant thick dust and we were about as far into the dry 
monsoon as we would go.  We walked into Base Operations and I immediately 
saw Lt Col Suehr and Major Pickett standing by the briefing counter talking with 
the Weather Detachment Commander.  Lt. Col Suehr saw us first as we walked 
up.  He at first looked a little startled and then he broke into a big grin.  “Look at 
these guys!  Are they tough?  I tell those guys down in Saigon they’re just a 
bunch of pampered pussies in their tailored fatigues, sitting in their air 
conditioned offices.  My 5th Weather Squadron troops out in the boonies are really 
roughing it.”   

(NOTE)  I don’t think I mentioned it before but TSgt Freddy Baker was black.  
But looking at us that day it would have been hard to tell us apart.  We were both 
the same shade of orange.  I was happy that Lt. Col. Suehr had no problem with 
the way we looked.  Hey, wait until he meets Sgt Walker. 

We jumped in the Jeep, Lt. Col Suehr in the front, and left the base.  This was all 
new to both of them and Lt Col. Suehr continued on in high spirits about “how 
tough his troops were.”  It didn’t take long on the open road before I could tell the 
“tough life” was getting a little old.  But when we got to Dragon Mountain and 
downed some cold drinks (soda) spirits picked up and both Col Suehr and Major 
Pickett were impressed with our operation.  The troops looked good and Sgt 
Walker didn’t disappoint me.  He was surprisingly quiet in the presence of the 
senior Officers.  But when Lt. Col. Suehr asked him, “You have any problems 
with rats out there in the jungle?”  he pulled out the Polaroid picture, passed it 
over and said, “No Sir.  Guys like this pretty much keep them under control.”  (“I 
thought I said, ‘No snakes!’ ”)  
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We made the trip back to Pleiku AB in the same conditions.  We said our 
“Goodbyes” and Lt Col. Suehr pulled me off  to the side.  “Listen Scheeren.  
You’re doing a great job here.  But the next time I come to visit make sure you 
lay on helicopter transportation for me.”  

ROBIN HOOD, ROMMEL, AND ROBBERY 

With the floor done I devoted my full time to shoring up our supply situation.  I 
was constantly making supply runs to Pleiku Air Base and then trading off some 
of the stuff with the Army to get what we really needed.  And the frustrating part 
was one’s credit was only as good as the longevity of the Supply Sergeant you 
were dealing with.  I can’t remember how many Supply NCOs I “greased” only to 
have them transfer out or go to a different unit and I’d have to start all over again.  
The Air Force at Pleiku seemed to be so “wealthy” and the Army at Dragon 
Mountain seemed to be so “poor”.  I started to feel like Robin Hood. 

I met another Air Force Captain attached to the 4th INF DIV.  He commanded the 
Combat Control Team.  His team (six total with him) were Master Paratroopers, 
Communications Experts, and Weapons Specialists.  They were employed usually 
on big joint operations involving Army assault troops (the “Slicks”), Army close 
air support (the “Guns”), and Air Force bombing.  They would go into a Landing 
Zone (LZ), secure it, and set up communications to control the multiple 
operations.  They didn’t do much jumping, just quick insertions by helicopter. 

We were comparing notes and bemoaning the convoluted supply system.  He was 
worse off than me.  He didn’t have a supply account at Pleiku AB and faced the 
typical problems with the Army supply system.  He said, “We don’t even have 
bayonets for our M-16s.  There’ll be a day soon when we hit a hot LZ and are low 
on ammo and I shout, ‘Fix bayonets!’ and we ain’t got any.”    I told him I’d see 
what I could do. 

Smokey and I drove into Pleiku AB.  The dust was as bad as ever, or worse.  But I 
had come up with a brain child.  I wore aviator style prescription sunglasses (part 
of the image) and the dust seemed to just swirl up behind them and fill my eyes.  I 
had gotten a standard set of plastic safety goggles from Air Force supply (where 
else)  These were the kind that fit close to your nose, against your forehead, and 
wrapped fully around the side to fit close to your head.  They had small holes in 
the side for ventilation.  They fit over my sunglasses.  I taped over the ventilation 
holes with Scotch tape. (Who cared about sweaty eyeballs?)  They worked great 
and kept the dust out of my eyes. 
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We got to Pleiku Air Base and stopped at Personal Equipment Supply.  They 
shouldn’t really know me here.  I’d only been there once very early on when I 
was freezing my butt off up at Dragon Mountain.  I tried to get an Air Force field 
jacket.  “Can’t help you”. (Typical) “There’s some old ones in the back that guys 
have turned in to swap for new ones.  You’re welcome to any of them if you can 
find something.”  There I was again, “dumpster diving” at the Good Will.  I 
rooted around and found something that Steve Canyon probably wore, but it was 
warm. 

We had the M-16 in the Jeep since Intelligence had reported some sporadic sniper 
fire on the road, so I asked Smokey to stay with the vehicle.  I pushed my new 
goggles up on top of the visor of my cap.  I was wearing my trusty .38 and 
Bernie’s (used to be Bernie’s) survival knife on the other side.   

I walked into the supply office and with few words told the supply Sergeant, “I 
need six M-16 bayonets.”  He looked at me for a long time then said, “I know 
you.  You’re a weather man.  Whata you need six bayonets for?”  I said, “I got 
Combat Weather Teams out in the jungle.  They’re facing the enemy and danger 
every day.”   He said sarcastically, “Oh Wow! Combat weather men.  What they 
need bayonets for?  To kill snakes?”  (“Well, as a matter of fact…….”)  I was 
getting tired of this smart-ass Staff Sergeant but I kept my cool.   “Do you have 
M-16 bayonets?”   “Sure.”  “What do you do with them?”   “I issue them to our 
Air Policemen” (Two can play the sarcasm game.)  “Your Air Policemen?  What?  
You expecting an unusually rowdy crowd in the line at the base movie theater 
Saturday night?”   (I was being unfair to the Air Policemen.  I knew they had a 
significant base security role but Pleiku Air Base was bristling with security.  It 
wasn’t like being dropped off in the middle of the jungle and having to defend 
your place.)   

I decided to be honest, never a good idea when dealing with a Supply Sergeant.  I 
started to explain about the Combat Control Team and their mission and the fact 
they had no bayonets and blah, and blah, and blah…….  It had no effect on the 
guy.  While I was involved in this soliloquy, I noticed four young airmen come 
into the office.  They were all rigged out in combat gear, probably Air Policemen.  
I hoped they hadn’t heard my comment about the base movie theater.  I was 
getting nowhere with this smug Supply Sergeant.  “Can’t help you out Captain.”  I 
felt like saying, “If these guys get killed because they don’t have bayonets I’m 
coming back here and stick a bayonet in your heart.”  But I didn’t say it.  I’m a 
Captain, he’s a Staff Sergeant.  

I spun around and headed for the door.  One of the Airmen unhooked his bayonet 
from his web gear and handed it to me.  “Here Captain.  Sounds as if you need 
this more than I do. I can always requisition another one.  I got an account here.”  
The other three Airmen did the same.  I could merely mumble “Thanks” and 
walked out into the hall.   
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I was overwhelmed by this selfless gesture on the part of these four young men.  
As I walked down the hall I passed a mirror.  I glanced at my reflection.  My 
uniform was caked with orange dust, my face was the same except where rivulets 
of sweat had cut paths through the grime. My goggles were up on top of my hat.  
Around my sunglasses where the goggles had protected my eyes from the dust 
there was a raccoon-like mask of clean skin. Damn I looked bad!  “I’m the Desert 
Fox!”  

 

“The Desert Fox” Makes a Montagnard Village Safe for Civilization 

Back at the base camp I was over at S-2 trying to find anybody without “a 
container, any size, full of worms.”  A Major who I recognized but barely knew 
came up to me and said, “Scheeren, the word around is you’re the guy to see to 
get a five-drawer filing cabinet.”  I did a little dancing, “Well, I don’t know 
whether that is exactly true.  I’ve helped some people but my source has dried 
up.”   He said, “I need a file cabinet for classified documents.  You know the Air 
Force asks us to write a letter of evaluation on you for your Performance Report.  
Lt Col. Orange* (the S-2) usually gives those kind of tasks to me.  I’d sure like to 
be able to say you were “instrumental in assisting us in solving this significant 
security problem.”  I told him I’d work on it.  It might come a circuitous route but 
it would come from me.  I was the only person on Dragon Mountain with five-
drawer filing cabinets.   
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Chickens home to roost.  Now I was being blackmailed because of a few favors I 
had done.  Well, maybe I could kill two chickens with one stone. (Am I getting 
my birds mixed up here?)  I had just been over to the Headquarters Company 
Supply, the folks who legally were supposed to support us.  A strange face 
confronted me.  “Where’s Sgt Green*?  “Oh, he’s bin gone.”   “He’s bin gone?  
Where’s he bin gone to?”  “The Big ZI”  

(NOTE) “ZI” means “Zone of the Interior” or otherwise the United States of 
America.  

“Well, I’m Captain Scheeren.  I’m sure he told you about me.”   “Nope”  “Well, 
OK, I got an account here.  Here’s a list of things I need.  Can I get them today?”  
“Nope.”  Damn! Another Supply Sergeant still dripping my goodies off his fat 
lips who had rotated.  

After leaving S-2  I went back over to Headquarters Company Supply and 
confronted Sgt Yellow*.  “I’m Captain Scheeren, the Staff Weather Officer under 
S-2.  Major Purple* from S-2 sent me over here to tell you he needs a five-drawer 
steel filing cabinet with a security lock.  “Ha, Ha, Ha, Him and about ten other 
offices.  I don’t got no five-drawer steel filing cabinets.”    “Well, what if you did 
have a five-drawer steel filing cabinet.  That sure would get you in good standing 
with the S-2.” (one of the most powerful offices in Division Headquarters)  
“Yeah”  (Slowly the light of understanding came into his eyes).  “Suppose I got 
you a five-drawer steel filing cabinet.  Would you give it to S-2 and more 
important, would you remember where you got it?”   “Sure.”  “When do you 
rotate?”  “Oh Hell, I’m still crapping states side chow. I’m gonna be here 
forever.” 

But I didn’t have another five-drawer steel filing cabinet.  We’d used the last one 
to get up off the ground.  I told Smokey to check out a truck.  We’re going to 
Pleiku Air Base. Smokey showed up with a monster of a truck. It was huge.  “It 
was the only thing I could get.”  It had a big open cab, with a canvas roof that 
rolled back to leave the cab open to the sky. It was like a tank. 

We drove into Pleiku.  The dust was terrible.  I had my goggles down and they 
worked great.  Remember, I had never been in the Office/Furniture Supply Office.  
Sgts Owens and Baker had requisitioned all of the original wall lockers and five-
drawer filing cabinets.  I, effectively, was “clean.”  I walked into the Supply 
Office and pleasantly said to the Supply Sergeant, “Hi, I need a five-drawer steel 
filing cabinet.”  He said, “I don’t see any problem.  We just got a shipment this 
week.”  (Be still my racing heart!)  “You got an account?”  “Sure.”  I handed him 
my paperwork.  He studied it and slowly I saw a questioning look come into his 
eyes.   
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He went over to a file cabinet and pulled out a folder.  “Wait a minute. You’re 
those Weather guys out at Dragon Mountain. I was warned about you guys.”  
“OK, so what has that got to do with my filing cabinet?”  “What have you done 
with all of these other filing cabinets and steel wall lockers?”  “We’re using 
them.”  “For what?”  “We’re filing and storing and safeguarding weather data.”   
“What?”  “Weather data.  We’re taking observations from a part of the world that 
has never been studied before.  It’s vital to the research of the World 
Meteorological Organization.  That’s the WMO.”   

 “I don’t believe you.  I’ve got a mind to report you to the OSI (Office of Special 
Investigation).  If you can’t produce all this inventory you could be brought up on 
charges.”  “Well, that wouldn’t be too wise.  We’re protected under the Status of 
Joint Forces Agreement.  We’re attached to the 4th Infantry Division under the 
office of the S-2.  That’s Intelligence. I-N-T-E-L-L-I-G-E-N-C-E.  Do you see the 
picture?”  I didn’t see the picture but I hoped that he did.  I could see that he was 
wrestling with something that he couldn’t understand.  “OK, OK, I’m gonna 
approve a requisition for one five-drawer filing cabinet.  But that’s it.  No more!  I 
never want to see you in this God damn office again!”  (I love those words!) 

Smokey and I drove our huge truck down into the supply yard looking for one of 
the yard workers.  Wooden crates of all dimensions were stacked higher than our 
truck on all sides.  It was close to lunch time.  We found the yard guy sitting in 
the shade of some crates.  He had just popped a soda can and was unwrapping a 
chow hall sandwich.  I handed him the paperwork.  He read it and then said, 
“Son-of-a-Bitch!”  “What’s the matter Sergeant, interrupting your siesta?”  I was 
starting to wear a little thin with these uppity Supply enlisted men.  “Oh, No Sir.  
It’s nothing like that.  But I just gave out the last loose filing cabinet.  They come 
three in one of these big crates.  I’m gonna hafta break open a new crate and that’s 
a bitch.”  (OK, OK, work on it.  Let it be your idea….)  The light came into his 
eyes.  “Whata you drivin?”  I yanked my thumb at the monster in the background.  
“That’s big enough! Follow me on the forklift down to Lane K.  I’ll fork a crate 
up onto your truck.  You guys can bust your knuckles breakin’ them out.” 

Smokey slowly drove the big truck toward the gate of the supply yard.  “You 
know Captain, we could be in big trouble.  We only got paperwork for one filing 
cabinet and we got a crate with three of them on the back of the truck.”  I told 
Smokey, “You know they only make random checks at the gate.  Just don’t drive 
too fast and don’t drive too slow but whatever you do don’t stop at the gate, 
unless the guard puts a round through the windshield.”  We approached the gate 
slowly.  Fortunately there was no other traffic.  



 47

I wanted to make sure that the guard knew I was Air Force.  He had to see my 
uniform.  I stood up in the cab of the big truck.  I stuck a new cigar into my teeth.  
I pulled my goggles down over my sunglasses.  I gripped the top of the 
windshield with my left hand and stared straight ahead.  The guard came out of 
the shack and made a lame wave with his hand, below his waist, like, “Halt, man 
(maybe).”  We came adjacent to him and  I snapped my head right.  I presented a 
sharp salute.  The guard regained his military bearing and returned my salute and 
we were through the gate.  (Guard #2) “Hey man.  You didn’t check that guy’s 
paperwork.”  (Guard #1)  “Did you see who that was?”   “No, who was it?”  “That 
was Field Marshall Rommel!” 

SHE BROUGHT THE HOUSE DOWN 

Our “Bamboo Club” was an instant success.  It was a comfortable place to go 
after duty hours where you knew you would always meet good friends.  We 
bought a fine Telefuken reel-to-reel tape player and some good speakers.  
“Dianna Ross and The Supremes” were usually singing to us.  I can’t hear a 
Supremes song today without being instantly transported back to Dragon 
Mountain.  I don’t remember who managed the club but he did a great job.  We 
had GI bartenders making a little extra cash and about anything you could ask for 
in bar stock (except for “snacks”; no chips, or nuts, or anything!)  It was a “Not 
For Profit” operation so drinks were cheap.  There was a little “float” but that 
went into the kitty for “special purchases.”  

We had been open for a couple of weeks and a number of us were sitting around 
the bar one night and somebody said, “You know, we never officially had “a 
grand opening”.  We should do something to christen the club.  We could invite 
some of the 4th INF DIV big shots and make some points for 4th AVN BN.  We 
started bouncing around some ideas.   Free drinks?  How about some hors 
d’oeuvres?  (Some what?)  No! No karaoke.  Nothing was clicking.  Then 
somebody said, “Why don’t we get a stripper?” “Ohhh!”  Now there’s a good 
idea.  But where would we get a stripper?  Some guys had heard that down in 
Saigon and at some of the big Air Force Bases they had strippers all the time.  

(NOTE) It was probably a good thing that we didn’t know about all the good 
times and the good life they had in Saigon and on the big Air Force Bases.  When 
I hear some of those stories today I wonder, “Were we fighting the same war?” 

We designated a committee to secure the stripper.  “Money is no object, right?”  
“Right.” I don’t know how they did it or who did it.  The logistics must have been 
amazing.  It most likely involved someone going to Saigon to hire her.  And then 
they had to get her up to Pleiku.  No problem choppering her out to Dragon 
Mountain but where did she stay?  Surely not on Dragon Mountain.  Probably had 
to take her back at least to Pleiku Air Base. 
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The word went out.  The 4th AVN BN is having the Grand Opening of their 
“Bamboo Club” and the main event of the evening will be “a stripper from 
Australia.”  A real, authentic “round-eye”, not some skinny Vietnamese. 

The night of the event and the Club was full.  Of course every officer in the 4th 
AVN BN was there but there were plenty of others as well.  A few senior officers 
were sprinkled in the crowd but it was mostly company grade officers.  We had 
abandoned the “free drinks” idea early on and the bar was making money hand 
over fist.  And not just from the officers in the club.  The pilots were buying three 
and four beers at a time and passing them through the open side windows to their 
Crew Chiefs and gunners standing outside on the “veranda”. Out on the veranda 
enlisted men were stacked up two and three deep. 

The lights came up at the “open” end of the club, the music picked up a familiar 
theme and beat and there she was, coming up the front steps and into the 
“Bamboo Club”. She was blonde, and beautiful, and big.  She was wearing a 
beautiful silk robe and any student of the fine art of strip tease would have been 
disappointed.  The robe came off with the first few notes of music and there was 
nothing but Australian woman underneath.  She hadn’t made more than one or 
two bumps and grinds when CRASH!, the whole back half of the club by the bar 
crashed to the ground.  The front half of the club was now severely pitched up 
(the back half had dropped about three or four feet) but the stripper never missed 
a beat.  She just kept bumping and grinding…uphill.  CRASH! and the front half 
of the club joined the back half on the ground.  Fortunately, nobody was hurt.  
And that’s a very big fortunately because some of the bamboo support posts came 
through the plywood floor like spears. And through it all the beautiful Australian 
stripper didn’t miss a beat.  The show went on. What a trooper! 

As a testimonial to our Montagnard friends, the club had suffered very little 
damage.  The Engineers got some jacks under it and jacked it up and then 
replaced the bamboo supports with strong GI 4 X 4s.  The “Bamboo Club” was 
open for business again by the end of the week.  We would have many other 
memorable events at the Club during the rest of 1967 but none could every match 
our Grand Opening when an Australian stripper brought the house down. 

AND THEN THE RAINS CAME 

Over night we went from the dry monsoon to the wet monsoon.  We went to bed 
with clear skies and cool temperatures and woke up to overcast skies, drizzle, and 
warm humid temperatures.  Did we hit the forecast? No, we didn’t hit the 
forecast! We had been advising anyone who would listen for a long time that “it 
won’t be long now.” And of course I took a lot of grief up in front of the General 
and his staff because I hadn’t “nailed it.” 
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Life changed.  All that dust seemed to instantly turn into slimy orange mud.  And 
once the trucks and Jeeps got a chance at the roads it was a quagmire.  We all had 
GI ponchos but you had to make a decision.  “Do I want to be wet from the 
outside-in, or do I want to be wet from the inside-out?”  If you wore a poncho you 
were soon drenched in your own sweat in the hot, humid temperature.  I opted for 
the “outside – in” life style.  I thought it was cleaner and more natural.  The 
Montagnards didn’t wear ponchos. 

During the day I was always wet.  I was drenched by the time I walked to the 
Weather Operations tent in the morning (or drove in my open air Jeep, 
remember?) and you never seemed to dry out during the day.  There was always 
some task or mission to get you outside again and it wasn’t as if you could time a 
run from one tent to another during a break.  It NEVER stopped raining. 
Fortunately, we could change into dry clothes at night. The GIs out in the jungle 
didn’t have that luxury  

(NOTE) “It never stopped raining” is not meteorologically correct; however, it 
seemed that way.   .   

This of course immediately changed the nature of our support.  People were 
suddenly interested in the weather.  Pilots who had recently been flying at any 
chosen altitude through clear skies now found fog and clouds down to the ground.  
This led to some potentially dangerous tactics.  Helicopter pilots who had no 
forward visibility would go slower and lower and sometimes stick to the narrow 
roads leading out into the operations area.  The following is an actual radio 
transmission as told to me by one of my pilot friends.  “Gambler Guns, Gambler 
Guns, tail number 6650538, this is Army 49 Kilo Echo 73”  “Roger, Army 49 
Kilo Echo 73, how can we help you?  And how do you know my tail number?” 
“Gambler Guns, we’re an APC  (Armored Personnel Carrier).  We’re right behind 
you on the road.  Could you lift up a bit so we could get by?” 

When my weather team had first arrived at Dragon Mountain in August or 
September they had with them a “Mobile Weather Kit”.  This was a standard for 
“deployed operations” and I had even used one in France on numerous occasions.  
Among other things it contained some rudimentary weather observing 
instruments, and we used them all.  One thing we had never set was the “rain 
gauge” (because it had never rained before)  Now TSgt Baker said we needed to 
start using it since “measurable rainfall” would become a significant part of our 
transmitted weather observations.  A rain gauge is simply a container placed 
somewhere in an exposed location where it will gather the nominal rainfall that 
can then be measured and reported, after which the gauge is emptied and placed 
again.  This was done every 24 hours.  TSgt Baker said he was confused.  He 
knew we were getting lots of rain but some of the recorded measurements seemed 
excessive. 
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All over Dragon Mountain there were tubes sticking out the ground.  These had 
started out in life as containers for the rockets fired by the gun ships. Now they 
fulfilled a different but no less important function.  A deep pit was dug in the hard 
packed clay.  The tube, with both ends cut off, was inserted at about a 45 degree 
angle into the pit and the pit was filled with crushed rock before again being 
covered with dirt.  Extra credit if you figure out for what purpose the tubes were 
used.  Times up.  To a “grunt” a tube is  a container is a tube is a whatever.  We 
elevated the rain gauge to about five feet off the ground and started getting more 
representative readings. 

Major General William R. Peers had taken over command of the 4th INF DIV 
from General Collins.  General Peers was a rugged looking guy with a prize 
fighter’s nose.  He had led an OSS guerrilla  unit in Burma during WWII.  He was 
ideally suited to lead the 4th INF DIV in the Central Highlands.   

(NOTE)  He would later gain even greater fame as the presiding General at the 
My Lai Massacre court martial trial. 

 

 

Major General William R. Peers 
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With the deteriorating weather there was more and more interest in my weather 
briefing every day.  I tried to explain, without making excuses, the limitations on 
our ability to pin point  and forecast 100 and 200 foot differences in the height of 
the cloud and fog bases out in the operations area.  This was often the difference 
between a successful combat assault and a blown mission.   

General Peers seemed to be getting increasingly dissatisfied with me.  In hind 
sight I’m pretty sure it was just the classic operator’s frustration with the bad 
weather channeled to the weatherman, the personification of the weather.  I 
finished my briefing during an unusually grim stretch of weather and saw General 
Peers pivoting around in his chair looking for someone.  As I departed I saw him 
single out Lt Col Orange*, the S-2.  I heard him say, “This weather guy of yours.  
He really doesn’t have a handle on the situation.  I think he’s too young to be a 
weatherman.”  Lt. Col. Orange* never said anything to me about it.  But then, he 
never really said anything to me… unless it was related to worms. 

We got better.  We couldn’t really get much worse.  We started to have some 
“history” just based on our continuing observations from the fire bases and 
Dragon Mountain.  Also, I found some large, old, climatology  records.  They 
were printed on old, yellowing newsprint type paper in big books.  For the life of 
me I can’t remember where I got them, maybe I found them up at S-2.  The best I 
could figure out is they came from old rubber plantations and other French 
agricultural enterprises in the Central Highlands, recorded years ago.  They were 
written in French but I could read them.  Pouring over these documents and armed 
with our up-to-date weather records from the fire bases and Dragon Mountain I 
started to see some meteorological relationships.  

It was some where between an arthritic knee and the Farmers’ Almanac, but it 
was a start. Our forecasts got better.  One day at the end of my briefing General 
Peers said, “Scheeren, I’ve noticed an improvement in your forecast accuracy. 
Keep up the good work.”  I said, “Thank you Sir.  I have gotten somewhat older.”  
He looked momentarily confused and then broke into a big grin.  It was obvious 
he remembered his comment and realized that I had heard it. 

FUN AND GAMES AND RED HOT PEPPERS  

Very soon after I had moved into the tent in the 4th AVN BN area I asked one of 
my pilot tent mates, “So what do people do around here in the evening for fun 
other than reading a book?”  He said, “Well, there’s usually a  poker game some 
where in the area.”  I checked it out and easily found the poker game.  It seemed 
to float between one tent and another but the players appeared to be the same 
group.  I sat in the background and watched.  I watched for two or three nights 
and became increasingly amazed.  
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I had been playing poker since high school.  I played a lot in college and had done 
pretty well.  Here at Dragon Mountain I observed some of the worst poker playing 
I had ever seen in my life.  And this was not penny ante poker.  It was “Pot Limit 
Poker”.  They played “clean poker”; five card draw (nothing wild), seven card 
stud, and seven card High/Low.  Nobody had any “real money”.  We were all paid 
in “MPC” (Military Payment Certificates”).  This was designed to keep U.S. 
“greenbacks” off the local economy.  It worked well but it didn’t keep MPC off 
the local economy.  

The smallest MPC bill was $1.00 and the largest was $10.00.  There were no 
chips.  Minimum bet was $1.00.  Three raises and then a call.  Pot limit means at 
any point in the game a player could make a bet as high as the total amount of 
money already in the pot.  You do the arithmetic.  The potential for huge pots was 
exponential.  But mostly it was under control.  However, I saw players who in the 
course of an evening’s play (how many hands?) were in for the call on every pot.  
These were guys sitting with a pair of sevens on the last draw of a seven card stud 
game and calling a $20 or $30 bet.  They’d improve to a pair of sevens and a pair 
of deuces and go charging in and raising for the call.  I got into the game and I 
started to win. I started to win big.  Since you didn’t want to leave any cash lying 
around the tent (even with a locked wall locker), I often walked around during the 
day with $800 to $1000 in $10 bills in one of the cargo pockets of my fatigues.  
They were big pockets.  

And it was not as if I needed the money.  Before leaving for Vietnam Irene and I 
had sat down to decide how much I needed to live on and  how much would be 
left over for her and the children to maintain the household.  (And she did a great 
job of it while I was in Vietnam). I was getting some extras like “combat pay”.  
Also, since I was to be stationed at Vung Tau, I was expected to pay for my own 
meals (in old French restaurants, sob!)  This was called “Separate Rations”, or in 
the colorful vernacular of the GI, “Separate Rats.”  But I wasn’t living in Vung 
Tau and I wasn’t paying anything for the great Army chow I ate every day but I 
still got the extra money.    

(DISCLAIMER)  Certain entries in this story are purely for “color” and should 
not be considered as “evidence” to pursue legal action to recover Government 
funds.  Oh, what the Hell.  You already have me on record for stealing multi-
thousands of dollars worth of Government supplies and equipment and 
giving/trading it to the Army.  What’s the statute of limitations?)  I opened a 
checking account with a bank in Saigon.  When my cargo pocket got too heavy 
I’d go to the Post Office and buy a postal money order and send it to my checking 
account in Saigon. 
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The 4th AVN BN chow hall moved into a concrete floored, frame and tin roofed 
building long before we got out of the tents.  They served great food and I should 
bite my tongue if I would ever complain.  But it was Army chow and it was, 
well….repetitive.  You could tell what you were going to get based on the day of 
the week.  One of the most cherished trade items on Dragon Mountain was “the 
case of steaks”.  I don’t know what these cases of steaks did in real life.  We sure 
as Hell never saw any in the chow hall.  Maybe they were for the Generals and the 
high ranking staff, maybe they were just “trade goods”.  But every once in a while 
someone would score a “case of steaks.”  This would be an occasion for a meeting 
of “The Dragon Mountain Philosophic and Culinary Society”.  We certainly 
didn’t always have steaks (seldom had steaks).  We were content with hamburgers 
or barbeque chicken backs.  The important thing was we cooked them ourselves 
on our own charcoal grill along with baked potatoes and maybe corn on the cob.  
And we sat around with cans of beer (no beer in the chow hall) and we 
“philosophized”.  I even designed and painted a sign which hung on the side of 
our hooch.  I wonder what happened to that sign after all the members had gone;  
some to the here after?.   

 

 

Dragon Mt. Philosophic and Culinary Society 

(l. to r.) (???), Bruce Roberts, Bill McAdams, Jim Pavlicek, Fritz Scheeren 

(absent)  Rollo De Vore, Tony Idol,  others   
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Bill Pratt and I became fast friends.  I think, because of his position in the 4th 
AVN BN, he liked to associate with me because there was no conflict of interest.  
Anyway, in the absence of an infantryman, I sure as Hell beat drinking with an 
Army aviator (Ugh!)  Bill lived in a two-man tent (with a floor) with Big John. 
Big John was seldom around.  Bill was married and came from San Antonio, 
Texas. Once a month his wife Frances would send him a gallon can of pickled 
jalapeño peppers.  He and I would get together in his tent on a designated night 
and we each would bring a case of cold beer in cans.  Bill would score a carton of 
saltine crackers from the chow hall.  We would sit on the floor in the middle of 
his tent.  He would open the can of jalapeños and we would start.  The only rule 
was, at the end of the evening all of the beer and all of the jalapeños had to be 
gone.  The crackers were optional.  I remember one terrible morning (and they all 
were terrible after one of these nights), we woke up on the floor when the 
Battalion Executive Officer, a Lt. Col., walked into Bill’s tent.  He looked at us 
and he looked at all the empty beer cans and he said, “Damn Pratt, you really 
ought to clean this place up more than once a month!.    

LT. COL. SUEHR COMES TO VISIT (#2) 

I got a call from Lt. Col. Suehr.  He was nearing the end of his tour and he was 
making one last round of visits to all of his units.  He told me the date and time he 
would arrive at Pleiku Air Base.  Then he reminded me, “Remember, get me a 
helicopter ride.  No Jeeps.”  I spoke with my friends in 4th AVN BN Flight Ops 
and they told me they saw no problem supporting my request.  When it came time 
to fly to Pleiku (about ten minutes) I went over to Flt Ops.  “Gee Fritz, we don’t 
have any birds.  We had to scramble the one we had on deck for you out to the 
Oasis to pick up a sick GI.”  There was nothing to do but jump in the Jeep and 
head for Pleiku.  Well, at least there’s no dust on the road, just flying mud. 

I walked up to the Weather counter and asked, “Where’s Col Suehr?”  One of the 
NCOs said, “He’s gone.  He flew out to Dragon Mountain in one of your 
helicopters.”  He recounted how he had accompanied Lt. Col. Suehr as he walked 
the flight line asking helicopter pilots for a lift.  “Your birds are easy to spot with 
that distinctive nose art.”  The gun ships (“Gambler”) had a black Ace of spades 
(just the “spade”) painted on their noses.  The slicks (“Blackjack”) had a Jack and 
an Ace of spades (the cards) painted on their noses.  “He found a ride.  I think it 
was one of your “Lizard” ships (the VIPs).  It was all shined up.” 
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Back in the Jeep and back to Dragon Mountain.  Now I was really worried.  Not 
only had I failed to meet Lt. Col. Suehr with a helicopter, I wasn’t even at Dragon 
Mountain during most of his visit.  I walked into the Weather tent and saw Lt. 
Col. Suehr in a laughing and animated conversation with the troops.  “Scheeren, 
good to see you.”  I started to make an explanation when he interrupted me.  “No 
problem.  I hustled my on ride.”  

“I saw one of your birds and the pilot was standing right outside.  I asked for a 
ride and he said, sure, it’s going to be a little crowded but there’s room for one 
more.  So I jumped in and squeezed into the seat right next to.….Jayne 
Mansfield!”  Jayne Mansfield was visiting Dragon Mountain and one of the 
Lizard ships had gone in to pick her up, probably Rollo or maybe Jack Cherry the 
other VIP pilot.  For the rest of his visit we talked about nothing but his ride back 
with Jayne Mansfield and what a lovely and charming and friendly young woman 
she was.  In fact, I bet he’s still talking about it today.  We got him a ride back to 
Pleiku Air Base in a helicopter and chalked it up as a four star visit. 

We can probably thank Rollo or Jack Cherry for it but later that afternoon a few 
of us were in the Bamboo Club (we had been alerted) when in walks Jayne 
Mansfield.  She was gorgeous in a light blue tailored suit with a short skirt.  She 
was everything Lt. Col Suehr had said she was. But the obvious thing that you 
probably would never have read in the press, she was beautifully intelligent.  This 
was no dumb blonde.   

(WIKIPIDIA)  Frequent references have been made to Mansfield's very high IQ, 
which she advertised as 163. She spoke five languages, and was a classically 
trained pianist and violinist.  

 We all sat around drinking beers, she right out of the neck just like the rest of us.  
The only problem was her pain-in-the-ass boy friend (some lawyer) and her 
faggot hair dresser.  He kept flitting in an out like a humming bird, teasing her 
hair and fixing her collar.  And it wasn’t like it was a photo op. There were no 
photographers and unfortunately none of us had a camera with him.  The 
boyfriend kept asking about the security situation and how long before dark and 
shouldn’t they be getting back to Pleiku Air Force Base soon.  It’s a good thing 
none of us was carrying a side arm or we would have shot them both right there. 

We had drunk a couple of beers and Jayne asked, “Do you have any bar snacks?  
Any chips or nuts.?”  (How many times had we told that Club Manager, “You 
gotta get some bar snacks in here!”)  I jumped up and ran back to my tent.  Just 
the week before I had received a package from my Mother and in it was a one 
pound can of Planters Mixed Nuts.  It was securely locked up in my wall locker 
for another time.  I ran back to the club, popped the seal, (Pssst!) and handed the 
full can to Jayne.  She gave me a big smile and proceeded to eat the whole can by 
herself (practically).  I think I got a cashew and maybe a two peanuts.   
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We had other celebrities visit Dragon Mountain, but not many.  I don’t know 
whether Bob Hope ever came.  I don’t remember him.  Jonathan Winters put on a 
big and funny show before the rainy season (or maybe it was after the rainy 
season???)  Ann Margaret?  You got me.  But Jayne Mansfield came to Dragon 
Mountain.  She didn’t put on a show.  It certainly wasn’t a PR event.  Like I said, 
she didn’t even have a photographer with her. Probably the closest she came to a 
General was to ride in his helicopter.  She just used her day, traveling around 
Dragon Mountain, spending quality time with small groups of ordinary GIs like 
us.  Later in the summer when we learned of Jayne’s tragic death in an automobile 
accident on June 29, 1967 many of us in the 4th AVN BN were heartbroken.  I 
know I was. 

(NOTE)  I read her entire “history” in Wikipidia on-line and there was not even a 
mention of her visit to Vietnam. 

 

Jayne Mansfield 

THE CHANGING OF THE GUARD 

I knew I had been in Vietnam for some time when the people I worked with 
started to rotate.  First to go were Lt. Col. Suehr and Major Pickett.  Lt. Col. 
Suehr was replaced by Lt. Col. Bill Shivar, a great guy.  Major Pickett was 
replaced by Major Zero*.  (Oh, I remember his name well enough but I’m going 
to give him an * name because I probably will say some unflattering things about 
him.)  The first in my unit to leave was MSgt Owens. He had a lot to be proud of.  
He had gotten the unit established.  He was instrumental in our major 
achievements. We were still in the tent but we were on a floor.  Unfortunately our 
paths never crossed again.  MSgt Owens was replaced by MSgt Bill Gavers, out 
of the same mold.  A super troop.  More on Bill later.   
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One of the CWT observers rotated and Airman Markendorf had first refusal for 
the job.  He jumped at the chance.  Markendorf had done well for himself at the 
base camp but a firebase was like “the frontier” for him.  Opportunities were 
unlimited.  

(NOTE) The “grunts” even referred to the operations area as “Indian Country”.  

Don’t get me wrong, Markendorf did a good job for the unit.  I wouldn’t have it 
any other way.  But Markendorf  did a better job for Markendorf.  I soon heard 
through the grape vine that Markendorf was the man to see at the firebase for 
anything you wanted.  He came into the base camp about every two or three 
weeks.  Nothing wrong with that.  He was entitled to it.   He always carried a big, 
lumpy duffle bag.  I didn’t ask what was in the bag and he didn’t volunteer any 
information.  Once, on one of these visits, he came to me and asked whether I 
wanted to buy a Browning 9mm automatic pistol - $50.  It was a beauty.  No 
telling how or when it had come into country.  It certainly wasn’t GI (Government 
Issue). I worried about getting it through Customs.  In hind sight, I could have 
stuck it in the waistband of my trousers and walked through Customs.   I turned 
him down (Damn!). 

There were plenty of exotic, captured weapons in the base camp.  The pilots were 
always bringing them back from the operations area.  Big John, who lived with 
Bill Pratt, had a drum magazine, Thompson sub-machine gun under his bunk.  
The scary thing, it was loaded with .45 slugs.  We had a big Chinese Communist 
machine gun in our hooch.  (Ops!  You don’t even know about the hooch yet).  
We also had a number of sets of “black pajamas” (les calicos noir), the standard 
uniform of the Viet Cong soldier.  When we got them we asked Mama San to 
wash them and she flatly refused.  We had to wash them ourselves.  (I still have 
two sets in a box in the basement, somewhere).   One boring evening we got 
dressed up and started taking Polaroid pictures of “blood and guts” combat 
vignettes.  We were out running around in the Battalion area after dark and the 
Executive Officer caught us.  He said, “If I ever catch you jackasses running 
around in the dark in those damn black pajamas again I’ll shoot you myself!” 
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“We have met the enemy and he is us.” 

 (EPILOGUE)  It eventually came time for Markendorf to rotate.  Every GI was 
authorize to have Uncle Sam ship up to two standard foot locker size, wooden 
crates of personal items home.  Many guys had purchased beautiful, state-of-the-
art tape players and speakers (but with the dust, and filth, and damp, and mold I 
can’t imagine why.)  These boxes were strong and assured the electronic gear 
would get home safely. Glued to the top of each box was a Customs Document, 
signed by an officer (Captain or above) stating that he had personally inspected 
the contents of the box and it contained no contraband or inappropriate items.  
The box was then nailed tightly shut and two or three months later it would show 
up on the GI’s state-side door step. 

Markendorf asked if he could see me in the Weather tent after hours.  Sure.  I 
walked in and he was sitting there with two wooden foot lockers.  The lids were 
setting loosely on top with the nails just started.  A hammer lay on top of one of 
the boxes and Markendorf held the Customs Documents in his hand.  He started a 
rambling reminiscence of our time together at Dragon Mountain and eventually 
got around to, “I think I have done a pretty good job for you Captain Scheeren, 
right?”  I told him that he had and that I had written an “Outstanding” APR 
(Airman Proficiency Report) on him recommending him for promotion.  More 
rambling and then he got around to, “Well, I want to ask a favor of you.  I want 
you to sign the Customs Documents on these two footlockers without looking 
inside.” 
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I told him I wouldn’t do it.  He started to get agitated and angry and said, “Well 
why not?”  I told him first off it was illegal for me to do it but most importantly I 
was sure that those footlocker contained illegal items. He got angrier and was 
certainly over the bounds of insubordination but I let him have his say.  “All year 
long you have been stealing stuff from the Air Force, real expensive stuff, and 
trading it to the Army and all kinds of other illegal shit and I don’t see how you 
can think you are any different from me and…..”  

I let him wind down and then I said, “Markendorf, I’m very different from you.  
I’m Robin Hood and you’re Jesse James.  Everything I have done has been for the 
good of the unit or for the good of some of my friends in the Army.  I have never 
taken anything for myself.  You, on the other hand, have mostly been wheeling 
and dealing solely for the benefit of Markendorf.”  “Well, I’ve done a lot for the 
good of  the unit too.”  I told him, “Yes you have and I appreciate that.  That’s the 
reason why I am not going to call the MPs and have them confiscate these two 
foot lockers.”  Then I walked out of the tent. 

Markendorf rotated on time.  I don’t know whether or not his footlockers got 
shipped.  I imagine they did.  It probably only cost him an AK-47 to get the 
documents signed but it’s not as if it was the only one he had.  I never ran into 
Markendorf again nor read anything about him in the newspapers.  He was 
basically a good troop. 

REAL HAPPINESS IS A HOOCH 

The Engineers worked ceaselessly.  Concrete floors and wood frame walls with 
high, jalousied open windows and tin roofs (actually corrugated steel) went up 
throughout the 4th AVN BN area.  The officers moved out of the tents and into the 
hooches first.  There were four large rooms to a building, four men to a room. I 
moved in with three Army pilots.  Captain Bruce Roberts, was the “Slicks” leader 
in Company A and 1st Lt Jim Pavlicek was the “guns” leader in Company B. 1st 
Lt. William C. McAdams (Distinguished Flying Cross) was a hot “guns” pilot.  
He was also convinced that he would not leave Vietnam alive.  He was one of the 
regular poker players and he routinely lost his entire pay check each month and 
usually ended the month with significant gambling debts.  I think he figured if he 
owed people money maybe he’d live to see another hand.  Let’s not dwell on Bill.  
He survived Vietnam and I hope he is alive and happy today. 

A hooch was real luxury.  Our room was light and airy.  We had plenty of space.  
Everybody had a corner and there was a large spot in the center for a “common 
area”. Someone built a beautiful poker table; it even had green felt on it.  We had 
a small refrigerator and a nicely stocked bar.  We threw a modest sum of money 
into a “kitty” each month.  We paid our hooch maid, “Baby San”, out of this kitty.  
Anyone going to the PX could take money out of this pot to buy beer or booze.  It 
was never “my beer or my booze” it was “our booze”.  We entertained “lavishly” 
and always had guests.  
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Ours was the headquarters for the poker game.  Early on, someone had returned 
from the coast or maybe Saigon and he brought back a bottle of Johnnie Walker 
Black Label Scotch.  We certainly didn’t have anything like that at Dragon 
Mountain.  After we had finished the scotch I was foolishly going to throw the 
bottle away when Bruce stopped me. We poured “American Eagle” scotch into 
the Black Label bottle.  (I think we also lit the charcoal in our barbecue with 
American Eagle scotch.)  When we had a guest over we would offer him a drink; 
he’d eye our stock and say, “Oh, I’ll have some of the good stuff.”  We knew he 
meant the “Black Label”.  “Ice?. Or water or soda.?   “Oh Nooo. I’ll take it neat.  
Don’t want to spoil that great taste.”  So we’d pour him a big measure of 
American Eagle (“Damn, they’re generous) while we sat back with more 
“modest” drinks and watched him smack his lips and savor the “Black Label”. 

 

Party Time 

(l. to r.) Tony Idol, Jim Pavlicek, Fritz Scheeren, Bruce Roberts 

As luxurious as the hooch was we were basically back on the ground again, even 
though we were on a concrete slab.  The elevated wooden tent floor had afforded 
us some distance and protection from “varmints.”  Bill came back from the jungle 
one day and brought a mongoose.  Shortly he was no longer Bill’s pet, he was just 
the “hooch-goose.” He was a nice little guy and friendly.  Whenever we were in 
the hooch he was always out running around.  When we had a poker game he’d 
jump up on the table and mess up the cards and chips (Yes.  We had real poker 
chips now.)  Someone would shoo him off and he would jump on a shoulder and 
start pacing back and forth behind the guy’s head.   
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I never liked him on my shoulders.  I couldn’t get over the idea that he was 
reading my cards and flashing signals to the person across the table. He would 
pace faster and faster and pretty soon he would start jumping from shoulder to 
shoulder, circling the table on our backs.  He’d go faster and faster, digging his 
tiny claws into our necks if he needed the traction.  Finally, someone would get 
fed up and toss him in his cage to quiet down.  We kept him in the cage during the 
day too when nobody was around so that he wouldn’t wander off.  Besides, he 
needed his rest. After the lights went out “he owned the night”.  He had free roam 
of the hooch.  Sometimes in the middle of the night you would be awakened by a 
high pitched, squeaky battle going on in a dark corner.  It never lasted long.  In 
the morning the rat, or snake, or big bug would be gone but our hooch-goose was 
still there. 

Oh, and we had some big bugs.  I was coming back from the shower one night in 
the dark, picking my way carefully along the wet, slippery board walkway when I 
was hit right between the eyes.  It knocked me to my knees. For a moment I 
thought I’d been shot.  But no blood and I was just a little dazed.  Then I heard a 
BZZZZing and scratching sound  and there on the walkway was a giant 
rhinoceros beetle.  These guys were about the size of a small mouse with a hard 
exoskeleton and big horn on their nose (hence the name.)  He had been flying 
along low level, no lights, and smacked right into my head.  I recovered more 
quickly and picked him up, took him back to the hooch and put him in a paper cup 
with something on top.  The next day I took him over to an NCO I knew in S-2.  
He was an amateur entomologist.  He was delighted and I got to see my 
“assailant” every time I went to S-2, sticking to the wall on a pin.   

LT. COL. SHIVAR COMES TO VISIT  

Lt. Col. Shivar came to visit shortly after he had taken command of the 5th 
Weather Squadron.  He was a slender, fit and pleasant man.  I later learned that at 
one time he had been the U.S. Air Force champion in singles tennis.  Unlike Lt. 
Col. Suehr, he wanted to meet the customer.  We went over to the DETOC.  Our 
first meeting was with Lt. Col. Orange*, the S-2.  Col. Orange* started out with 
his typical “…this is not a good time…” (Please! No worms!) and Col. Shivar 
politely said, “Sure, I understand. I just wanted to say hello.”  Then Col Shivar 
asked, “Where’d you go to school?”  “Ah, Illinois.”  (Shivar) “So, when’d 
graduate?”  “1954” (Shivar) “You’re a pretty big guy.  Did you play football?”  
(Warming up.) “Well, as a matter of fact, I played my freshman year.  Then I 
screwed up my knee.” (Shivar) “I’ll never forget your game against Michigan in 
1951.”  (Orange*) “I recovered a fumble in that game!  We got screwed! That 
pass interference call late in the game was a crime.  Our guy never touched him!”   
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Then they went on for the next ten minutes talking college football while the 
worms rested in the can.  Col Shivar’s knowledge was encyclopedic.  Finally, Lt. 
Col. Orange* said, “Bill, it’s Bill, right? The next time you come up we’ll spend 
some more time together.  Scheeren, you be sure to let me know (I had.)  By the 
way, Bill.  Your man Scheeren here is doing a great job for us. He’s a member of 
the team.  We couldn’t fight the war without him.”  

And I saw him do this time after time.  “Where’d you go to school?”  With these 
Headquarters types more times than not the answer would be “Army” or “The 
Point”. Then it was a slam-dunk.  Col Shivar had Army-Navy football statistics 
memorized. (Shivar) “I’ll never forget that game in ’53.” (Army 20  Navy 7)   Or, 
with the younger guys he’d start kicking around the prospects for this season’s 
game.  Col Shivar always had the latest pre-season forecasts and the up-to-date 
player stats.  

He came up to visit about once a month.  On his third visit he asked me, “When 
was the last time Major Zero* was here? (Commander, Det 31, 5th Weather 
Squadron, Nha Trang)  “Ah, well sir, he’s never been here.”  (More of an aside) 
“Well, he’ll be here before I come up again or you’ll have a new Detachment 
Commander.”  I had little or no contact with Major Zero*.  He’d call up and ask 
stupid questions like, “What are you doing about your junior Airman Driver 
Education Program?”  Since all of these conversations were via very sporadic 
field phone service I would just whistle into the phone and shout, “Are you 
there?”  (Zero*) “Yes, I can hear you!”   “Hello, Hello Screeeetch….”  (Zero*) “I 
can hear you. I can hear you!”   “Oh, Hell, we’ve been cut off.”   And then I 
would hang up.  It usually took a day or two before he could get through again. 

The word on Major Zero*, via my enlisted men and their conversations with the 
troops in Nha Trang, was that he was a real “boulevardier”.  He was living in 
downtown Nha Trang with a young Vietnamese woman and it was like his last 
chance to go steady. Major Zero* called me and said that he was coming up to 
Dragon Mountain to visit.  “Don’t bother to meet me.  I’ll make my own 
arrangements.  I’ve got contacts.”  (“Hey, make your own gravy”)   

Major Zero* showed up in the Weather tent on the appointed day.  He appeared to 
be in his mid-40s which meant that he had probably been passed over for 
promotion to Lt. Col.   He wore jungle fatigues but it was the first time I had seen 
professionally tailored jungle fatigues (I would later see more in Saigon).  He was 
slender and they fit him like an Armani suit.  I could see cleverly hidden, zippered 
pockets in the sleeves and trouser legs.  On his hip he carried a big .45 automatic.  
What looked so natural on Sgt Walker seemed out of place on Major Zero*.  
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We went down to my hooch and I said, “Major Zero*, I’ll lock up your .45 in my 
wall locker.”  “Oh no!  Nobody separates me from my ‘piece’  ”  I explained to 
him the only time anybody on Dragon Mountain carried a side arm was if he was 
going outside the wire or had just come back inside the wire.  “Our GIs on the 
perimeter pride themselves that there has never been a hostile infiltration of 
Dragon Mountain.”  It didn’t faze him.  He wanted to meet the “top brass” so we 
headed over to the DETOC.   I don’t know how we got past the MP at the 
entrance but the first top NCO who spotted him inside shouted, “Get outside and 
clear that weapon!”  Major Zero* didn’t know how to clear a weapon.  I took it 
from him and handed it to the MP who had finally wakened up.  He ejected the 
clip, cleared the chamber in the sand bagged drum by the entrance, and handed 
the clip and empty weapon back to Major Zero*.  By this time Major Zero* was 
pretty shaken and decided to forgo the visit to the DETOC.  I thought that was a 
good idea. 

We went back down to the Weather tent and Major Zero* wanted to go over to 
the Flight Operations Building.  We met some of my friends, the pilots who were 
just coming back from dangerous missions or getting ready to depart.  Major 
Zero* regaled anyone who would listen about the “perils” of life in Nha Trang.  
“Just last week someone rolled a grenade into a restaurant in downtown Nha 
Trang and wounded a couple of officers.” (It was probably a disgruntled 
American GI).  I noticed that Major Zero* had put the clip back into the  .45 on 
his hip.  I figured, “What the Hell.  All of my pilot friends are armed.  If he makes 
a dumb move they can just shoot the son-of-a bitch.”  He finally departed back to 
Nha Trang.  It took me weeks to live down that visit.   

GOING TO THE BIG CITY 

Lt Col Shivar called and said he wanted me to come down to Saigon.  The 
Commander of the 1st Weather Wing in Hawaii was visiting and they were 
gathering all of the Detachment Commanders and OICs, both 5th Weather 
Squadron and 30th Weather Squadron, to meet him and vice versa.  “Don’t get 
dressed up.  Just uniform of the day.”  I hadn’t been near “civilization” since I left 
Saigon half a year before.  I felt like a “country bumpkin” going to town. 

I stood around talking with some of the other 5th Weather Squadron troops, some 
who I had met at Tropical Met (meteorology) School.  Landis was there from The 
Delta and it was good to see him again and to swap stories.  We really looked out 
of place.  Most of our counterparts from Saigon and the big air bases were in 
sharp uniforms.  I saw more of the “tailored jungle fatigues” with the cute little 
non-standard but accepted add-ons, like the hidden pocket for one’s cigarettes.  
They may have been jungle fatigues but they were clean, pressed, and some 
appeared to be dry-cleaned.  With all the hard scrubbing and exposure to the 
orange clay dust/mud (pick your season) my fatigues and underwear were all the 
same shade of faded, olive/orange drab. 
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All of the 5th Weather Squadron troops, at least, had worn side arms during their 
hitch-hiking travels to Saigon.  We had given them to a top 1st Weather Group 
NCO to lock up in a file cabinet while we were in Saigon.  As we stood there 
talking a young Captain in sharp, pressed Air Force 1505’s, the new poly-blend 
summer uniform (dry clean only) came in.  He was the Detachment Commander 
at Vung Tau.  He carried a standard issue Air Force brief case, brown imitation 
leather.  He set it on a desk and opened it.  I could see a new, clean, .38 caliber 
revolver inside.  He picked it up daintily by the trigger guard and held it like a 
turd.  “Can anybody do something with this?”  This could have been me.  I was 
happy to get back to Dragon Mountain. 

HUMPING THE BOONIES 

Bill Pratt continued to grumble about “missing out on the action.”  I wondered 
whether this was just macho talk.  Why would anyone want to swap the life on 
Dragon Mountain to go out to face the dangers and depravations of the jungle?  
Now that we were in the hooches life was good.  We had good food, we had the 
“Bamboo Club” and good booze, and we were comfortable and safe inside the 
wire.  The NVA lobed an occasional mortar round or two into the base camp but 
none had ever hit the 4th AVN BN area, and besides, we now had sandbagged and 
reinforced bunkers with overhead cover. 

During the afternoon Operations Briefings the news got worse and worse.  The 
NVA had moved more and more troops into our operations area, often via 
Cambodia where we couldn’t go.  U.S. casualties were mounting drastically, most 
crippling in the junior officer command ranks (1st Lieutenants and Captains).  
During the briefing the word was put out, “Any Company grade Infantry officer 
on Dragon Mountain, currently filling a support role, who is looking for 
“command”, should report to the DTOC with his gear.”  I hurried back to the 4th 
AVN BN area to tell Bill Pratt and see what he would do.  He was already gone. 

Bill took command of Company C (“Charlie”), 3rd Battalion, 8th Infantry.  I 
followed his activities during the afternoon Operations Briefings.  He was right in 
the thick of it.  He and his company would go on long patrols, often two and three 
weeks at a time.  They lived in and patrolled the jungle.  It was not so much that 
they were looking for the NVA; they were just waiting for the NVA to find them 
and engage in a fight.  They seldom had to wait long.  I knew where they were 
and what they were doing.  I also knew when they were coming back into the base 
camp to rest up for a few days and re-fit.   

I would show up at Bill’s tent in the Company area on their first evening back 
with a case of cold beer and bottle of Johnnie Walker Red Label Scotch.  Bill was 
always happy to see me and, unlike the classic image of the stressed out combat 
veteran, Bill loved to tell war stories and in the most lurid detail.   
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“I was walking along this trail, tired and not too alert, with my weapon slung on 
top of my shoulder, holding it by the barrel.  Not the most professional combat 
posture I’ll admit.  This Zip jumps out of the jungle right in front of me!  His 
weapon jams and I swung my M-16 like a baseball bat.  ‘Texas Leaguer!’  His 
head exploded like a melon.”  Bill’s mantra was, “I’m lucky.  They’re never 
going to get me.”  He may have been lucky but he was also very good.  He told 
me he moved his troops very slowly through the jungle in a continuous clover-
leaf pattern.  Two patrols would walk parallel, not too far apart, out in front of the 
main body of troops.  At an agreed point ahead one patrol would break right and 
one left and circle back around to rejoin the main force. At the same time two 
patrols had done the same thing but going back over ground they had already 
covered.  The whole rotating, clover-leaf formation moved slowly ahead and 
seldom ran into any undetected ambushes or had anybody sneak up on them from 
behind.   

Bill said they stopped early in the day in a defensible position and dug in deep, 
often cutting down trees to build overhead cover.  Bill said, “I’m in no hurry.  
“Charlie” will find me when he wants to and when he does I’m going to be ready 
to fight and survive.”  About once a week they would cut a landing zone out of 
the jungle and get re-supplied by helicopter.  They would bring ammunition, 
combat supplies, and clean uniforms, socks, and underwear.  Most important were 
the big insulated thermos-like containers of hot food; meatloaf, mashed potatoes, 
gravy, and green beans. The troops would feast on something other than their 
usual cold C-rations.  The end of the meal was always cartons of ice cream, 
chocolate, strawberry, vanilla….ice cream.  The Army Combat Field Operations 
Manual stated, “….all garbage and debris will be policed up and buried so as not 
to divulge a unit’s past location.”  Bill said, “Bull shit.  I told my troops to throw 
the cartons around in plain sight.  Charlie knew where we were.  I wanted him to 
find the empty cartons, kneel down and lick the last sweet drops from the inside.  
With his nylon stocking full of rice tied around his neck, food for a month, I 
wanted him to marvel about an enemy who could bring ice cream out into the 
jungle for its troops.” 

We’d sit and drink and swap stories, mostly Bill’s and then along about mid-night 
it would start.  I’d hear some low, boozy voices outside Bill’s tent, good natured 
arguing, and fun.  Then a young enlisted man, usually black or Latino, would 
stick his head into the tent. “Excuse me Captain Pratt, I don’t want to bother you 
but…..”  “That’s OK Martinez (or Jackson or Slazek).  He always knew their 
names.”  “Well I just wanted to say, I mean a bunch of us wanted to say but these 
jerk-offs are just standing around with their thumbs up their asses….”   And then 
he said what he wanted to say.  “We want to thank you for getting us all back 
alive.  And we killed a bunch of those sons-a-bitches, didn’t we!  Well, anyway, 
whenever you say, we’re ready to go back out in the jungle with you.”  Bill would 
thank him and remind him of his mantra, “I’m Lucky. Stick with me.”  “Take care 
of the troops Sgt. Martinez.  Don’t let them get too drunk….and no fighting!”   
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This would just be the start.  They would come in ones and twos but the message 
was always the same.  “You saved our ass.”  “Don’t leave the Company.  I won’t 
fight with anybody else.”  I never saw any of them kiss his ring but they all 
seemed to back out of the tent. 

Some weeks later on July 23, 1967 Bill and his Company were dug in somewhere 
out west near Plei Ya Bo.  The spot they had picked was right in the path of the 
32nd NVA Regiment comprised of 1200 men. The battle was fierce but as always 
Bill and his troops were well dug in. Charlie Company was not so lucky that day, 
they lost 16 killed in action.  But when they cleaned up the battle field there were 
184 NVA dead.  Bill said, “They were policing up their dead all day.  They had 
“coolies” with big hooks.  They’d run up, hook on to a corpse and drag it away.  
I’d wait until they turned and then I’d pop up out of my hole and shoot them in 
the back.  No telling what the actual body count was.”   

Bill was wounded by a hunk of shrapnel “…about the size of a Zippo lighter hit 
me in the ass.  The perfect wound.  You’re awarded the Purple Heart but if 
anybody asks, you just say, ‘I don’t want to talk about it’.”  He was also awarded 
the Silver Star Medal (the Nation’s third highest. military decoration for valor) for 
“gallantry in action.”  

(NOTE)  If you Google “Plei Ya Bo” today one of the sites that pop up says, 
“Find and Book a Hotel in Plei Ya Bo.” 

THE  M*A*S*H  BASH 

The “Doc”, the 4th AVN BN flight surgeon, was a tall, be-speckled bachelor.  He 
had a glum persona.  About every two or three weeks he’d go into Pleiku to the 
18th Surgical Hospital for a “medical seminar or workshop”.  He would always 
spend the night.  The next day when he returned he’d be smiling, whistling, and 
relaxed.  One of the young Warrant Officer pilots who picked him up said, “I got 
the Doc figured out.  He may be taking medical classes during the day but during 
the night he’s studying “Gross Anatomy”.   I’ve seen some of them and it ain’t 
that gross.” 

The other pilots got on the Doc, “Hey, you can’t keep all of those “Round-eyes” 
for yourself.”  Someone had the idea that we should throw a party in the Bamboo 
Club in honor of the 18th Surgical Hospital nurses and invite them.  The Doc was 
“directed” to set it up.  The date was set.  The draw was:  A party with young, 
bachelor (or willing to say they were) flying officers in an exotic and unique 
Officers Club.  Door-to-door transportation via helicopters. 

 The pilots gathered and were given the rules: 
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a. Everyone would be in the Club early and greet the ladies when they 
arrived. 

b. Everyone would be clean and shaved and appropriately dressed. 
c. No flight suits! – except “party suits”.  (Some of the pilots had “party 

suits” packed away.  These were new flight suits, emblazoned with 
patches and decorations and memorabilia from previous flying units.  
The important thing was, they didn’t smell like a goat skin.) 

d. Everyone would behave like a gentleman and an officer.”  

The day of the party arrived.  The organizers had everything set up and shaped up.  
But, something was missing, some special touch.  We needed some flowers to 
decorate the club!  We lived in the tropics; flowers shouldn’t be a problem.  Big 
John and I were delegated to find flowers.  We were given a large sum of money 
from the Club kitty.  The only rule, “Be here early with as many flowers as you 
can buy. 

We caught a hop into Camp Holloway, an Army aviation unit near Pleiku Air 
Base.  We left our side arms at home since we planned to be mixing with the 
people.  We hitch-hiked a Jeep ride into Pleiku City and started our search for 
flowers.  We walked the streets and visited numerous shops and stores but could 
find no flowers.  Nobody we asked could understand what we wanted.  We were 
offered melons and little pigs and even snakes for sale but no flowers.  Big John 
suggested, “Maybe we should visit some of the bars.  They should know where 
we can buy flowers.”  Sounded reasonable to me. 

We walked into the first bar we came to.  It was dark, and cool and comfortable.  
Most of the customers (all of the customers) were other GIs, mostly enlisted men, 
but we didn’t feel out of place.  And there were also many cute, young 
Vietnamese girls in pretty silk dresses in the bar.  I decided they must have been 
from a nearby Junior College, out on a class field trip to perfect their English 
language skills.  “Hey, Joe. You buy me Saigon Tea?”  (“How’d you know my 
name was Joe?”   “I guessed.”  “Well, if you’re so damn smart then guess who’s 
going to buy you a Saigon Tea.”)  Saigon Tea was not really tea, and it was not an 
alcoholic beverage either.  It was sort of the Vietnamese version of a “Mary 
Jane”.  “Why you no buy me Saigon Tea?”  “I ‘Numba One’ girl.”  “You         
big-time Cheap Charlie! You ‘Numba Ten.’  You Dinky-Dow”.   

Numba 1 and Numba 10 comprised the local grading system where Numba 1 was 
the best and Numba 10 was the worst; nothing in between. I always felt that this 
was unnecessarily restrictive.  I didn’t really believe I was Numba 10 but, 
although I was striving for it, I also realized I was not yet Numba 1. However, I 
hoped that maybe I was Numba 4.8, but it didn’t work that way.  “Dinky-Dow” 
meant, well, just Dinky-Dow. 
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I joined Big John at a nearby table.  He was surrounded by three or four pretty 
Vietnamese girls, one sitting on his lap.  I could see that Saigon Tea had been 
served up all around.  John was asking, “Where can we buy flowers?  Flowers?  
F-L-O-W-E-R-S?  The girls giggled and laughed.  John pointed to the “flowers” 
on the front of the pretty silk dress of the girl sitting on his lap.  She thought he 
was just copping a feel and ordered up another Saigon Tea. 

We didn’t make any progress but we still had lots of money from the club kitty so 
we eventually hit every bar in Pleiku City.  The kitty bought lots of Saigon Tea 
(research) and beer but we never found any flowers.  We made our way back to 
Camp Holloway as night fell.  Big John used his status and got us a helicopter 
ride back to Dragon Mountain.  We jumped in and buckled up for the short ride.  
The pilot came to a bare hover in front of the Operations Building.  It was obvious 
that he didn’t plan to stay long. It was already dark.   

Big John jumped out and ran for the operations building, all crouched over.  I had 
noticed that every one who ever departed or approached a Huey helicopter with 
the blades turning always crouched almost double even though the blade tips were 
way above the height of any normal man.  It was just a survival instinct. That is, 
everybody except the Command Sergeant Major of the 4th Infantry Division, and 
he was well over six feet tall.  He would walk right up to a Huey with the blades 
spinning, ram-rod straight, and start throwing hesitant grunts into the bird.  He 
knew the blades were above his head and besides, he just didn’t give a shit. 

I tried to unfasten my seatbelt and follow Big John but I had a problem.  I 
couldn’t get loose. The seat belt in a Huey helicopter was a basic wide web belt 
with a simple closure of a lever which hooked into an opposing loop.  I couldn’t 
figure it out.  I could see the pilot swiveling around to look at me and speaking 
angrily into his helmet mike.  The Crew Chief came over and flipped his mike to 
the side. “What’ the matter Captain?”  “Ah, I can’t get out of my belt.”  The Crew 
Chief discovered that I had flipped the belt over so the releasing lever was against 
my stomach, covered by the leather flap.  He got it turned around and unhooked 
and shoved me toward the open door.  He grabbed me by the shoulders and 
shouted into my ears, “Run straight away from the bird, don’t turn left or right.  
One end’s OK but the other end has a buzz saw on it.”   Too many people had 
failed to heed this advice and had run into the whirling, invisible tail rotor. 

I ran straight out, crouched over, and up to the Operations Building.  Big John 
was there talking with Captain Doug Mann (Distinguished Flying Cross), the 
Duty Operations Officer.  Doug keyed his radio mike and said, “Army 7403857, 
you’re cleared to depart Dragon Mountain at your own discretion.”  A couple of 
mike clicks in acknowledgement and then Doug said, “And thank you for the ride 
home for our two aviators.”  A short pause and then the pilot came up and said, 
“Correction.  That was one aviator and one Air Force weather man who had to be 
forcibly ejected from the aircraft.”  
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Big John and I caught a lift to the Bamboo Club.  The party was in full swing.  
There were about a dozen young women in pretty dresses either dancing with our 
pilot friends to the tunes of the Supremes or head-to-head at the bar in 
meaningful, heartfelt conversations.  In the summer of 1967 no one had yet seen 
the first TV episode of M*A*S*H; but it was as if thirty people were auditioning 
for the pilot film.  The head nurse, a Major in uniform, was running around 
counting noses.  (I don’t remember her name but I’ll call her Major Houlihan.  I 
won’t even give her an *.)  “Where’s Susie?  Where’s Margie?”  When the 
number of “un-accounted for nurses” exceeded the number of  “accounted for 
nurses” Major Houlihan said, “That’s it. The party’s over.” Some of the pilots 
said, “We own the helicopters. We say when the party is over.”  But saner and 
soberer minds prevailed  (professionally, three or four pilots had been drinking 
soda all night knowing they had to fly the ladies home.)  It didn’t take long to 
round up the wayward nurses and everybody walked rowdily toward the flight 
line.  

The ladies were loaded into the Hueys and with pledges of, “Of course I’ll respect 
you in the morning” and “I’ll come to see you soon” the pilots were herded back 
behind the revetments.  Professionally the pilots didn’t turn a turbine until 
everybody  was well accounted for and clear  (Remember that buzz saw).   We 
never did have another party with the 18th Surgical Hospital nurses. Maybe if Big 
John and I had only been able to find some flowers.  

AND THEN – MORE OF THE SAME 

 The rainy season wore on.  More and more of my original troops rotated and 
were replaced. Other than MSgt Bill Gavers I can’t remember any of the names of 
the new people.  I guess it’s because we didn’t share any meaningful events 
together.  Most all of the work had boiled down to routine.  MSgt Gavers was a 
supper NCO and a very talented weather forecaster.  He took over right where 
MSgt Owens had left off.  I found there was less and less for me to do around the 
Weather tent, except to be there for the afternoon Division Operations briefing.  

I started spending more time out at the fire bases with the CWTs to better learn 
and understand their operation.  Often I would fly out with Rollo.  If the General 
wasn’t onboard he’d let me sit up front in the co-pilot’s seat.  It was like the 
world’s greatest rollercoaster ride.  He would fly as low and as fast as he possibly 
could without catching his skids in the top of the trees.  This reduced his exposure 
time to possible enemy ground fire.  Now you hear him – now he’s gone.  The 
jungle canopy below us was solid and like rolling terrain.  We would swoop up 
over a “hill” at speeds over one hundreds miles per hour and then dive down the 
other side into the “valley”.  There were no solid or dashed white lines painted on 
the tops of the trees.  I’d ask Rollo, “How do you know there won’t be another 
helicopter swooping up the ‘hill’ on the other side (and crash right into us)?”  He 
was always evasive.  “I don’t” or “I just trust to luck”.  There had to be a system.  
I think it was just a big pilot secret. 
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And gradually the wet monsoon turned back into the dry monsoon.  Mud seemed 
to turn into dust overnight.  As predicted by the Engineer Captain in the spring the 
airstrip was installed and we moved into the new operations building early in the 
dry monsoon.  I remember watching my first fixed wing aircraft making an 
approach to land at “Hensel Field” (named in honor of  Warrant Officer Ernest V. 
Hensel, Jr., the first 4th AVN BN pilot killed in action in Vietnam.)  The airplane, 
a small Army dual engine, propeller craft, made a slow, controlled approach, 
wings level, …sparks flying as its propeller tips just clipped the PSP (Perforated 
Steel Planking).  The pilot had failed to lower the landing gear.  He recovered 
quickly and gained altitude and flew away.  He never did land, at least I didn’t see 
him.  I guess he was too embarrassed.  

 (EPILOGUE)   I left my operation at Dragon Mountain in MSgt Gaver’s good 
hands when I departed Vietnam.  We would meet again at the Air Force Global 
Weather Center at Offutt Air Force Base, Nebraska in 1975 or 1976.  He had been 
promoted to Chief Master Sergeant (E-9) by that time, the highest enlisted rank 
(other than “Command” designations).  We had a lot in common; our shared 
experience in Vietnam was one. Also Bill’s wife was French like Irene. Sadly, 
Bill who was a life-long long distance runner died of cancer about six years ago.  
I was able to have this photo below enlarged and sent it to his wife.  

 

Me and MSgt Bill Gavers 

Early in October I left for a week long R & R (Rest and Recuperation) to Hong 
Kong.  I had plenty of money in my Saigon checking account and I changed a lot 
of it into “greenbacks” at the big, sprawling Air Force Base at Cam Rahn  Bay, 
south of Nha Trang from which we departed.  In Hong Kong I lived like a king in 
“The President Hotel” and bought lots of lovely gifts for Irene and the children.   
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I had also carried with me hundreds of dollars to buy state-of-the-art stereo 
equipment for some of my Army friends.  The best deal was at the Navy BX on 
Kowloon.  Kowloon was across the harbor from Hong Kong Island and the ferry 
boat ride over was fascinating, right out of “The World of Susie Wong”.  Chinese 
junks and all kinds of small craft vied for the right of way with the ferry.  I paid 
for the expensive gear but couldn’t pick it up until the day before my airplane 
departed for the return to Vietnam. 

The last three days of my stay were miserable as a typhoon moved steadily toward 
Hong Kong.  (I thought I had left the lousy weather in Vietnam ?)  I was 
scheduled to fly back to Vietnam the next day but the ferry to Kowloon was 
closed down because of the weather.  But I had hundreds of dollars worth of 
stereo gear I had to pick up!  

I went to see the R & R liaison officer.  “You’re going to have to pick up my gear 
and ship it to me when the weather improves.”  He didn’t want any part of that.  
“Do you have to get back to Vietnam right away?”  (Duh! “You answer that 
question.”)  “Do you need to call your boss?”  “Hell, I’m my boss.”  (I don’t even 
know whether Major Zero* knew I was out of the country)  “How’s your money 
holding out?”  “I got lots of money.”  Big talk. The truth is I did have lots of 
money.  The weather had been so bad I hadn’t bought many of the things I had 
wanted to.   “I’m going to authorize you an additional four days of R & R.  You’ll 
fly home next Wednesday.”  Oh Goody!  The weather broke clear and sparkling 
the next day.  I picked up the stereo gear and had four more great days of the good 
life. 

THE HEROES OF NOVEMBER - JIM PAVLICEK 

It was the morning of the 4th of November, 1967.  I woke up, stretched, and 
thought, “I have one more month to go before I am going home!”  I noticed Jim 
Pavlicek was not in his bunk.  I knew he had a night mission.  Hey, how many 
times had I failed to make it home, usually sleeping on the floor of someone else’s 
hooch or tent?  But that was not Jim’s style.  I walked to the Weather “office” 
(now in the Operations Building).  I immediately started to hear talk about “a 
helicopter down the night before”.  “What do you mean DOWN?”   “You mean, 
like, auto-rotated into a clearing in the jungle?”  Helicopters went “down” all the 
time; maybe an engine malfunction; maybe some heavy enemy rounds through 
the turbine.  No big deal.  One of the wonderful features of the Huey helicopter 
was it could “auto-rotate” to the ground with it’s engine shut down or crippled, 
just on the dynamics of lift generated by the wind milling blades.  If this 
happened, then the rest of the “slicks” and “guns” in 4th AVN BN would swarm.  
Woe be to the Viet Cong or NVA soldier who stuck his head out of the bushes. 
The crew would be picked up and later in the day a big Chinoock (a heavy lift 
helicopter shaped like a banana and affectionately called a “Shit Hook”) would fly 
in and sling the crippled helicopter out of the jungle. 
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No, a helicopter had crashed and burned.  Suspected enemy ground fire damage.  
All crew members dead.  It was Jim’s helicopter.  I walked back to the hooch in a 
daze.  I sat in a chair and couldn’t believe what I had heard.  The 4th AVN BN just 
didn’t loose pilots. How many had there been since I had been with the unit?  I 
couldn’t remember.  I didn’t even know Hensel, the guy the new landing strip was 
named after.  I seemed to remember a couple of guys in a small “scout” 
helicopter.  They crashed and were pinned in the bird and it appeared as if the 
NVA or Cong had executed them in their seats.  Even more reason to hunt down 
and kill the dirty bastards.   

As I sat there the Battalion Executive Officer came in and started rummaging 
through Jim’s stuff.  He was packing things into a big box.  “What are you 
doing?”   “I gotta go through Pavlicek’s effects.  We’ll box them up and send 
them back to his family.  Wouldn’t want anything ‘inappropriate’ in there.”  
“What the Hell’s your God damn big hurry?”  I was sad, and I was mad, but I 
shouldn’t have been talking like that to a Lt. Col.  He gave me a sharp look but let 
it go.  I had wanted to go through Jim’s letters myself in hopes of finding his girl 
friend’s name and address.   

They had met at Fort Lewis, Washington just before Jim had shipped to Vietnam.  
Three weeks ago they had rendezvous-ed in Honolulu for a much needed R & R 
for Jim.  I was pretty sure Jim’s family didn’t know anything about her.  Jim and 
his family were very devout Catholics.  I can’t imagine that Jim’s family would 
believe that he had spent a week in Hawaii with his girl friend just surfing.  I 
didn’t get her name and address and I didn’t write her a letter.  I always wondered 
how she found out about Jim’s death.  I hoped it wasn’t just a returned letter with 
DECEASED stamped on the front of the envelop. 
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(EPILOGUE)  Jim’s name is on The Wall (The Vietnam War Memorial in 
Washington, D.C.)  He’s the only person I know on that Wall.  I visit often since I 
live only 25 miles away.  I was last there on November 03, 2009, the 42nd 
anniversary of Jim’s death.  His name is on Panel 29 East, Row 17.  It’s right up 
against the left hand edge, high up.  I can just touch it with my outstretched arm 
and fingers.   

 

We all heard at Dragon Mountain that Jim had been shot down on a gun run on 
the enemy.  He was flying with a brand new Warrant Officer.  I had never even 
met him.  If they were on a gun run then Jim would have been on guns and the co-
pilot would have been flying the aircraft.  That just sounded to us as the way it 
must have been. 

There are many web sites that you can visit that detail the circumstances of a GI’s 
death in Vietnam, especially helicopter pilots.  But the bureaucratic mumbo 
jumbo boggles the mind.  Following is the “Action Report” from one such site: 

“Additional information about this casualty: The other pilot with Pavlicek was 
CW2 Thomas who was at the controls. Robert Shinner was Pavlicek's 
replacement and understudy and was to fly with him the next day. Pavlicek 
screamed pull out 2 1/2 times before they hit. It could have been either target 
fixation or a shot down. They were under heavy fire. Shinner witnessed from the 
wing gun. It was at night in haze but visibility in the area was good at the time. It 
was a fire base being overrun at 1 or 2 in the morning.” 
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Earlier in this same report it states: ‘Short Summary: Night gun run - shot down.”  
However, later in the same report it states: “Casualty type: Non-hostile - died 
while missing.  Other similar web sites list Jim’s death as “Non-Hostile Action”.  
I see such indiscriminant categorization as an insult to the gallant dead and their 
families.  “Dear Mrs. Pavlicek, we regret to inform you that your son James died 
in a bicycle accident.”   

The Vikings said the only way for a warrior to enter into Valhalla was to die with 
a sword in his hand.  Jim Pavlicek died with a sword in his hand that night, firing 
rockets and M-60 rounds into enemy forces attempting to overrun a fire base. 

THE HEROES OF NOVEMBER - BILL PRATT 

About the same time as Jim’s death Bill Pratt turned over command of Charlie 
Company, 3rd Battalion, 8th Infantry.  He came back into the base camp to pack up 
and settle his affairs in preparation for going home. 

Jim’s death occurred during one of the first actions that would evolve into the 
largest battle to date in the Vietnam War. It would last for 19 days of continuous 
fighting.  In the end it would be a significant victory for the American Army but 
at the cost of 489 American troops killed in action. 

The NVA had long been massing forces, four regiments of NVA regulars plus an 
artillery regiment, around the strategic air strip and supply center at Dak To, north 
of Dragon Mountain.  General Peers, interpreting the intelligence situation, started 
moving more and more 4th INF DIV units into the area.  Bill’s old unit, the 3/8th 
Infantry was one of these units.  But General Peers was stretched thin. The 4th INF 
DIV’s area of operations was the largest of any other division in Vietnam, 
stretching over 7200 square miles with 195 miles of border with Cambodia to 
patrol.  He asked General Westmoreland for reinforcements and got them, thereby 
ultimately playing right into the Communists’ hands.  The fighting around Dak To 
was fierce.  The NVA were well dug into the hills around the base camp.  
American soldiers fought ruthlessly to gain the strategic high ground and paid a 
heavy price.  

I went looking for Bill Pratt in his Company area at Dragon Mountain one 
morning. I found the Company First Sergeant in the orderly room.  “Where’s 
Captain Pratt?”  “You tell me.  The crazy bastard is supposed to be on a plane to 
the ZI in less than a week.”  The Sgt related how Bill had hung around the orderly 
room all morning reading SITREPs (Situation Reports) and talking on the field 
phone.  Around mid-morning he grabbed his weapon and pack and headed for the 
door.  “Where you going?”  Bill answered, “I’m catching a hop to Dak To. Col. 
Black* (the 3rd Battalion Commander) needs some experienced help.”  I told him, 
“You’re crazy!  Your war is over.  You did your part.  The only people comin’ 
back from Dak To are in body bags.”   Bill wouldn’t listen to him.  “I should have 
shot him in the leg!”  The tough First Sergeant looked as if he was going to cry.  
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Bill did show up at Dak To and reported to his old Battalion Commander.  His 
reaction was the same as the First Sergeant’s.  “You’re nuts, but I sure can use 
your help.”  Bill was inserted into units that had lost their command element.  All 
of their officers were dead or wounded and most often all of the senior NCOs as 
well.  Bill would rally the troops under severe combat conditions and hold them 
together until a replacement command structure could be gathered.  And he did 
this at element after element, almost continuously for three days.  In the end the 
Battalion Commander forced him onto a helicopter (some said at gun point but I 
don’t believe that) and said, “Get your ass back to Dragon Mountain and go 
home.  Thank you.” 

The Battle of Dak To cost the NVA dearly.  General Peers estimated that with the 
carnage from the bombing and constant artillery barrage added to the actually 
body count in face-to-face combat (1644) the toll could be close to 4000.  
However, human life was cheap for the NVA.  They had achieved their objective.  
The battle drew a significant number of U.S. forces away from the coastal cities 
and allowed the  NVA to infiltrate into these towns.  This set up the Tet Offensive 
which began a few months later in early 1968. 

Bill came looking for me in our Weather section of the Operations Building just 
before he departed Dragon Mountain to start home.  We shook hands and said, 
“Stay in touch.”  There were no long goodbyes in Vietnam. 

(NOTE)  In all my research for this story, visiting many web sites, I never saw 
one mention of Bill’s role at Dak To.  That’s not surprising since he wasn’t 
supposed to be there.  However, I heard too many accounts from too many 
different people who made it back from Dak To alive not to believe the heroic  
service he performed there. 

(EPILOGUE) Bill and I did stay in touch.  Irene and I and the children relocated 
to Illinois where I was assigned to Scott Air Force Base.  Bill passed through once 
alone  and stayed with us.  Then he and his wife Frances and their two sons 
showed up in a small truck camper and slept in our driveway for a couple of days.  
Irene liked Frances and all the kids got along great. 

Bill was promoted to Major at least two years before I was. He went back to 
Vietnam for a second tour.  I don’t know where he was or the job he did but as a 
major it was probably the kind he detested, “…pushing paper around.”  We didn’t 
see each other for a number of years and a number of assignments.  Then 
sometime in the late 1970s I was TDY (temporary duty) in Washington, D.C.  Bill 
was stationed somewhere nearby, maybe at the Pentagon.  We made arrangements 
to meet at Fort Myer, the big Army base in Virginia, across the river from 
Washington, D.C.  
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I waited in the “casual bar” downstairs in uniform.  I had been promoted to Lt. 
Col. (O-5).  Bill arrived looking sharp as usual in his Class A uniform.  With his 
CIB, Silver Star, and Purple Heart on his chest, as well as a Vietnam Service 
Medal with as many campaign stars as it could hold, he drew some approving 
glances from around the bar in this peace time Army officers club. 

Bill had not been promoted to Lt. Col. and was still a Major. The Army just 
doesn’t seem to know how to use its best warriors in peacetime.  He said he was 
pretty sure he would be able to finish out his 20 years and retire but after that he 
didn’t know what he would do. He and Frances had been divorced for some years.  
We joked, as we often did in Vietnam, “Well I can always go and be a mercenary 
in Central America.”   This was not so far fetched.  While we were in Vietnam we 
had known an “old” Army Captain.  He was old because he had spent so much 
time selling his services to the highest bidder in the banana republics south of the 
border. 

(NOTE)  I have a friend from my old home town of Naples, New York, Fay 
Domm.  He retired as a Warrant Officer in the Army Special Forces after multiple 
tours in Vietnam.  He worked as a military advisor for the King of Saudi Arabia 
for a couple of years after he retired.  I see him every year when I go to Naples for 
the “All Classes Reunion Dinner”.  He still does 150 sit-ups a day and looks as if 
he could go to war tomorrow. 

We drank and swapped old stories about our days together in Vietnam.  Finally 
Bill said,  “You know Fritz, I ran into Sergeant Major Rose* a number of years 
back.”  I recognized the name as the top NCO in the 3rd of the 8th during our time 
in Vietnam.  “He was one of the few members of the Command Element to come 
out of Dak To alive.”  He sipped his drink and considered what he was, or was not 
going to tell me.  “He told me that he had personally seen Col. Black* writing me 
up for the Distinguished Service Cross.”   

(NOTE) The Distinguished Service Cross (DSC) is the second highest military 
decoration that can be awarded to a member of the United States Army, awarded 
for extreme gallantry and risk of life in actual combat with an armed enemy force.  
It is second only to the Medal of Honor. 

“He told me the recommendation got blown up along with Col Black* and about 
everything else in the 3rd  of the 8th.”   We sat for a while in silence.  Then he said, 
“It’s just like I once told you Fritz.  The CIB is the only meaningful military 
decoration.  All the others just mean that someone thought you were a hero and 
wrote it down on a piece of paper which  made it through channels.”   I don’t 
know whether or not the DSC would have salvaged Bill Pratt’s military career.  It 
sure couldn’t hurt.  
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That was the last time I saw Bill Pratt.  We tried to stay in touch but ours was not 
a correspondence type of friendship.  A number of years later I was again TDY, 
this time in San Antonio, Texas.  I wondered whether Bill had moved back.  I 
called every William Pratt and Bill Pratt in the city phone book with no luck.  One 
call, I asked for Bill Pratt, “That’s my dad but he’s busy; he can’t come to the 
phone right now.”  I asked, “Was your dad in the Army?”  He said yes he was.  I 
explained who I was and I heard him yell, “Hey Dad, you better take this.  It’s 
some guy you were in the war with.”  A voice came on the phone.  It was Bill 
Pratt who had served during the Korean War. 

A few years ago I was Googling around, looking for Bill Pratt.  I hit on something 
that said “William Pratt (no middle initial) 4th Infantry Division (no unit or 
service/campaign years) was deceased in (either) 1998 or 1999.”   During 
research for this story I could not find that site again.  

I’M NOT SHORT, I’M NEXT 

SHORT!  As defined earlier, short generally referred to one’s remaining time in 
Vietnam, or more specifically, one’s remaining time at Dragon Mountain.  But it 
had many other interpretations to many other people.  It could be a declaration.  It 
could be a salutation or acknowledgement.  It could be an excuse.  It could be a 
name.  But in short (no pun intended) it was a single word sentence understood by 
every GI in Vietnam. 

A young GI would enter the chow hall, stop, and at the top of his lungs yell 
SHORT!  Or the same GI might walk up to a table full of friends with his tray of 
food and they, as one man, would shout SHORT!  As an excuse, “I’m too short 
for this kind of shit.” Or, “I’m so short I don’t have time for long conversations.”  
There was really no finite length of time that constituted being short.  Being short 
was in the mind of the beholder. However, it was considered bad luck (or bad 
taste) to call oneself short too soon.  And you were constantly monitored and 
corrected by your peers.  “What do you mean you’re short?”  I’m short!  If I had 
as much time left as you I’d slit my throat.”  It was a name.  “Don’t call me Jones; 
call me Short.”  Some GIs would even go to the trouble and expense to have new 
black embroidered name tapes made up with “Short” and sew them on their 
fatigues (well, maybe one set of fatigues.) 

Most GIs had some kind of “Short-timers Calendar”.  This was just a means of 
keeping track of how long you had been in Vietnam and therefore, how long you 
still had to go.   One typical and classic design was the silhouette of a shapely 
(and presumably naked) young woman.  She was sitting in profile like on a beach, 
arms behind her supporting herself and legs bent at the knee. The image was 
divided up into 52 segments.  Each week the GI would shade in one of the 
segments with a pen or pencil.  It was then just a matter of counting the shaded 
areas (how many weeks have I been here?) or the open areas (how many weeks 
do I have to go.)   
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Short-Timer’s Calendar 

Early in my tour I had carved a small “baseball bat”, about 5 inches long, out of 
soft wood.  I wove a “boondoggle” cord loop that I tied to the grip end.  Every 
week I would cut a notch in this bat, always on Friday.  There were notches down 
the four sides, thirteen notches to a side.  13 X 4 = 52.  By counting the notches I 
knew how many weeks I had been in Vietnam and therefore how many I had to 
go.  I carried this “bat” with me at all times, sometimes twirling it on my finger by 
the loop.  And the nice thing was, I didn’t even have to look at it.  I could be 
standing in the briefing room waiting to go on, reach my hand into my pocket and 
run my thumb nail down the notches.  I knew the completed rows each had 13 
notches.  All I had to do was count the “in-work” row.  I still have it.  There are 
three rows of 13 notches each, and one row of 12 notches.  I never cut the last 
notch.  I didn’t have to; I was going home. 

Eventually, one could finally say what he had waited so long to say, “I’m not 
short, I’m next.”  This meant that he was the next person to leave from his unit or 
his group of friends.  And only then could he start counting his time left in days.  
And really, it was just the number of days left at Dragon Mountain.  That was the 
important thing.  The rest was just transit time.  The day that one departed Dragon 
Mountain did not constitute a day, regardless of what time you left.  So, if it was 
December 03 and you were scheduled to depart Dragon Mountain on December 
06 at 05:00 PM you had, “…three days and a wake-up.”    

It was a great vocabulary and one unique (at that time) to the GIs in Vietnam.  
There was no place for it in a peace time operation or even anywhere outside 
Vietnam regardless of the war situation.  I haven’t thought about or said any of 
these things in the last 42 years but they all came flooding back to me, often in the 
middle of the night.  (Oh yes.  You don’t know how much sleep I have lost 
writing this story)  I wonder if the GIs in Iraq and Afghanistan use the same 
lexicon today?  I wouldn’t be surprised.  
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I was next, so therefore I was……  “I Think, Therefore I Am”  (René Des Cartes, 
1637)  “I Next, Therefore I Short”  (Fritz Scheeren, 1967).  My replacement 
arrived.  I think his name was Captain Smith but like I said, I don’t remember the 
names of the replacement troops other than MSgt Gavers.  Anyway, I’ll call him 
Captain Smith*.  He was my “turtle”.  I don’t think I ever introduced him as that 
but I could have.  “This is my turtle.” It simply meant “This is my replacement.”  
I don’t know how the term was derived.  It could be a very incorrect referral to the 
classic Aesop’s Fable,  “The Tortoise and the Hare” where the hare (rabbit) taunts 
the tortoise (turtle) for being so slow and runs ahead in the race.  But in the fable 
the “turtle” finally won by being “slow and steady”.  It never happened that way 
in Vietnam.   

It was time for me to go.  All of my original Weather troops were gone.  My best 
friends were gone.  Bill was gone.  Rollo was gone.  Jim was gone (way too soon.  
He was only 25 years old).  I had accomplished a lot.  I’d gotten our Weather 
Operations up off the ground.  I’d gotten myself up off the ground!  I had helped a 
lot of other people to “get up off the ground”, in one way or another. I’d helped 
design and implement our Weather Operations section in the new Flight 
Operations Building.  I really couldn’t think of what else there was left to do.  

Of course there was plenty left to do.  I was confident in MSgt Gavers to take care 
of the unit and not let anything back-slide.  I didn’t have the same confidence in 
Captain Smith*. He really didn’t seem to be interested.  He admitted “…I just 
gotta get done with this tour and then I’m getting out of the Air Force.”  He said 
he had a successful business operating back home, one that was making money 
for him every day he was in Vietnam.  He wanted to tell me about it; felt there 
was a place in his organization for me.  I was too short to listen to him.  It was 
some new venture called Amway.  He wasn’t interested in hearing my “lessons 
learned”.  And that was probably OK; everyone has to learn his own lessons. 

I figured he would move into my spot in the hooch, if he wanted to.  I would leave 
him all of my furniture.  I wondered what his memories would be?  Everything 
was done by the time he arrived.  He didn’t have to build any furniture.  He didn’t 
have to steal and scrape to get up off the ground.  What would be his joys with 
every little advance, like getting a floor under his feet?  I really felt sorry for the 
guy.   

GOING HOME 

I started my trip down country.  I was traveling light and I’d get lighter.  Most 
everything I wanted to keep I had shipped home in my wooden foot locker, my 
extra boots, my survival knife, some things I had bought in Hong Kong.  I had 
returned my trusty .38 caliber revolver to the Army.   
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All I carried with me were enough clothes to get out of Vietnam, some gifts for 
Irene and the Kids (the foot locker would take a couple of months) and some 
civilian clothes, including the midnight blue, silk and mohair suit that  was tailor 
made for me in Hong Kong.  I was meeting Irene in Las Vegas on the way home. 

As usual it took me two or three hops and hitch-hiking to get to Saigon.  I stayed 
overnight at two bare-bones “visiting officers’ quarters” on the way south.  My 
uniforms were finished.  They were dingy with ground in dirt.  The collars were 
frayed and ragged.  Baby San’s neat stitching on rips and tears were evident.  
Each morning I’d wake up, take a shower and shave, put on clean clothes, rip the 
name tape off my jungle fatigue shirt and throw the whole nasty mess, fatigue 
uniform, underwear, and socks, under the bed.   

Finally I was sitting on the big commercial jet plane ready to depart Vietnam soil 
for the last time, almost one year to the day since I had arrived.  As I waited I 
thought back over the many events of the past year.  Some of those events are 
recorded here in this story.  I’m sure there must have been others, some good and 
some bad; however, this is what I remember - RVN 1967.  
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