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The Third Tour Journal 
Planning My Return to Viet-Nam 

 

In Memory of Jack O’Neil 

 
At approximately 1700 hours 31 January 2015, Jack O’Neil died.  Jack was my best friend.  We first 

met on the airstrip at Quan Loi in September 1968, as I arrived to temporarily replace him as PSYOP 

team leader with the 2d Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile).  A few months later, Jack moved to 

start up a new team with the 82d Airborne Division, and I returned to Quan Loi to take over his Team.  

He was a tough act to follow. 

 

Jack and I had long discussed returning to ‘Nam together, but it simply couldn’t happen.  Over the past 

few months, as my trip solidified and his health continued to deteriorate, we talked long and often 

about the trip, about the places I’d visit.  He wanted me to take the tour for both of us, an honor I 

gladly accepted.  He thought he might die before I left, and we agreed I’d take some of his ashes back 

to Quan Loi if at all possible.  Over the past few weeks, he seemed to strengthen, and the “ashes” 

idea became a new source of humor for us; we won’t go into that here.  We had no idea that he’d pass 

so close to our actual departure time; who could know?  I wish I could have honored his wishes and 

return some of his ashes to the place we met, but it wasn’t going to happen. 

 

 

Jack O’Neil 
 25 December 1948 – 31 January 2015 

With his loving Granddaughter Cadence 

 

SGT Jack O’Neil 
Returning from Ground PSYOP Mission 

III CTZ, Ca. 1968-69 
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The funny thing about our friendship is that we came to generally dislike each other in ’68 and early 

’69, but we couldn’t remember why.  When we reconnected in 1989 in Washington DC, we couldn’t 

remember why our feelings had been hostile because we had good memories of our time in ‘Nam; it 

was so good see him and we rekindled a friendship that had started well but then deteriorated.  For 

the last 26 years, our friendship was the best of my life.  We shared a special bond, we saw each 

other through hard times, we chewed each other’s butts when it was needed, and we commiserated 

with each other to cover our pain.  We shared the pain of the deaths of fellow ‘Nam veterans, and 

talked about our own futures, how we wanted things to be.  We kept each other up when we were 

down, and we stood tall and strong when the other needed that strength.  I guess that is what 

friendship is about.   

 

We served in the same unit, but were widely separated by our team assignments.  Jack replaced me 

on Operation Montana Raider, the massive joint infantry-armor operation in the Michelin Rubber 

plantation during which I was wounded in April ‘69; he replaced me on the operation and was himself 

wounded.  He suffered to his last day with his injuries.  Jack has lived a hard life, but he did it with 

grace, class, and dignity.  

 

You’ll read later in this journal about the Robert McClure Gold Medal that I was awarded; Jack was 

awarded the McClure Gold Medal at the same time.  That is brotherhood at its best, recognizing our 

service, our work, and our commitment as veterans and as Psywarriors for nearly 50 years.  Long life, 

Brother Jack! 

 

Jack, this return for my “Third Tour” of Viet-Nam is in honor of you.  You haven’t been gone long, but  I 

am missing you already.  It does “mean something.”  But, we both know that it always did.  

 

You’re home, now, Jack.  No more pain, no more worries.  You’re safe now.  Welcome Home.  RIP, 

Brother. 
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The Route of the Third Tour 

5-16 February 2015 
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How It All Started 

 

My second tour in Viet-Nam ended in July 1969.  It ended shortly after my discharge from the 6th 

Convalescent Center hospital at Cam Ranh Bay, when I returned to my company headquarters and 

found a letter telling of the death of a very special aunt.  Between the Red Cross and the Army, I made 

it home one full day following her funeral.  Shortly thereafter, I received orders to Ft. Bragg, NC.  My 

time in “the Nam” was truly over.  Once I reported at Ft. Bragg, I knew only that my war was over and I 

never wanted to go back to such a place.  But, that was long ago, I was younger, and things are 

different now. 

 

“Why would you want to go back there?”  “Didn't get enough when you were there last time?”  “Do you 

really want to relive all that?”  “Why waste any time or money on that third-world hell hole?” 

 

I can't begin to count the number of times people have asked me those very questions.  There are 

days when I have answers, and days when I don't.  On those “answer” days, I trot out the words, but 

sometimes they don't make a lot of sense, either to me or the person with whom I'm speaking.  It is 

worse when I ask myself the questions.....my answer changes depending on the day or who I've been 

talking to.  Some days I just don’t answer.  There is really nothing to say. 

 

My thoughts have gone back to the real things that happened over 45 years ago, during my first and 

second tours in Viet-Nam.  When I think about them, I still “hear” the screaming of Viet Cong and 

North Viet-Namese regulars assaulting our wire, the muzzle flashes of their AK-47's winking like 

deadly Christmas lights; still “see” the place where a senior 1st Infantry Division NCO died at Quan Loi 

when a ChiCom mortar round exploded next to his head; vividly recall the radio traffic with the 

panicked voice of a young American tank driver whose other crew members were dead, NVA soldiers 

crawling all over his tank trying to get inside and kill him.  I vividly remember flying into LZ Dot, and 

seeing the bodies of several dead Americans covered in ponchos awaiting evacuation; they had been 

killed only hours before by North Viet-Namese sappers who penetrated Dot with grenades and satchel 

charges.  I remember the sweltering heat of napalm strikes on enemy concentrations a hundred yards 

away, and recall the tremendous blast of 500 pound bombs shattering tree lines full of enemy soldiers 

and weapons.   

 

There are painful memories of putting American bodies in plastic bags; the smells of dead human 

beings, friend or enemy; dragging enemy dead to a hastily dug burial trench, holding my breath 
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against the sickening odors of human decay.  I remember vividly the morning before Christmas 1967 

at Thunder IV when our troops killed dozens of Viet Cong who were assaulting our positions, only to 

die in a fury of automatic weapons and tank cannon fire.  The bodies bloated in the sun, and we had to 

bury them.  I remember the disbelief that enemy forces overran a US position at the top of Nui Ba Den 

and killed 23 Americans, and then escaped almost completely unblooded; even more unbelievable 

was their replacement with no more security or firepower than they’d had before.  More vividly, I 

remember that day in April 1969 when enemy machinegun and grenade fire wounded so many of us, 

me included, and how terrifying it was lying helpless on the ground, unable to defend myself.  That 

morning in the Michelin Plantation included wounded Americans being shot by an enemy sniper, 

sounds and feelings that never really go away.  There are few sounds worse than that of a bullet 

striking flesh and bone.  You never forget that.  I remember these things, and they are hard memories, 

even 45 years later.  And yes, they often keep me awake at night. Those memories never die, nor will 

a thousand others that periodically visit without warning. 

 

So many people have asked “why don’t you just forget about itf?”  As if it were that easy!  These are 

life-altering experiences, memories so profound and otherwise unimaginable that they simply cannot 

be forgotten.  Civilians can’t understand that, mostly because they’ve never experienced anything lilke 

it.  I guess we have to understand that; they don’t seem to be under the same obligation, but that is 

their problem, not ours.  So, when others ask the questions, it seems any answer I might offer is really 

meaningless.  Not that they aren't well-intentioned, but they could never understand.  They’ve never 

experienced days like those, never acquired such memories, or tried to go back to sleep when sleep 

brought the memories back with a vengeance.  I guess the real answer is that I'm going back for me, 

for the memory of my friends who now live only in memory and on the “Wall,” for my fellow veterans 

who know what we experienced and can't or won't do it for themselves.  Now, and more especially, I’m 

going back in honor of Jack O’Neil. 

 

World War I veterans have returned to the battlegrounds in France and Belgium retracing their steps, 

remembering their losses and pain at such places as Chateau-Thierry, Belleau Wood, and Verdun.  

Beginning in the '60's, many American veteran warriors began returning to the scenes of their wars in 

the Pacific, the Aleutians, England, and the battle-devastated lands of continental Europe.  As the 

veterans aged, the “returns” became increasingly emotional for many as they brought family members 

with them to visit the American cemeteries, mourn again at the graves of long-dead friends, and gaze 

over the killing fields long turned green and peaceful. 
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So it is now for many Viet-Nam war veterans.  On their return, many speak of feeling the ghosts of 

those long-ago battles, the eerie quiet of the battlegrounds in the Central Highlands, the Khe Sanh 

plateau, the Ashau and An Lao valleys, Ia Drang’s killing fields, the Michelin rubber plantations and 

triple canopy jungle, the mountains, rice paddies, hamlets and villages through which we patrolled, 

lived, and sometimes died.  We never forget the sense of anticipation of incoming mortars and 

rockets, of looking outside the concertina wire and seeing the distant parachute flares at night, the 

flash and rumble of air strikes, artillery, red and green tracers, and the thundering rumble of B-52 

strikes. 

 

So, going back to 'Nam was just something that was in my mind, but it wasn't “real” in any sense until 

my buddy Jerry White returned to 'Nam in 2009.  Taking his wife Carolyn, Jerry revisited his old haunts 

at Cu Chi, site of the massive underground tunnel complexes that drove American military forces 

crazy for years.  Jerry and Carolyn traveled extensively throughout the former South Viet-Nam, visited 

Hanoi in the north as well as Cambodia.  When they shared their photographs of the journey, it 

seemed to make sense to reconsider my own return.   

 

 

                          

That thought led to discussions with my youngest son, Ryan.  A member of the USAF-Reserve 

L – R:   Jerry Brown, 23d  Infantry, Jerry 

White, 25
th

 Infantry, Chad Spawr, 1
st

 

Infantry, 1
st

 Cavalry,  4
th

 PSYOP Group.   

All served in Viet-Nam at the same time. 

 



7 

stationed in Colorado, I believed he would have an understanding of how a military veteran would 

experience a former combat environment.  While he and I spoke of it often, I always pulled back; I just 

couldn't bring myself to commit.  There was a deep and abiding fear of the ghosts, the memories, and 

the fear of something that happened long ago.  It wasn't the cost, and it wasn't the time involved.   

 

Finally, in early 2014, my USAF NCO son said to me 

“Dad, shit or get off the pot.  Either do it or stop talking 

about it.”  I guess he knew me better than I'd thought.  

That kick in the butt was just what I needed.  He was 

right.  Nobody else had put it that way.  My friends who'd 

returned spoke of how good the trip was, how the 

damage we'd inflicted over there was almost impossible 

to see, how our old base camps had been reclaimed by 

nature or by economic development.  Their descriptions 

were as tourists who'd quickly looked past the memories 

of a violent tour of duty.  I'm glad they could “get there.”    

 

 

Ryan C. C. Spawr 

We left on 5 February 2015.  

 

 

Some Context and Background for the Third Tour 

 

The context for a “Third Tour” is the two tours I served in 'Nam from October '67 to July '69.  I arrived 

in Bien Hoa in the dark of night.  Shortly after arrival, the Viet Cong assaulted and attempted to 

capture the provincial town of Loc Ninh, located near the Cambodian border about 65 miles north of 

Saigon.  I was snapped up by the 1st Infantry Division and sent with three battalions of infantry to take 

the town back and destroy VC forces whenever found.  It was terrifying, and I saw my first dead 

enemy and American soldiers.  I heard about Robert Stryker, who covered an enemy grenade with his 

body, dying to protect his fellow soldiers.  He was later awarded the Medal of Honor posthumously.  

Who could understand such bravery, such selflessness to face death to save his fellow soldiers? 

 

After several hard days, major combat was finished and the infantry engaged in mopping up remaining 

enemy resistance in and around the town, as well as in the “boonies” between Loc Ninh and the 

Cambodian border.  US infantry battalions were inserted to provide blocking forces to prevent the 

 



8 

enemy’s retreat to Cambodia.  I was then sent to the 2d Civil Affairs Company, which reassigned me 

to the 1st Brigade, 1st Infantry Division located at Phuoc Vinh.  Shortly thereafter, the Brigade relocated 

to Quan Loi. 

 

 

 

In late November '67, the 1st Infantry Division 

opened the Quan Loi base camp.  Built around 

a dirt runway in the middle of a rubber 

plantation, the area had been used by American 

forces for several months, but it was 

consolidated and enlarged into a major combat 

base.  I was at Quan Loi when the '68 Tet 

Offensive was launched.  We were mortared 

and rocketed almost continuously for several 

days and weeks, and the base camp 

experienced periodic ground assaults which 

were all repulsed.  Since every soldier is first 

and foremost a rifleman, I participated in a 

range of base defense activities, and again 

participated in giving and taking hostile fire.  Hell 

of an experience for a 20 year old college drop 

out.  

SP4 Chad Spawr, Quan Loi Base Camp in late ‘67 
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Quan Loi late ’67.  Troop billeting areas were in the trees to the left.  Cambodia is in the 
distance to the west end of the runway. 

Quan Loi looking due north toward Loc Ninh (ca. 20 miles distant).  Troop billeting areas 
and TOC were to the right in the trees (outside the area of this picture).  Note the red color 
of the soil.  It got everywhere! 
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In the spring of '68, I was detached from the 1st 

Infantry and sent to nearby An Loc as a member 

of MACV Advisory Team 47.  An Loc was the 

capitol of Binh Long Province, a strategically 

important province bordering Cambodia, and the 

scene of extensive heavy combat only a few 

years later.  
 

Downtime at the MACV 47 team clubhouse.  L-R:  Chad 
Spawr, USAF Team Medic Schultz, unknown, PFC Chuck 
Transue 

 

I stayed with the advisory team until late summer '68.  By then, I was nearing the end of my first tour, 

and decided to extend for a second tour.  I applied for a second tour of duty on the condition I be 

transferred to a different unit.  I transferred to the 6th Psychological Operations Battalion, 4th 

Psychological Operations Group, located in Bien Hoa.  After nearly a year in the field, I wanted an 

office job with a bed, showers, cold beer, clean clothes, and regular food.  The Battalion CO shook my 

hand and personally welcomed me to the 6th PSYOP Battalion.  He told me I was a good deal for 

them......I had combat and weapons experience, I spoke the language, and I was eligible to lead one 

of his newly-formed “field teams.”  Should have known it was too good to be true.   

 

Oh, for sure I worked from an office for a couple of weeks, evaluating incident and contact reports filed 

by infantry units in contact with enemy forces; from these the 6th Battalion could develop PSYOP 

messaging for application where deemed necessary.  At first, it was interesting, but then it got boring 

real fast.  I was selected as “aircrew” to fly dozens of aerial leaflet and speaker missions over III CTZ, 

many of which took heavy automatic weapons fire from NVA and VC ground forces; more than once 

we came back with combat damage to the planes.  I quickly flew enough missions that I earned both 

Aircraft Crewman wings and an Air Medal.  That is a lot of flying in a short time.   Having clean clothes, 

hot showers, a real bed, good food, and an NCO club with cheap booze was great, but it got very very 

very boring.  Getting medals was pretty cool, but itnhindsight, I should have kept my mouth shut about 

being bored.   

 

The Battalion CO told me one day that he needed a new team leader for the 1st Cavalry Division's 2d 

Brigade, and he wanted me to go “up there” and take over the small team.  When I asked “where up 
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there?” he said “Quan Loi.”  Unbelievable.  By the end of the day, I was on a helicopter back to Quan 

Loi.  Just before I left, however, he promoted me to Sergeant; I thought that was pretty cool.  I was 

now officially a non-commissioned officer.  With three stripes, I thought I’d really scored big.  Well, I 

guess I had, but I was still going back to Quan Loi. 

 

Long story short, my stay back at Quan Loi was short-lived.  I arrived in January '69, and the Brigade 

moved south to Lai Khe in February.  I began operating with my team in support of the Cav’s 

maneuver battalions as far north as Chon Thanh, as far south as Bear Cat, east toward Dong Xoai, 

and as far west as Dau Tieng and Tay Ninh.  These were complex operations involving various 

infantry units, aviation units, and artillery bases (known in the Cavalry as “Landing Zones” or LZ's).  My 

team ran a variety of operations which included both aerial and ground missions.  In late March '69, 

my Huey was shot down between Lai Khe and Dau Tieng.  The pilots executed a skilful autorotation 

(controlled crash) which we all survived with some cuts and bruises.  Two weeks later, I joined the 

joint infantry-armor operation known as “Operation Montana Raider.”  Departing from Dau Tieng into 

the Michelin Plantation, our goal was the location and destruction of the headquarters of the 7th NVA 

Division.  Suffice it to say, they found us a couple of times, the worst being on 18 April '69, at which 

time I was one of 69 American wounded, while 17 were killed.  It was a bad day. 

 

After a few weeks in several Army hospitals, I received word of a death in my family.  The Army and 

the Red Cross got me home, but I missed the funeral by a day.  I was pretty well recovered from my 

injuries, but had no desire to go back to 'Nam.  I contacted the Army at the Pentagon, applied for an 

early return to the States, and got it approved. I was ordered to report to Ft. Bragg, NC, where I 

arrived in July '69.   

 

In 1971, I applied to return to 'Nam with the Phoenix program to continue rooting out the VC political 

infrastructure.  I'd been trained in Counterintelligence at Ft. Holabird, MD, and was actually enroute to 

departure when my father was seriously injured in a car accident.  I remained stationed in Michigan for 

the remaining 2 years of my military service.  I was honorably discharged from the Army on 29 August 

1973. 

 

And, that is the background context for the February 2015 Third Tour of Viet-Nam. 
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Advance Preparation 

One doesn't just decide to go to Viet-Nam, jump on a plane and go.  As anybody who has traveled 

overseas knows, there is a lot to plan.   

 

One fellow put me in touch with a lady in Hanoi named Nguyen Hai Ngoc.  Ba Ngoc specializes in 

arranging comprehensive tours for individuals and groups of veterans.  An incredibly helpful and 

friendly person, Ngoc took my list of desired locations and organized proposed itineraries for our visit.  

She also suggested some additional locations which I agreed to add.  These additions were the 

floating markets in the Mekong delta, and the tunnel complex at Cu Chi.  I spent very little time in the 

Mekong River delta during my two tours, but both the delta and the market are things I wanted my son 

to experience.  After all, it is his trip also, right?  Having been in tunnels in 'Nam during both tours, I 

never need to see another one, but I want my son to experience that as well. 

 

After several revisions, we settled on a final 

itinerary, but even here, Ba (Mrs.) Ngoc made it 

clear that the travel plan was as flexible as 

needed to assure that we would be able to visit 

the places important to me.  (A copy of the final 

itinerary is appended to this journal.)  Given the 

information from other vets, and the planning 

work that Ba Ngoc was able to do, it was clear 

that not only would we need a guide, but we'd 

also need a driver.   

 

Nguyen Hai Ngoc 
Tour Planner, FunInVietnam 

Interestingly, all overnight accommodations and breakfast are included in the total fee for her services.  

As planned, it appears we have to spend money for a few key tours, some souvenirs, a few lunches 

and dinners, and tips for our driver and guide.  All in all, it was a really good travel plan at a very 

reasonable price.  I highly recommend Nguyen Hai Ngoc and her company, FunInVietnam, to any 

veteran seeking a return “tour.”  Her contact information is be appended to this journal. 

 

My local travel agent, a lady I've worked with for many years here in Michigan, made quick work of the 

flight reservations.  I had tried to plan my own air travel online via Delta airlines, but the costs were 

ridiculous and they wouldn't allow us to reserve specific seats.  Made no sense to me.  When my 
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travel agent was finished, we had an excellent routing to and from 'Nam, with reserved seats, and at a 

price I could never achieve on line.  

 

My two previous tours in 'Nam had left me with some medical issues, the more significant of which are 

still with me today.  These include a bout with Hepatitis A from bad water, a mild case of malaria, and 

some “downstream” effects of prolonged exposure to the dioxin poison contained in Agent Orange.  I 

was naturally concerned about both my son and I being protected as much as possible from 

contagious diseases, but here the news was pretty favorable.  My VA Clinic doctor determined that I 

would need inoculation against Hepatitis B and C, an oral Typhoid prophylaxis, and oral medication to 

protect against malaria.  My son's medical needs were addressed by his USAF doctors, my VA doctor 

provided me with the shots and oral meds, and that set of issues was resolved quickly and easily.  It is 

a far cry from the painful program of inoculations I experienced in 1967 in preparation for my first tour; 

I don't remember how many shots I received, but my arms were very sore for several days after.  This 

was definitely better! 

 

In summary, taking my relatively structured approach to the planning process for this trip resulted in 

virtually all major tasks being completed, or ready for completion, a few months in advance of the 

actual trip.  This prevents last-minute mistakes and oversights that leave necessary things at home.  I 

hate when I do that! 

 

What to Pack, What Not to Pack 

When I left for 'Nam in October '67, I took one US Army regulation issued duffel bag stuffed with my 

required military clothing, and a small carry-on gym bag with some snacks, my personal hygiene gear,  

a small camera and batteries, some writing paper, envelopes, pens, pictures of my girlfriend, a couple 

paperbacks, and a K-Bar combat knife.  Some of the guys had handguns in their bags, most had big 

knives, and I imagine somebody brought on some controlled substances.  That was '67, and things 

have changed.  So, no firearms, and no big combat knives this time.  My pocket knife for sure, but only 

packed in our “check” bag that goes into the baggage section.  I probably won't need a gun. 

 

One item to be packed which has not been mentioned is my set of maps.  While in 'Nam from '67 to 

'69, I used a variety of US military tactical maps for the areas in which I was working.  These were 

used for land and air navigation, operational planning, and for calling in medical evacs, air and artillery 

strikes, and for any other purpose a map was needed.   Studying the maps has rekindled many 

memories.  I can readily find the places where I was ambushed, or where I ambushed others; the map 



14 

around Dau Tieng shows me the Michelin Plantation area where I was wounded in April '69; the Tay 

Ninh map clearly shows the top of Nui Ba Den, the mountain on which 23 Americans died in 1968 

when they were overrun by VC and NVA forces who controlled the sides of the mountain.  You get the 

point.  These maps are all part of the documents that travelled in my rucksack with me on the plane.   

I'll relish the opportunity to match up map locations with actual locations for my son in 'Nam.  Being 

that it will be the dry season and quite warm, I'm taking along a tan “boonie” hat and my “Vietnam 

Veteran” baseball cap.  This list will probably change a bit.   

 

The Medal 

Beginning in about 1988, I re-engaged with the 4th Psychological Operations Group (Airborne) which 

was still based at Ft. Bragg, NC.  I’d maintained an interest in PSYOP, and over time reconnected with 

other friends from my days doing PSYOP and related Special Operations missions during my second 

tour in Viet-Nam.  Over the intervening years, I visited Ft. Bragg, was one of two guest speakers when 

the new Psychological Operations Regiment was “stood up” as a formally recognized regiment, and 

offered brief instruction to PSYOP classes, attended special functions, and provided an historical input 

to today’s PSYOP soldiers based on my experiences in Viet-Nam.  I always enjoyed these times back 

at Ft. Bragg, and was always treated with the greatest respect.  It was nice to be honored when so 

many before had simply treated me (and my fellow soldiers) like lepers. 

 

Part of my reconnection with fellow PSYOP Viet-Nam veterans was the formation of the Psychological 

Operations Veterans Association (POVA) in 1989.  Initially founded by myself and four other vets who 

had served together in ‘Nam, we originally called ourselves the “Mindbenders,” as that had been the 

PSYOP Group’s unofficial name for itself during the war.  As one of the principal co-founders, I served 

as a Vice President and then two terms as President.  It was a signal honor and pleasure to lead my 

fellow veterans. 

 

As time passed, we sought enhanced relations with the 4th Group at Ft. Bragg, but were always 

rebuffed because they were offended by the “Mindbenders” moniker.  Over time, we agreed to change 

the name to meet the Army “halfway.”  The effort was successful, and POVA became a regular 

contributor at Ft. Bragg to their classes, recognition ceremonies, graduation programs, always serving 

as honored guests and program speakers.  It was an honor to be so accepted and acknowledged by 

today’s PSYOP warriors. 

 

The PSYOP Regiment created a Regimental recognition process, including a new medal to honor 
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those PSYOP soldiers, both historic and modern, who had made major contributions in any of several 

ways to the development deployment of US Army psychological operations.  The Regiment created a 

beautiful award medal in the name of Major General Robert A. McClure, who had served during World 

War II as General Eisenhower’s chief of psychological operations in Europe.  The medal bore 

graduated rankings, from Gold as the highest honor, to Silver, and then to Bronze.   

 

 

COL Curtis D. Boyd 
A Genuine Leader, a Soldier’s Soldier, and a damn fine friend!  HOOAH! 

Enter COL Curtis Boyd, recently 

retired Commanding Officer of the 

4th PSYOP Group (ABN) and a 

powerful friend of POVA and 

believer in strong ties to veterans’ 

organizations.  For several years, I 

have maintained contacts with COL 

Boyd, and more frequent contacts 

with my POVA brethren.   

 

 

 

 

 

In November 2014, a package arrived containing a 

presentation certificate signed by the Commanding General of 

the US Army John F. Kennedy Center for Special Warfare and 

School (Major General Eric Wendt), and a beautiful gold medal 

bearing the likeness of MG McClure.  I was awestruck that the 

PSYOP Regiment had nominated and awarded me the 

McClure medal.  To a non-veteran, this is a non-event; to a 

member of the PSYOP community, especially a PSYOP 

veteran, it is the honor of a lifetime.   

 

  

 

Why am I telling you this?  The medal, pictured here, will accompany me on my return to Viet-Nam, 

and will be photographed in several of the places in which I conducted PSYOP and Special 
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Operations missions.  It will be an honor to do so.  The McClure Medal is one of the greatest personal 

recognitions of my life, and I am extremely proud to be its recipient. 

 

Upon my return from the “Tour,” the medal and certificate will be shadow-boxed and given a place of 

honor in my home.  I hope my sons will value it and keep it after I am gone.  It is important to me, a 

recognition of a key part of my military service and my commitments and contributions thereafter. 
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On the Road Again 

 

Day One:  Thursday 5 February 2015:  The morning dawned with a sense of excitement, but also 

extreme cold.  When we finally left our garage, the thermometer read 5 degrees Fahrenheit.  It was 

cold.  Linda made a fine breakfast for us, and we enjoyed time together with Ryan.  After a couple of 

stops, we were enroute to Detroit Metropolitan Airport. 

 

The trip in a Delta 747 jet was smooth and easy, until we were approximately 800 miles west of 

Anchorage, AK.  It seems the plane’s copilot had a sudden heart attack, which necessitated turning 

the aircraft around for an emergency landing in Anchorage.  After about two hours on the ground, we 

again departed, and made up some of the lost time as we flew faster at a higher altitude.  We got 

through off-loading and security at Tokyo-Narita airport, and were bound for Manila, Philippines, where 

we landed only about two hours later than initially planned. 

 

That, however, is where the trip had its first taste of hell.  Nobody in Manila knew where Air Vietnam 

had its flight operations.  Local police and cabbies told us Terminal 2, but when we went there (and 

paid $45 cab fare), we were sent to Terminal 1.  That turned out to be wrong also, but it cost another 

$20 to find out.  We finally got back to Terminal 2, learning that Air Vietnam flew a “codeshare” with 

Philippines Air, so we had been in the right place.  However, it was frustrating, expensive, and in the 

process, Ryan lost his wallet containing $100.  We were out a good bit of money.  Once we got 

checked in, however, things settled down.  We met an American named Salvador Valdez, who 

teaches English in Viet-Nam; he helped us out with as phone call to Linda so she could cancel Ryan’s 

lost credit card.  We chatted for quite a while with Sal; he lives in the areas where we’ll be traveling, 

and has been a great guy to spend time with in the airport. 

 

Our plan had been to stay at a local hotel, but that wasn’t going to work, especially with the bad 

information about finding the correct terminal.  In hindsight, the hotel would have been perfect.  We 

both needed a nap and a shower after a long day in the air and getting screwed in Manila.  We’ve both 

agreed that Manila will never see our faces again.  After some rest and reflection, we’ll probably 

mellow about it…………………well, maybe. 

 

Following a short and uneventful flight on a Philippines Airlines Airbus 321, we landed at Saigon’s Tan 

Son Nhat airport.  We taxied past revetments built for American fighter planes during “our” war, and 

stopped at a very modern and attractive terminal building.  Except for the posters in Viet-Namese, this 
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could have been an airport in any part of the world with electricity and running water.  It is an attractive 

facility.  Following Ba Ngoc’s instructions, we navigated to the “visa” office, stood in line with dozens of 

other arriving passengers, and after about an hour, and received our arrival visas.  We met several 

Russians from Kazakhstan, an Australian-American who travels the world as part of his career, and 

another American who had served “in country” with the 82d Airborne Division in the same area and at 

the same times as I had served.   

 

Once we received our visas, we moved to the long Immigration lines.  Another long wait; after nearly 

another hour, we presented our passports and visas to the Immigration Officer, who then passed us 

on to retrieve our luggage.  From there we processed quickly through Customs, and then to the 

waiting thousands of people looking for family and friends jammed into lines and crowds outside the 

terminal exits. Before long we found my name on a signboard, connected with Ong (Mr.) Hung, and 

were then off to await our driver.  Once loaded into a large air-conditioned Mercedes van, we began 

the trip into Saigon. 

 

The first significant thing we saw while still in the airport exit queues was the site of former American 

MACV Headquarters.  Well, we saw where it was.  Ong Hung had a picture of MACV from the war 

period; in its place now is a beautiful high-rise office complex, some of it still under construction.  As 

we moved onto the streets surrounding the airport, old memories began to flood back……lots of 

people, unbelievable traffic congestion, and hordes of people on small motorbikes.  This time, 

however, I saw not a single soldier (or soldiers) on the small bikes as we had commonly seen during 

the war.  The traffic was even worse than I remembered, but it moved, and people gave each other 

passage but they seldom stopped. 

 

Saigon, and most of Viet-Nam, is 

awash in small motorbikes.  They 

multiply like rabbits.  Traffic seems to 

move pretty well, and drivers share the 

road well, but there is no escaping the 

tens of thousands of motorbikes.  More 

on these as this journal progresses.  

Suffice it to say that there seem to be 

as many motorbikes as there are 

people, maybe even more.  It really 

works in Viet-Nam. 
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I was very surprised at the number and extent of the public parks and new construction in Saigon.  

There are still some old buildings that have stood the tests of time, but they were few and far between.  

As we drove toward the hotel, we passed the old Viet-Namese Presidential Palace which is now a 

national museum.  I tried to take pictures along our route, but it was difficult with the movement of the 

vehicle. 

 

 

We arrived at our hotel, the Kingston.  

It is near a major city market and the 

site of the old American Cruz 

Compound, home of the 4th 

Psychological Operations Group HQ..  

Once we were checked in to the 

hotel, Ong Hung lined out some key 

locations for us to visit on our own for 

the day.  We then parted company, 

and went to our room.   

 

Room 1207, top floor of the hotel, is a lovely compact room with granite tile floors, two firm single 

beds, and a lovely bath suite.  We quickly unpacked to find things we’d need for the day, and decided 

to take a nap, as we’d been awake non-stop for over 30 hours.  Before long, our “nap” turned into 

deep hard sleep. Although we’d intended to shower and go out to the nearby market and the old 4th 

Group HQ, we actually wound up sleeping like rocks for nearly 10 hours.  Showering and touring can 

wait.  Rest was needed. 

 

Funny thing about jet lag and needing a nap:  the two don’t mix well.  After about 10 hours of 

“napping,” we were wide awake, around, oh, 0130 hours (1:30 am for your civilians); Ryan is watching 

a video on his tablet, and I’m sitting up writing these entries.  Our things are strewn all over the room, 

but before long we’ll get showered, reorganized, and repacked.  An early breakfast and then we’ll 

reconnect with our guide and driver, and tour Saigon.  Then, we’re off for the Mekong River delta.  

This will be a really good day. 

 

A few closing observations for this set of entries.  I can’t help but notice something most people 
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wouldn’t…..there is only the local ambient noise of a large city…..motorbikes, laughter of children, the 

language of street vendors and businesses, passing of traffic.  There are none of the sounds of war 

with which I was so familiar.  No sounds of helicopters, jet fighters, military convoys through the city, 

no distant artillery or airstrikes, and neither parachute flares or green-red tracers arcing into the sky.  I 

notice their absence, but am happy that the people here have few or no recollections of them. 

 

Day Two:  Saturday 8 November 2015:  We came down to breakfast in the hotel at approximately 

0615 hours (OK, last clock lesson for you civilians…..6:15 am), and enjoyed a bowl of hot Viet-

Namese noodle soup, known as “pho.”  Pronounced “phuh,” it is a rich broth with rice noodles, herbs, 

meat slices, some bean sprouts, parsley, and scallion greens.  It is served with lime wedges and very 

hot peppers.  Although I’ve enjoyed pho in many places in the States, it has never tasted as good as 

when served in Viet-Nam.  I ordered some nuoc mam, a fermented fish sauce, and added that for a 

rich salty flavor unlike any other.  Ryan declined this delicacy. 

 

We then walked down to the city market.  Crossing any street in Saigon requires patience, bravery, 

and nerves of steel.  If you wait for somebody to give you right of way, you’ll never cross.  You simply 

start out, keep going, watch the oncoming motorbikes and vehicles, and work with them so you can 

cross and they can pass.  

 

It actually works, but is not for the faint of heart.  Walking through the market was a literal assault on 

the senses.  The variety of sights, sounds, smells and textures was astounding, even more than I 

remembered from the late 60’s.  We exited the market to find Pho Pham Ngu Lao street, once the HQ 

of the 4th PSYOP Group.  Using Hung’s map, we quickly found the location, now part of a multi-block 

long public park.  It is a peaceful and beautiful site, graced with trees and flowering bushes, in strong 

usage by local citizens walking, exercising, and generally enjoying the morning sun.  We walked the 

full perimeter of the park.  What used to be a railway station and a military headquarters is now 

devoted to peaceful purpose for the benefit of all.   

 

We sat for a while on a bench watching the flow of traffic.  As mentioned above, the king of the road is 

the motorbike.  They come in a variety of styles, but they work like blood cells in a smooth stream, 

moving carefully at speed with each other and a variety of four-wheeled vehicles to navigate the 

streets.  Most bikes carried one person, but we saw them with two parents and two children, carrying 

large parcels, one man carrying a cage of chickens, still others transporting large containers of 

something that was much larger than the bike.  After watching for nearly an hour, we navigated back 
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to the hotel, repacked our things, and went downstairs to await our guide and driver. 

 

Once reconnected, we drove through Saigon’s teeming streets, and were again amazed at the 

incredible number of bikes in the traffic flow.  We managed to head into the Chinese section of town 

known as Cho Lon, literally “Big Market.”  Traffic was just as hectic, but our driver carefully navigated 

the large van with other drivers, and we saw a large section of this key part of Saigon.  We came upon 

a Chinese funeral wagon, heavily decorated with mourners; we followed it in traffic, and noticed that a 

man was slowly dropping yellow papers, simulating money, in the hope that the devil would be so 

preoccupied picking up money that he would leave the deceased’s spirit alone.   

 

To get to the Mekong delta from Saigon, one takes National Highway One.  It is a major highway, but 

it is no way resembles an American limited access freeway.  There is no concept of “limited access.”  

Being a Sunday before Tet, there were tens of thousands of people on motorbikes traveling south, and 

a trip of approximately one hour took well over two hours.  Along the way, we stopped at a rest area to 

get some refreshment.  American rest stops should be like this.  Little shops, a lily pond, restaurant, 

controlled parking, manicured beautiful surroundings, etc..  We spent an hour enjoying it.   

 

 

Our goal for today’s trip was the 

Mekong River and the floating 

markets along the river near Cai Be.  

After walking through the massive 

pre-Tet (Chinese New Year) floral 

market, we boarded a Mekong 

River tour boat in Cai Be, and 

began to experience the 

commercial life of the river.  It was 

amazing!  
 

Boat launch dock at Cai Be in the delta 

 

There were hundreds of boats on the river, each featuring a tall mast displaying the goods for sale on 

that craft:  watermelons, jicama, coconuts, papayas, guava, etc..  The raw tonnage of food for sale 

was simply staggering.  We navigated through hundreds of boats along the side channels of the river.   
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Before long, we landed and were taken on a tour of a local business that manufactures a variety of 

puffed rice delicacies, a variety of different candies, and manufactures its own rice wine.  We observed 

the process for popping rice, which includes high heat generated by old rice husks.  When added to 

dry heat, the unprocessed rice heats, pops like popcorn, and discards the husk.  The worker then 

sieves the batch to remove the husks, and returns the husks to the pan where they burn to carbon.  

This is then saved and sold to farmers as fertilizer.  Some of the husks are saved to fuel the fire that is 

used to pop the rice.  We tasted the rice and it was better than popcorn; flavors were added, and we 

tasted those as well.  It was always very good. 

 

Interestingly, this process was virtually self-sustaining.  Unhulled rice is toasted at high heat, during 

which it pops out of the husk; the popped rice is screened to remove the hulls, and then the hulls are 

burned to heat the rice; all ash is collected and sold to farmers for use as fertilizer.  It has been like 

this for hundreds of years. 

 

After watching this, we watched the manufacture of coconut candies, which we also sampled and 

enjoyed.  We observed the manufacture of Viet-Namese rice wine, known as “ba xi de.”  Many GI’s 

have memories of ba xi de and the hangovers associated with using it to excess.  Enough said! 

 

Then, we had a truly experience.  We were introduced to “snake wine.”  It is exactly what the name 

implies, and it is absolutely not for those who tend to be squeamish.  I have to tell you about “snake 

wine.”  There are many reasons why a wet tropical environment attracts snakes.  All kinds of snakes, 

many venomous and extremely dangerous live in this part of the world.  These include king cobras, 

other smaller cobras, forms of rattlesnakes, bamboo vipers, and others in the family of the highly 

venomous kraits.  Snakes are captured and killed, placed in a very large glass jar that stands about 

30” tall, and the void filled with freshly made rice wine.  Allowed to “process” for several months, the 

liquid takes on a mild golden color, and tastes like very light cognac.  Yes, it was surprisingly tasty.  

According to Viet-Namese legend, it apparently has the effect of “putting lead” in a man’s pencil, 

making both men and women very happy.  I probably didn’t drink enough, but my memories of it gave 

me more good sense than valor. 
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There are several poisonous snakes in here, including a King cobra, a  
smaller Asian cobra, a sidewinder type of Asian rattler, a bamboo viper  

and at least one Krait.   

 

We followed our sample of snake wine with jasmine tea and a variety of small snacks, then left for our 

next adventure.  We returned to the boat, and crossed over to a very large island in the river.  We 

were provided with bicycles for a bike tour along some of the islands canals, and visited some very 

interesting sites.  These included a brick-making factory and kiln, and a large rice processing plant, 

where harvested rice was processed, hulled, and polished into white rice for domestic and 

international sale.  One of the by-products is a very fine powdery rice bran, which has a surprisingly 

sweet taste, and is routinely added to food in local cooking.   

 

 

Our guide, Mr. Hung, making popped rice 

 

Mr.Hung and son Ryan processing rice 
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Ryan and Mr. Hung in the brick kiln oven.  An amazing process. 

 

We returned to the bikes, eventually returning to our boat to resume the voyage of discovery.  The 

brick making industry was very interesting, as it provides the basic construction material provided 

throughout the country, and there are literally hundreds of millions of these bricks being produced.  

Although the process is similar to that in the US, much of the work is done by hand, including 

extrusion, stacking, processing into the kilns, kiln sealing, heating and continuous fire maintenance to 

cure the bricks, and manual extraction.  It is an intensely manual process that often includes entire 

families and local communities to keep up with demand.   

 

The boat ride seemed to go a bit long, but gave us an opportunity to see a side of life few Americans 

could ever imagine.  While there is evidence of wealth along the river, there is also substantial poverty.  

The people of the Mekong are amazingly industrious, working hard and continuously to make a living.  

If you can’t buy it on the Mekong, you probably don’t need it.  We saw Mekong boats of every 

description, from hand-rowed to motorized sampans, larger boats hauling products to large barges 

hauling rice and other bulk products.  There is a general “rule of the road” about letting folks pass, 

sharing the right of way, etc., and we never saw a single middle finger raised by any other boater.  

Couldn’t happen at home, could it? 

 

The courtesy shown by hundreds of boaters to each other, despite boat size, cargo, direction of travel, 

etc., was astounding, especially given how rude and extremely competitive most American drivers are.  
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The same is true for motorcycle and vehicular traffic throughout the country.  The Viet-Namese make 

it work, and traffic flows relatively smoothly.  We didn’t see a single accident involving motorbikes, 

although we hear that they do occur.   

 

 

Fried elephant ear fish……delicious! 

We stopped in Vinh Long for lunch, and 

were introduced to the “Elephant Ear” 

fish.  It is a large (15-18” long) fish that 

is fried crispy and served standing 

vertically in a wooden rack.  It is a very 

attractive presentation.  The fish was 

broken into large chunks and wrapped 

in edible rice paper wraps with greens 

and cucumber slices, and served much 

like a spring roll.  They were excellent.   

 

Lunch also included braised beef with pumpkin flowers, a stewed pork dish, fried spring rolls, an 

excellent sweet and sour soup, and large steamed prawns.  It was an amazing and filling lunch.  We 

did not eat dinner that night. 

 

We returned to land once again, and toured the Vinh Long flower market, similar to the one in Cai Be.  

The offerings for the upcoming Tet celebrations were amazing and beautiful.  They lined the streets 

along the river for many blocks.  Among them were hundreds of bonsai trees that were beautiful 

miniatures of the same tree.  We also saw yellow apricot trees, and a large variety of potted cactus 

plants, in addition to dozens of different varieties of colored flowers, bushes, and shrubs.  Preparation 

for Tet is a big deal! 

 

The day wound down with our registration at the Kim Tho hotel, just off the river in Can Tho.  It is 

another lovely hotel with polished stone floors, extremely polite and friendly staff, and stunningly clean 

accommodations.  After relaxing for an hour or so, we decided against going out for dinner, and turned 

in early.  Although we also woke up early the next morning, we were rested and ready for our next 

adventure on the Mekong River. 

 

Day Three:  Monday 9 February 2015:  We met our guide and driver at the hotel, and walked along 
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the river to view Can Tho’s pre-Tet floral market.  It was as beautiful and vivid as the one we saw in 

Vinh Long. 

 

 

Native  bamboo in a pot 

 

Variety of holiday cactus plants 

 

We again embarked on a Mekong cruise boat to visit the Can Tho floating market.  We stopped at the 

Cho An Bin (literally the An Bin market), a large riverside market where people were busily engaged in 

preparing and selling the foods local people shop for every day for their families.  Absent many of our 

luxuries such as cold storage, etc., many Viet-Namese purchase their vegetables and meats every 

morning for the day.  The result is a rich blend of sights, sounds, and smells, as fish, frogs, turtles, 

“paddy rabbits,” pork, chickens, ducks, and eels awaited their fate.  We saw tables of butchered 

chickens, ducks, pigs, all ready for sale, plus huge piles of pineapples, watermelons, cucumbers, 

onions, dragon-fruit, jicama, and many other vegetable varieties. 

 

 

Iced “rice paddy rabbits” ready for the grill 

 

The An Bin market fish preparation area 
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After a quick tour of the market and its offerings, we reboarded our river boat, and continued upstream 

to a quiet canal for a demonstration of local food processing.  At this location, we watched the 

manufacture of rice noodle, a staple of Viet-Namese cooking.  It was a very interesting process, a step 

of which we were able to join. 

 

 

Cutting rice noodle for packaging 

 

Cutting noodle is apparently “all in the family.” 

 

Enroute to our pickup point, we passed through the Can Tho floating market; it was literally a huge 

mass of river boats, junks and sampans, all offering merchandise in preparation for the upcoming Tet 

celebration.  This floating market was even larger than the one we experienced near My Tho.  Despite 

the crowd of boats, there was a real sense of order and discipline among the many boats 

maneuvering for purchases and for transit.  It was an amazing display of the cooperation required for 

this market to be successful, and a real eye-opener for both of us.   

 

Reconnecting with our driver, we headed north to Saigon, stopping for lunch at the same rest spot 

mentioned earlier.  The food was excellent.  Ryan had a seafood dish, while I enjoyed a noodle bowl.  

Good food at very reasonable prices. 

 

Once back in Saigon, our guide took us to Duong Khoai Street, formerly known as Tu Do Street.  It 

was totally unlike the Tu Do Street I vaguely remembered.  Tremendous traffic, amazing luxury-good 

stores, and extensive sidewalk commerce characterize the street today.  It looked like Rodeo Drive! 

 

We walked up the street to the front of the Caravelle Hotel, former Bachelor Officer Quarters for many 

Americans that was bombed by the VC during the war.  While it retains much of its ‘60’s appearance, 
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it has been modernized and is a beautiful building.  Across the street is the historic Opera House, 

which is a gorgeous colonial-style edifice.  We then walked a few blocks further, turned the corner and 

saw both the historic Saigon City Hall and the Rex Hotel, also famous to many American GI’s from the 

war.  I recalled one occasion when I spent a night at the Rex, sat on the rooftop drinking beer in the 

evening and watched distant parachute flares, green and red tracers, and saw the distant continuous 

lightning of a B-52 strike, which we also felt through the floor.  I always felt sorry for the enemy troops 

experiencing a B-52 “Arclight” strike.  Having been close to a couple of them, the only descriptives that 

apply are “hell on earth.”   

 

We also visited the historic Notre Dame cathedral, built by the French in 1880, and the old colonial 

post office designed by Gustav Eiffel, designer of the Eiffel Tower.   

 

 

Notre Dame Cathedral on left; Gustav Eiffel-designed Post Office (yellow) to right. 

 

We checked back in to the Kingston Hotel, same room.  A little later, we visited a noodle shop made 

famous (or infamous?) by Bill Clinton when he visited Saigon.  Known as Pho 2000, it offered 

excellent pho. 
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After dinner, Ryan and I again walked to the 

public park on Pham Ngu Lao street, where 4th 

PSYOP Group was headquartered.  He took the 

following picture with my McClure Medal.  It 

seemed like the right thing to do, as it all started 

here so long ago. 

 

 

 

Me and the McClure Medal at the  
former Cruz Compound, Saigon 

 

 

We then returned to the hotel.  After a long day on the Mekong river, sleep was definitely in order.   

 

Day Four:  Tuesday 10 February 2015:  Today is the day we begin our trek north, back into the 

areas in which I served between ’67 and ’69.  Until now, and with the exception of Saigon, our tour has 

been to areas I’d never seen, so there was no real emotional baggage with the first couple of days.  

Today feels different, as now we’re going to places that have personal meaning and memories.  I’m 

quite certain my mindset will be altered. 

 

First stop is Cu Chi.  Enroute to Cu Chi we passed the old main gate of the US base, which housed 

the 25th US Infantry Division.  It is now an Army recruitment and training base.  Moving closer to take 

pictures would have been problematic. 

 

We came to the entrance to the Tunnels at Cu Chi, a feature I thought Ryan needed to see.  I never 

need to see the inside of another tunnel, so I passed my time people watching, reading a brochure, 

and enjoying a strong coffee with Mr. Sa, our driver.   
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Tunnel Rat Ryan Spawr in Cu Chi Tunnel 

 

Appears just like magic! 

 

Leaving Cu Chi, we drove north to Tay Ninh.  Much of Tay Ninh is recognizable; it is a lovely city, with 

lots of development ongoing in the city’s infrastructure.  We briefly drove around Tay Ninh, and I was 

impressed with the growth that has happened since my last visit in ’69.  There is extensive ongoing 

road construction, so it is clear that the city continues to grow and prosper.  

 

Our first stop was the Great Cao Dai Temple.  The Cao Dai are a religious sect with ties to western 

theology, Islam, and Buddhism.  During the Viet-Nam war, the Cao Dai sat squarely in the middle 

between the warring parties.  They had been unhappy with the repression by the Diem government of 

the Buddhist majority, and many people thought that they tried to play a broker role between the 

Communists and the Western-supported government.  Despite the outcome of the war, the Cao Dai 

were not harmed and continued their religious activities largely in peace. 

 

We took lots of pictures of an ongoing religious ceremony at the Temple, then departed for lunch.  

Along with many other tourists, we viewed the ongoing ceremony, walked the grounds around the 

temple, and enjoyed the experience of the Cao Dai. 

 

Leaving the temple, we drove through town to a local restaurant.  We were given a table high in a tree-

like location.  It was very pleasant, especially with a good breeze cooling the warm day.  We enjoyed a 

Northern Viet-Namese version of pho, and it was awesome.   
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The Great Cao Dai Temple, Tay Ninh, Viet-Nam 

 

Rites in progress, Great Cao Dai Temple 

 

 

Cao Dai Holy icon in Temple vestibule 

 

 

In front of the Holy icon 

We left the city, and drove to the area of Black Virgin Mountain, Nui Ba Den.  The mountain was 

visible from a great distance, even in the hazy sunshine we encountered today.  Standing 3,268 feet 

above its surroundings, Black Virgin is an extinct volcanic cinder cone.  During the Viet-Nam war, 

many Americans and Viet-Namese died on and around the mountain in heavy combat.  In May ’68, 23 

American soldiers were killed when their camp on top of the mountain was overrun by NVA regulars.  I 

said a silent prayer in memory of my fellow soldiers who died on and around the Black Virgin.  As a 

symbol, it is powerful; as a geographic landform, it is stunningly impressive.   
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South face of Nui Ba Den from the park entrance 

 

 

West face of Nui Ba Den from our Tay Ninh hotel room, 
approximately 7 miles west of the mountain 

 

I am always taken with Nui Ba Den, but I don’t know why.  There is the emotional linkage to my fellow 

soldiers who served and died on or near her, but it is more than that.  Whatever it is, I’m glad that we 

visited, I’m glad to take a moment and remember the soldiers who died there, and I’m gratified that I 

could introduce the Black Virgin to my son. 

 

 

The Hoa Binh (Peace) Hotel in Tay Ninh 

 

We stayed in Tay Ninh’s Hoa Binh hotel.  

Interestingly, Hoa Binh is located on a 

Tay Ninh road that was formerly the Tay 

Ninh City airport.  No longer needed, the 

runway and surrounding agricultural land 

have been developed.  It is an attractive 

area, and the hotel, while not quite to the 

standard of the Kingston in Saigon, is 

pleasant, roomy, and comfortable. 

 

 

This evening, we enjoyed roast duck for dinner with Mr. Hung and Mr. Sa.  We have spoken often of 

this meal on our trip, as we all seem to enjoy it.  We each had a Beer 333, which was cold and 

refreshing.  We ate on the outdoor veranda of the hotel, which was perfect for an early evening dinner.  

Dinner was accompanied by fresh bread, sliced vegetables and salad greens.  Hr. Hung also provided 

a spicy sauce for the duck which was very spicy but also delicious.  We had a great time.  It was 
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Ryan’s first time with duck, and he had no trouble keeping up with the rest of us.  It was a great 

experience for all. 

 

After dinner, Ryan and I walked toward town along the runway-road, and chatted about a variety of 

things.  He is a very bright fellow and asks great questions.  He seems to like the Viet-Namese people.  

We have been treated well by all we have met.   

 

 

In front of the Hoa Binh hotel 

 

Hotel security officer…..a very friendly fellow! 

 

Again, I’m overwhelmed by what I do not hear in Tay Ninh. Unlike my last visit here in ’69, there are no 

jets, no helicopters, no artillery outgoing, no incoming rockets or mortars, no parachute flares, no 

green-red tracers, and so far (at least tonight), no thunderous B-52 strikes around the nearby 

Cambodian border.  This may seem strange to some who will read this, but if you weren’t here in ’69, 

you probably simply cannot understand. 

 

Day Five:  Wednesday 11 February 2015:  Even before leaving “the world,” I knew that today would 

be an emotional day.  I was right…..it was!  We drove through more parts of Tay Ninh, and it is a 

lovely city.  It has changed so much since ’69 and the changes are very good.  A much larger 

population, more streets, stores, shops, motorbikes, homes, children, water buffalo, more, more, 

more.  There are beautiful public parks, flowers and banners in anticipation of Tet, new bridges and 

roadways, and lots of new construction.  It is a growing city.   

 

We drove to the vicinity of the old American base known as Tay Ninh West; we drove along one side, 
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and there is no sign of a military installation.  However, when we approached the old main gate area, it 

clearly is still a military installation, and we did not go closer with a camera. 

 

 

Tay Ninh West Main Gate 

 

Turning around, we set our course for Dau Tieng, one of the deadliest places for Americans during the 

war.  Situated in the old Iron Triangle, it was home to several Viet-Cong and North Viet-Namese Army 

units who continually fired on the American base, its patrols and aircraft.  It was just a dangerous 

place.  My last operation beginning in April ’69 kicked off from Dau Tieng.  To say that returning to Dau 

Tieng was associated with bad memories is an understatement. 

 

Today’s town is very different, with much more development in place, better roads, and virtually no 

signs that a vicious war was fought in the area.  Leaving Tay Ninh, we drove through rubber 

plantations that today grow right up to the paved roadways.  In the late 60’s, the trees were pushed 

back to deter VC ambushes of passing vehicles.  It was a dangerous place; I know it is no longer 

dangerous, but old feelings had the hair standing on the back of my neck.  Some things just don’t die. 

 

Dau Tieng included a large American basecamp with a runway.  Of all the features of the basecamp, 

all that is left is the runway.   
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Ryan on the Dau Tieng runway 

 

The McClure Medal and me on Dau Tieng runway 

 

There was almost no evidence of a north-south crossing runway which had been in place at Dau 

Tieng; the entire basecamp area has been converted to agriculture and housing areas.  Perhaps a 

better use. 

 

We then headed further east to see the large man-made lake that Viet-Nam created with United 

Nations assistance.  The lake provides irrigation, tourism, fishery, and other economic support for the 

region.  It also covers the site of Landing Zone Grant, a 1st Cavalry Division LZ that was the scene of 

heavy fighting with NVA forces in ’69.  At the opening of the assault on Grant, a 122-mm rocket struck 

the command post, killing LTC Peter Gorvad, the 2/12th Cavalry Commander.  Wiithout the support of 

massive artillery, Spooky gunships, fighter aircraft and good tactics by the 12th Cavalry on Grant, it 

could have been lost.  An officer friend of mine earned the Silver Star for his actions at LZ Grant; he 

stood exposed near the perimeter wire calling in gunship and airstrike support.  That he was not 

wounded was a miracle; the place he was standing was in the middle of the enemy assault route.  But 

alas, Grant is now under water, and cannot be seen.  Oh well.  The new lake is beautiful, though. 

 

During my tours in ‘Nam, I had occasion to 

encounter water buffalo.  For some reason, they 

didn’t like Americans, and would sometimes 

charge us.  That created its own problems but 

usually resulted in extensive gunfire and 

reparations to the local farmer.  This was a young 

one around 1200 pounds…..just a little guy.  He 

didn’t seem to like us.  Go figure! 
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As we drove away from the lake, I noticed some old bomb craters in the thin forest south of the lake.  

We stopped the vehicle, and I walked down a nearby trail, something I would never have done in the 

war (yes, walking a trail in woods in Viet-Nam still gives me goosebumps; it is unavoidable!).  I found 

three craters, probably made by 500 pound bombs dropped on NVA forces during the siege of LZ 

Grant in ‘69.  Don’t know that for sure, but it makes sense. 

 

 

500 pound bomb crater south of LZ Grant 

 

So, why do I share this?  I had been told, and have observed so far, that signs of America’s military 

involvement in Viet-Nam have been virtually obliterated by time and ongoing economic development in 

this country.  That is readily apparent and clearly true.  However, for all the virtual erasure of our 

military adventure, something as simple as a few 45 year old bomb craters are stark reminders that we 

were here, and in force.  The craters are deep, wide, and clearly there.  Given all the other changes, 

their continued existence was simply a non sequitur. 

 

We stopped briefly at a bridge over the Ong Thanh river.  On 17 October 1967, a battalion of the 1st 

Infantry Division (2d/28th Infantry) was virtually destroyed in a massive horseshow ambush by the 9th 

Viet Cong Division.  The entire battalion command staff was killed, and total casualties neared 300 on 

that fateful morning.  That loss occurred 10 days before I arrived in Viet-Nam, and I was hearing about 

it long after I joined the 1st Infantry Division the following month.  I’ve never forgotten about it, as I 

came to know some guys who were in the 2/28th.  So, today, I stood at the bridge and had a private 
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moment in memory of all those 28th Infantry “Black Lions” who lost their lives nearby. 

 

We finally arrived at Highway 13, formerly known as “Thunder Road” because it was always the scene 

of heavy combat in the mid-late 60’s.  My experience with 13 was a two lane dirt road that was 

dangerous to drive.  Today, however, Highway 13 is a four lane paved well marked highway, lined 

most of its distance all the way to An Loc with small shops, homes, garages, garden plots, and the 

ever-present miles of rubber plantation.  It is a far cry from the desolate combat environment I 

remember.  We passed through Chon Thanh, which I remembered as a small collection of huts and 

banana palms.  Today, it is much more than that.  During my time in the ‘Nam, Chon Thanh was a tiny 

collection of villager huts approximately one-quarter mile east of Highway 13.  Today, as you can see 

in the pictures below, it has moved to the main highway, is vibrant with businesses of all sorts, flags, 

traffic flow, and people engaged in a wide variety of economic activity.  It was a stunning change from 

the Chon Thanh I used to know. 

 

 

Communist Party facility, Chon Thanh 

 

Hwy 13 through Chon Thanh 

 

The only word to describe my experience is “amazing.”  It is no backwoods combat hellhole any 

longer.  It is a vibrant community.  In fact, with few exceptions, the entire route from Chon Thanh to An 

Loc was festooned with small businesses and homes, unlike the miles and miles of interminable red 

dirt road and millions of rubber trees from the late 60’s.  The rubber is there, but it is farther off the 

highway, and small businesses and farms occupy the roadsides.  The roadways and road shoulders 

are awash in small motorbikes, many carrying goods for sale such as flowers, crates of chickens, 

pulling small trailers carrying pigs or small cattle, or appliances such as small dishwashers or washing 

machines.  It is a huge change. 
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The next objective was An Loc, a town I lived in for several months on the MACV Advisory team (#47) 

in early ’68.  It was, at the time, a small provincial capital in the middle of thousands of square acres of 

rubber trees.  The Cambodian border was only a few miles to the west and about twenty miles to the 

north.   

 

During my time in the late 60’s, the people were friendly and it was just a nice little 

community……even in a war zone.  We always had to be careful not to ambushed by a few of the 

local VC, but if we were careful, remained armed when traveling in and around town, and didn’t create 

patterns in our travel, we were OK.  We quite often left the MACV compound early in the morning, 

walked downtown and bought a “ban mi” sandwich or other local food for our meals.  As long as we 

didn’t create a routine or pattern, it was usually safe. 

 

Our hotel, the An Loc Hotel and Spa, is approximately one mile south of town, but the town today is in 

no way the same as it was in ’68-69.  It was almost totally destroyed by the Communists in ’72, and 

has been totally rebuilt into a much larger and more attractive city.  My basic navigation point for An 

Loc is the traffic roundabout at the intersection of Highway 13 and the road to Quan Loi.  Finding it 

was easy, but nothing else was readily familiar.  Whereas the An Loc of ’68 and ’69 was concentrated 

slightly west of the roundabout, and consisted of several blocks of housing and cemetery plots, today’s 

An Loc has turned into a fairly large city, with many main and side streets engaged in a wide range of 

businesses, and the local housing has dramatically improved.  It has become a very attractive and 

vibrant city, decorated for the impending Tet holiday.  The old runway just north of town along 

Highway 13 has now become part of the highway, thereby essentially disappearing.  It had been a 

major landmark, but now simply cannot be found. 

 

We drove through An Loc on several streets, then moved north to find hill 128 on which I had spent 

time with the local militia in ’68.  We were unable to get to the hill due to bad roads, but did climb the 

next hill north, which had been occupied by the Communists during the war.  It now has a Buddhist 

worship center at the crest, with a lovely Buddhist nun who helped us understand our navigation error.  
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Ryan and Mr. Hung on hilltop north of Hill 128, north of 

An Loc 

 

Temple at the top of the hilll 

 

One of my objectives in An Loc was to locate the site of the former MACV Advisory compound where 

I’d lived and worked in ‘68.  It had been totally destroyed by Communist artillery in ’72, and has since 

been redesigned and rebuilt into a beautiful asset for the community.  The former Province Chief’s 

house, next to the MACV compound was also replaced with a new public building. 

 

 

Site of former Province Chief’s Home 

 

Former location of MACV Team 47 compound 

 

I was gratified to find the location of the old MACV compound, but also pleased to see that the site had 

been renovated to something of beauty and useful function.  The MACV compound had originally 

been built by the French, and it was a dilapidated set of structures that we used.  Even in its bad 
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condition, it was better than anything I’d faced on any Fire Support Base or Landing Zone in the bush, 

so from that perspective, it was a “bit of heaven.”  Even though the compound no longer existed, I 

could clearly see where it had been, and place our various buildings from memory on the revitalized 

location.  That it is now replaced with attractive housing is a plus for An Loc. 

 

Visiting An Loc was important, but it was only the entrée for the real purpose of the trip……a return to 

Quan Loi.  Without going into the history, Quan Loi is an important part of my past, and one that does 

not leave me.  I can never forget Quan Loi, and the things that happened there and as a result of 

being there.  This was where I’d survived the Tet Offensive in ’68, where Jack and I had met.  I’d seen 

satellite pictures of the base, and there isn’t much left.  Other guys had visited and said there was 

almost no sign we’d been there.  I was OK with that, but needed to see it myself.  Today was that day. 

 

I knew in advance it would be a sad visit, because Jack O’Neil had just died, and he and I had planned 

to come here together.  Once I found the remains of the old runway, it was impossible not to walk 

further, not to think about what happened here, not to think about Jack and the loss of my best friend.   

 

 

Section of Quan Loi runway 

 

Heading down the runway to talk with Jack 

 

There was one other spot I wanted to find.  It was the spot where my picture was taken at Quan Loi in 

late ’67, the same picture shown earlier in this journal.  With help from Google Earth and our maps, I 

found the spot.  Here is the picture, a little more than 47 years later. 
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Late ‘67 

 

Early 2015 

 

The rubber trees of ’67 have been replaced by cashew trees, but the spot is virtually identical.  In 

addition to cashews and rubber, there are extensive plantings of tapioca, an important source of 

dietary starch in Viet-Nam.  So much has changed in my life between these two pictures.  Our old 

battalion bivouac areas are long gone; the bunkers and perimeter wires have disappeared; even the 

huge partially-undergound Tactical Operations Center (TOC) was totally gone with not a trace in sight.   

 

Ryan was an amazing travel partner on this day; when I needed time alone, he just knew, but was 

there when I needed him.  He sensed how important Quan Loi was to me, and he let me have my 

time.  Our guide was very active during this part of our visit, but Ryan kept him busy and gave me my 

“space.”  I needed it.  I was happy he was with me. 

 

As we loaded up and drove back toward An Loc, it was hard for me to watch Quan Loi, or what 

remained of it, recede in the distance.  I was twenty years old when I arrived there; I lost friends there; 

I helped put dead Americans in body bags to move them to the medical units.  The memories are 

deep, painful, and suprisingly, amazingly close to the surface.  Just how close came as a big surprise.  

Frankly, I don’t remember the drive back to An Loc. 

 

We finished the day with dinner in our hotel; roast wild boar with ginger sauce.  Unbelievable meal!  

Afterwards, we walked across the street to a large fairground where people were enjoying dragon 
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dances, sales of refreshments, bonsai trees, and a variety of carved rock and wood products that were 

simply beautiful.  The vast majority of those in attendance were in their teens or twenties; they had no 

direct connection to the war, nor did many of their parents.  As we walked among them, we were an 

oddity, simply because we were foreigners.  People were friendly, gave pleasant greetings, but other 

than the fact that we weren’t Viet-Namese, we were just a pair of visiting oddities. 

 

Day 6:  Thursday 12 February 2015:  We started the day in An Loc, departing up Highway 13 for Loc 

Ninh.  I’d never traveled by road to Loc Ninh during the war, as it was just too dangerous.  You could 

get hurt real bad, or even dead, trying to drive to Loc Ninh.  Armored columns had experienced heavy 

combat on Highway 13 north of An loc.  I always flew in.  The road is under construction and has 

many rough areas, but it is not the Highway 13 of the late 60’s.  The route looks much the same as 

any other route in country.  Small businesses line the sides of the highway, much the same as every 

other road we had taken during our visit.   

 

When we got to Loc Ninh, we drove to the (now) historic capital of the Viet-Cong, who, in 1972, 

declared Loc Ninh to be the new capital of the country.  After the Paris Peace Accords were signed, 

the parties met here to form the International Control Commission which was to monitor and enforce 

the peace accords.  These are pictures of the conference room in which those meetings were held: 

 

International Control Commission meeting room 

 

The American allies’ table for the ICCS 

 

We were warmly welcomed by the historical representative, who then accompanied us to the Loc Ninh 

airfield, site of both a US Special Forces camp and an artillery support base.  Nothing much is left 

except the runway, which is no longer fit for use.  The emptiness of the site does not change the 

difficulty of the memories of Loc Ninh.  During the late ’67 battle here, elements of the 9th Viet-Cong 

division sought to destroy Allied military forces here, actually capturing parts of the MACV compound 
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and parts of the airfield.  The US 1st Infantry Division deployed approximately three battalions of 

infantry, plus a battaltion from the 25th Infantry Division, to counter the Viet-Cong and recapture 

contested areas.  I was attached to the 1st Battalion of the 26th Infantry Regiment (the Blue Spaders) 

due to my ability to speak North Viet-Namese.  I never got to use it.  Nobody was talking, and an extra 

rifle was always useful in a line unit. 

 

 

Loc Ninh airfield looking north  

Ryan, Loc Ninh rep, our Guide on airfield 

 

As with so many other towns and villages in Viet-Nam, I was amazed at how much Loc Ninh had 

grown and developed over the years.  It is a lovely town situated near the Cambodian border, and 

bustling with economic activity of all kinds.  It was good to see; it wasn’t that way in the late 60’s. 

 

The roads became more difficult as we left Loc Ninh to drive to Bu Dop, site of another US Special 

Forces camp.  Once again, this was country which I’d never driven or ridden, moving always by 

aircraft.  I’d been on patrols in the area, but those were flown in and flown out.  It was, frankly, a 

terrifying place to be because the VC and NVA had heavy control over this entire area along the 

Cambodian border.  This trip, therefore, was my first opportunity to see it from a vehicle other than one 

with wings.  As we turned off Highway 13 and headed east, the predominance of rubber trees was 

very clear.   

 

After a couple of wrong turns, we finally found Bu Dop.  I  had only ever flown into or over this place.  

Within a mile or two of Cambodia, this was an exceedingly dangerous place for Americans and their 

allied forces.  Bu Dop was important because it was singularly successful in raising large numbers of 

Montagnard tribesmen and Cambodians to train and fight against the Communists.  These irregular 
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troops, trained and led by American Special Forces, were incredibly effective fighters and experienced 

many successes against enemy forces infiltrating from Cambodian sanctuaries.  Simply stated, the 

Communists wanted to put Bu Dop out of business, and tried to do so in late ‘67.   

 

Again, there is almost nothing left except a runway, the outlines of an old camp area, and the ghosts 

of young Americans long departed.  I came here because I knew Americans who came here but never 

left, including at least one young Green Beret who is still missing in action from the Bu Dop fighting in 

1967.  Elements of the 1st Infantry Division’s 1st Battalion 2d Infantry (the “Black Scarves”) fought 

pitched battles here to regain control of the area and force withdrawal of the Communist forces. 

 

 

Our van near end of Bu Dop runway, next to bomb crater 

 

Me and the McClure Medal near end of Bud Dop runway, 
former camp area in background 

 

Bu Dop was sobering.  The Green Berets and members of the 1st Infantry Division who fought here in 

’67 were heroes in their own rights, and their memories deserve to be preserved.  Having spent time 

here in the past, it is easy to remember how painful this place was.  As I walked along the runway, 

trying to visualize the Special Forces camp area now covered in rubber trees, it was hard to imagine 

that American soldiers had lived, worked, and died here.  If not for the sound of a few intermittent 

vehicles, Bu Dop is nearly silent.  Better poets than me can articulate the omens from such silence. 

 

Next on our trip was a long cross-country drive to Song Be, again, a trip I could never take by land, 

only by air.  I’d walked some of this territory during the war, but that just isn’t the same.  While I knew 

nobody was going to shoot at us today, that didn’t stop me from looking into the rubber and watching 

the treelines.  Old habits die hard.  As with the rest of our travels, the development of the countryside 

is obvious.  The Viet-Namese people are hard-working and industrious, and work hard to make 

successful lives.  That is clearly demonstrated along this road. 
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As we drove, we entered an area of major pepper production.  Yes, black pepper.  We saw groves of 

pepper plants, drove past large plastic tarps of drying peppercorns, and then stopped to buy a kilo of 

fresh fragrant black peppercorns.  The aroma is exotic.  I learned more about pepper than I’d ever 

known.  (Big question:  can we get these into the US without any problems?) 

 

 

Ripening peppercorns 

Following our lesson in spices, we continued 

on to Song Be.  During the war, Song Be was 

a heavily contested and dangerous place for 

Allied forces.  Many major battles were 

fought in and around the city, and in February 

’69, LTC Ray Suarez, former Province Senior 

Advisor in An Loc when I was attached to 

MACV Team 47, was killed by the North Viet-

Namese.  It is a sad memory, because LTC 

Suarez was a very good man and a fine 

officer.  Other friends were wounded or died  

 

in or near Song Be, so it is not a place that gives me warm and fuzzy memories.  Still, this is a trip to 

help resolve open wounds, so Song Be is on the menu. 

 

We arrived in Song Be and drove through the town to see the sights.  The preparations for the New 

Year celebration were in full swing all over town, so there are colorful banners, flags, flowers, etc., that 

add tremendous atmosphere to the impending festivities.  We stopped for lunch at a local roadside 

restaurant and enjoyed yet another bowl of pho, this time in the Hue style of preparation.  It was 

excellent.   

 

We then drove to find some old US military sites, taking pictures and comparing memories to maps 

and other pictures.  The city airstrip is now a main street lined with businesses and homes and some 

governmental buildings.  The old MACV compound and fighting bunkers overlooking the Song Be 

River are long gone.   

 

We stopped to visit a military museum commemmorating the Communist capture of Song Be in 1974.  

The museum is made of polished wood and stone, and is a beautiful edifice.  The exhibits are well 
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done.  On the grounds is the carcass of a US C-123 cargo aircraft given to the South Viet-Namese air 

force, but captured by the Communists at the fall of the city.  Being close up to some of the 

Communist weapons inside the museum was simply eerie, but it is a museum after all, and the war is 

long over. 

 

 

Song Be Military History Museum 

 

Upper:   Strela SA-7 anti-air missile; captured US M-16 
rifle; Chinese RPD light machinegun; captured US M-79 

grenade launcher 

 

While I tried to find the place where LTC Suarez died, I was unable to do so.  I was in the right area, 

but so much has changed that the particular location eluded me.  I took a few minutes to remember 

him.  He was a good officer and when I knew him at An Loc in ’68, he was a pleasure to serve.  He 

had a strong professional style but coupled with a sense of humor.  His men loved him dearly. 

 

We drove around the hill above the Song Be River on which the city stands to see if we could trace the 

path the NVA forces took in February ’69 as they assaulted the MACV compound.  While the MACV 

bunkers are long gone, I was able to find the route the NVA had to take.  It was not quite a vertical 

assault up the hillface, thereby accounting for their huge combat casualties.  It would have been 

exceedingly difficult to assault up the steep cliff, fire a weapon, take evasive action and not fall down 

the hill.  It is very steep.  The overwhelming firepower of the US and South Viet-Namese forces on the 

crest of the hill accounted for the steep NVA losses. 

 

We walked the length of the old runway and compared today’s sights to those in some historic 

pictures.  As with so much else in Viet-Nam, much has changed, and the similarities to scenes from 

the late 60’s are almost non-existent. 
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Nui Ba Ra, the White Virgin Mountain, Song Be 

We checked into the My Le Hotel, an older 

but very pleasant hotel on a Song Be side 

street.  After a brief rest, we stepped out 

onto the balcony, and saw Nui Ba Ra 

immediately to our front.  It was a beautiful 

site.  An extinct volcano, Ba Ra was home 

to a small militia and US advisor group 

during the war, and a place I visited once 

or twice.  The plan was to take the cable 

car to the top, but it was undergoing 

maintenance.  We planned to return next 

morning for the ride. 

 

Shortly after checking in, we began hearing loudspeakers in the city.  This continued for about an 

hour, and it sounded like some form of political harangue.  Once it was over, the city was peaceful.  

We ate dinner across the street from the hotel, returned to the hotel and got ready for the evening.  

Washed a couple things for laundry, prowled the Internet, and went to bed early.  It was a full day for 

many reasons. 

 

Day 7:  Friday 13 February 2015:  Our morning started out once again to the sound of loudspeakers, 

the sounds being very similar to those we’d heard last evening.  We packed up and left our room, and 

met our guide and driver in the lobby.  They were early, so we went across the street for breakfast, 

which was enjoyable.  We then reconnected with Mr. Hung and Mr. Sa, and drove to the entrance to 

the cable cars to take the ride to the top of Nui Ba Ra.  Disappointingly, the maintenance still wasn’t 

complete and so there was no ride to the top.  No sense in being upset, as it won’t change anything.  

Oh well. 

 

We departed Song Be and headed south.  The drive south was virtually identical to the drives we’d 

made to get to Song Be in the first place.  Wide paved roads, lots of little businesses and shops along 

the roadsides, miles of rubber trees, fields of tapioca, lots of trash and bags strewn along the 

roadsides, and uncountable numbers of motorbikes heading both north and south.  So far we’ve seen 

almost every combination of riders and loads on motorbikes…….mother-father-child, two people, three 

adults, driver and cages of chickens, driver and bags of gold fish, driver pulling a flatbed trailer 

carrying two cows, driver with three 100 pound bags of rice, lady driver carrying at least 6 pots of 
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golden carnations, driver wearing at least 6 motorbike tires around his waste, and, just like in America, 

motorbike drivers driving along talking on their cell phones and texting.  Unbelievable. 

 

Our route took us past Dong Xoai, a city that was formerly a small town with a nearly Special Forces 

camp.  A major battle was fought here with the Viet Cong in ’65.  Allied forces won, but only after 

extensive combat.  Dong Xoai was a lovely city, decorated for Tet the same as the other towns we 

experienced. 

 

We arrived at Phuoc Vinh, former HQ for both the 1st Infantry and 1st Cavalry Divisions.  Phuoc Vinh 

was a massive installation with runway, taxiways, and huge combat and logistic infrastructures.  Today 

it is a training camp for the Viet-Namese military.  We passed a squad of trainees taking a break, their 

American M-16 rifles stacked neatly.  It was a bit of a shock seeing so many M-16’s at once, but then I 

recalled that when the South Viet-Namese Army surrendered, they gave up tens of thousands of M-

16’s.  The modern Viet-Namese Army is still using them.  I didn’t take any pictures of the troops, as I 

simply didn’t want to test my good luck.  We did walk the runway however.  It was a paved and 

hardened runway, much of it still plainly visible.  Even today, I believe it could handle landings by C-

130 aircraft.  It is used by locals to race their cars and motorbikes. 

 

 

With ourguide, Phan Ngoc Hung, on the Phuoc Vinh runway 

 

Departing Phuoc Vinh, we drove back to Highway 13, turned south and came to Lai Khe, former 

basecamp of both the 1st Infantry and 1st Cavalry Divisions during my second tour.  Try as we might, 
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we could only find traces of the basecamp runway, most of which has been overbuilt.  We walked 

through the rubber trees which weren’t far from where my unit had billeted while at Lai Khe.   

 

  

Two views of the remainder of the Lai Khe runway, overbuilt with housing, commercial buildings, and rubber 

 

Day 8:  Saturday 14 February 2015:  Happy Valentine’s Day.  My son gave me a card my wife sent 

along for the day, and it is really sweet.  Nice touch from home.   

 

Our hotel last night was The Mira, in the city of Thu Dau Mot.  A relatively new luxury high-rise, it 

featured a large well-appointed room with huge bath.  Our driver went off on some personal errands, 

so Mr. Hung, Ryan and I found a local place for lunch.  The food was excellent and we enjoyed sitting 

still for a while; nice to get out of the vehicle.  We returned to the hotel.   

 

As we were tired, we stayed in, ate a couple of local bananas and a dragon fruit, and crashed early.  I 

have to tell you about dragon fruit.  We had seen them on the Mekong and in several local markets, 

but had no idea how to prepare and eat the fruit.  Ryan “googled it” and we simply cut it in half 

lengthwise.  It has a smooth creamy interior with tiny black seeds.  The taste and texture are like 

unsweetened vanilla ice cream.  It had a pleasant flavor and texture, and combined with two local 

bananas, was all we wanted to eat.  We ate it with spoons, and one fruit was more than enough for 

both of us. 
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Basket of dragon fruit on a boat on the Mekong river 

 

We reconnected with our driver and guide, and started the trek to revisit my old haunts in Bien Hoa 

and Long Binh.  I was generally ready for the same major changes I’d seen at other stops, but the 

changes in these two locations were totally unbelievable.  There is no resemblence at all to the Bien 

Hoa and Long Binh of “my war.”  Those primitive enclaves are gone, replaced with modern 

businesses, homes, intersections, plants, factories, and the ever-present crush of motorbikes and 

other traffic.    We visited the location of the 6th PSYOP Battalion on Cong Ly Street (now a different 

street name). 

 

In the picture below, the ochre-colored buildings to the rear are on the site of the old 6th PSYOP Bn 

headquarters.  Those buildings have been razed and replaced with larger and more modern buildings.  

The location is the same.  The street on which we’re standing was a badly rutted muddy lane barely fit 

for walking, much less vehicular traffic.  Now, it is a major sidestreet with shops and housing along its 

length. 
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With son Ryan in Bien Hoa.  Former 6
th

 PSYOP Bn HQ to rear right;  
buildings totally replaced.  Banner reads “Long Live the Viet-Nam Communist Party.” 

 

We left Bien Hoa, heading for the former massive American installation at Long Binh, about five miles 

away.  As we proceeded through the former small village of Tan Hiep, I was amazed at how this little 

community of one-story shops and houses had been replaced with multi-story buildings, shops and 

apartments.  It was very well done; crowded, busy, but a major improvement over the Tan Hiep of the 

late ‘60’s.  We proceeded onward to Long Binh. 

 

Long Binh was formerly home to the Long Binh Jail (American jail), the 90th Replacement Battalion, 

the 24th and 93d Evacuation hospitals, dozens of other Army commands and HQ’s, as well as II Field 

Forces VN HQ and the basecamp of the 199th Light Infantry Brigade.  These are, quite simply, totally 

gone, completely replaced with modern infrastructure, large buildings, commercial enterprises, mom-

and-pop businesses, restaurants, etc..  Even the old “widows village” located across the highway, built 

to house the widows of South Viet-Namese soldiers, is long gone, totally replaced.  Again, it is as if 

nothing else was ever there.  There would be no way now to find anything from that period of history.  I 

took several pictures for a friend who had served here with the 199th Light Infantry Brigade.  He didn’t 

recognize anything, either.  What a surprise! 
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We turned south, and drove the distance to Vung Tau, located on the South China Sea.  It was a long 

drive, and we saw more of what we’d been seeing for the past days…..lots of change, motorbikes, 

newer housing, rice paddies, preparations for Tet, and people getting on with their lives. 

 

Arriving in Vung Tau, I was, by now, ready to experience all the changes we’d been seeing.  We 

toured around the city for a while, bought some sandwiches for lunch, then checked in at the hotel.  

We stayed at the Petro House hotel, one of the older hotels in Vung Tau, located a couple of blocks 

from the harbor.  We’ll see our guide and driver again in two days.  In the meantime, we’ll do a little 

laundry, crash for a nap, and wander around the city to see what can be found.  Vung Tau, to no 

surprise, looks very little like it did during the war, although the former American R&R Center still looks 

very much like it did.   

 

 

Not a good pic, but this is the front of the American R&R Center in Vung Tau.   
Not changed much. 

 

 

 



53 

 

 

Petro House hotel in Vung Tau 

 

After we got checked into the Petro House, our Vung Tau hotel, we cooled down a bit, and then went 

for a walk toward the ocean. We’re located about 2 blocks from the beach.  The walks are easy to 

navigate and there is a lovely park enroute.  When we got to the beach, we turned south, and walked 

about a mile.  Eventually, we came to a Viet-Namese Italian restaurant, the David Italian Restaurant, 

where we decided to have a beer and watch the world go by.  Since we’d only had a sandwich to eat 

all day, we decided to have something light, and settled on an order of bruschetta (excellent), a very 

unique Caprese salad (awesome), and grilled squid (unbelievable!).  To say that the meal was 

excellent is an understatement.  For about 547,999 Dong (about $27 US), we had a great light dinner 

and a great cold beer.  Life is good in Vung Tau.  After relaxing a little while longer, we meandered 

back along the beach, enjoying the sights and sounds of the people and their families enjoying the 

beautiful weather and scenery.  How different is that from 1969? 

 

Day 9:  Sunday 15 February 2015:  Slept in this morning, washed a shirt, went down to breakfast.  

Had my usual noodle bowl for breakfast, along with some fruit and some toast.  Coffee is strong and 

tastes good.  We’re lazy today, with no particular agenda.  We’ll go out a bit later and walk along the 

beach in the opposite direction from yesterday, see what we can find.  Should probably have made the 

trip a day shorter, as today and most of tomorrow are purely down time; we need some of that, but not 
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as much as we have.  However, who can know when planning these things?  I thought I’d stay longer 

at An Loc and Quan Loi, but that wasn’t needed.  So, here we are.  The downtime is restful. 

 

Still have not seen or heard any incoming, any B-52 strikes, no automatic weapons, have not seen 

any helicopters or fighters, and no sight of tracers in the sky.  To those who weren’t here, you might 

say “yeah, so?”  To somebody who was here, those sounds are part of the memories.  It is a very nice 

change not to have them.   

 

We decided to go out for another walk along the coast.  We didn’t go all that far, perhaps a half mile.   

There was a nice offshore breeze,but it was a warm day, so we decided that a cold beer (or two) was 

in order.  We headed back toward town, turned up a street we thought would work, and found 

ourselves in front of the old US R&R center.  As it has a nice outdoor bar, it seemed as if the heavens 

ordained us to visit and enjoy the local refreshment.  We did. 

 

As we sat enjoying our Tiger beer, we tried to guess what the nationalities were of the other 

Caucasians in the bar.  We guessed right on the Australians and a couple of Russians.  After a hour or 

so, we finished and were leaving when we were greeted by a gentleman eating alone.  Turns out he 

was another American veteran who had served In Explosives Ordnance Demolition with the 25th and 

1st Infantry Divisions.  We chatted a bit.  He has lived in Saigon for ten years, and has been in Vung 

Tau for five months.  Resuming our walk, we were soon back at the Petro House.  Air conditioning, a 

nap, and some cool showers were definitely in order.   

 

We decided to return to the old R&R Center for dinner.  It is a pleasant walk.  We found a comfortable 

table, ordered a beer, and took our time perusing the menu.  Ryan ordered a major league 

cheeseburger, while I ordered seafood fried rice.  I had asked about a different dish, and the waitress 

thought I wanted it, so we ended up with three entrees, but we managed to get through them.  We sat 

for quite a while, people-watching and enjoying the cool evening air.  A fellow diner came over to visit 

us; he is from Wales, and has lived in Vung Tau for about five years.  There were some Australians in 

the bar as well as some other folks we couldn’t place. 

 

Regardless, it was our last dinner in Viet-Nam and we enjoyed ourselves.  Vung Tau has been all I’d 

hoped it would be, and we end our trip better rested and relaxed than when we arrived. 

 

Day 10:  Monday 16 February 2015:  This is our last day in Viet-Nam.  Still in Vung Tau, we decided 



55 

to take it easy, sleep in, and repack our stuff in preparation for departure.  After a late breakfast, we 

watched a movie, then went out for a local lunch.  Couldn’t find a place that was serving food, as many 

of the local storefronts seemed to close down for several hours.  So, we went back to the hotel and 

had lunch there.   

 

Mr. Sa and Mr. Hung arrived to pick us up as planned, and we departed Vung Tau at about 5:40 pm, 

heading north to Saigon.   

 

Night-time driving in Saigon, enroute to Tan Son Nhat airport 

 

Traffic was a bit lighter, but I noticed that many of the motorbikes did not have taillights, which seemed 

suicidal in the dark on a pretty fast road.  We navigated through Saigon, and found ourselves at the 

Tan Son Nhat airport.  This airport terminal is massive and beautiful.  We checked in, passed through 

security, and worked out way to our departure gate.   

 

After buying a few things in Duty-Free, we soon boarded our Korean Airlines 747.  Less than five 

hours later, we landed at the Incheon-Seoul, South Korea, airport.  A massive, modern, and well-

organized airport, we relaxed for a couple of hours in our boarding area.  Before long, we boarded our 
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Delta 747 for the long flight home.  It was a very long flight, but we were homeward bound.  I couldn’t 

help the feeling that I’d had in ’69 when I came home back then.  We were going home, we were 

leaving it behind, it was over.  It was no coincidence that the feelings were the same. 

 

Walking through the Immigration and Customs processes was pretty easy, although the lines were 

long.  Customs cleared our kilo of peppercorns, and we were home free.  Linda and Alex met us, we 

put on coats because it was miserably cold, found our car, and came home.  The Third Tour had 

ended. 
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Some closing thoughts on this Third Tour 

 

All through the planning process for this tour, at every step, I had doubts about the wisdom of the trip.  

I wanted to do it, but I didn’t.  Despite the comments by other travelers that virtually all sign of our 

wartime presence was gone, I thought there might be something that would be a clear and obvious 

reminder of those days so long ago.  Simply stated, I had to see it for myself. 

 

Try as I might, I just couldn’t find anything of significance to show that we’d ever been in Viet-Nam, 

that we’d lost over 58,000 American lives, had over 300,000 Americans wounded, nearly 2,000 

missing in action, and over a half million Viet-Nam veterans who’ve committed suicide since the end of 

the war.  There were some bomb craters near LZ Grant, and the runways at Tay Ninh, Quan Loi, Loc 

Ninh, Song Be, Phuoc Vinh, and Lai Khe, but that isn’t really much.  Even the runways are 

disappearing as the country continues to develop expanded housing and commercial areas. 

 

There was actually one place that shocked me.  Between Chon Thanh and An Loc on Highway 13 is a 

place where I was involved in more than one enemy ambush.  This spot on the Highway is 

unmistakeable.  People killed and were killed on this very spot, and my memories of that section of the 

Highway are very painful.  When I saw it, I panicked momentarily.  Beyond that one spot, I saw very 

little of the time I’d spent in Viet-Nam between ’67 and ’69.   

 

Although I knew intuitively that things would be very different, I was overwhelmed by the scope of the 

changes.  I’m happy about that.  Viet-Nam is not perfect, but what nation is?  They have their 

strengths, their weaknesses, and their “gremlins,” just as we do.  To their credit, the Viet-Namese 

have very accessible wifi in every location we visited, no matter how far from a city we were.  It was 

available and free.  We don’t have that in this country, and we need it.  Everywhere we went, we had 

full access to use our cellphones, laptop, and tablet.   

 

All over the areas we toured, the Viet-Namese people have built, rebuilt, developed, and expanded 

their presence even in areas where there was no population years ago.  The towns we traveled 

through are attractive, well decorated, and very lively.  As they are preparing for Tet, the decorations 

were amazing, flowers everywhere, banners and flags flying.  The economic activity was staggering.  

It was not the Viet-Nam I knew. 
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At one time I thought I might come back to teach English, or do something else useful.  I don’t feel that 

way now.  There is nothing I can that would add value to this country.  I’ve enjoyed the people we’ve 

met, particularly our dedicated guide and driver.  Mr. Hung and Mr. Sa are great guys, and we had a 

great time with them.  We’ve been treated well by all the people we’ve met, but as more of an oddity 

than anything more significant.  There are enough Europeans around that we look just like another 

pair of “round eyes” on tour.  We’d get a few curious looks, but nothing more.  Occasionally somebody 

would greet us, but most of the time there was little comment made.  We were just there. 

 

There is still much to be done in their country.  They really do need to work on solid waste 

management, as it is an eyesore all over the provinces we traveled.  Sewage control and processing, 

as well as clean water management are needed.  All these things will come with the same industry 

and zeal with which the Viet-Namese have converted former American basecamps into productive 

assets, such as factories, processing plants, warehouses, agricultural tracts, and other productive 

uses.   

 

I am glad that the American military presence is virtually eliminated.  That was an artifact of war, and 

is now gone.  The basecamps are either in agriculture or are used by the country’s military for its 

purposes. 

 

The population of Viet-Nam has virtually tripled since the end of the war.  There are more and more 

people throughout the country.  Try as I might, I never saw a single Montagnard, even in the areas 

where I’d been in frequent contact with them.  I don’t know what has happened to them, but they were 

not apparent.  There is a centuries-long enmity between the Viet-Namese and the Montagnards, and 

after the war there were news reports that they had been systematically eliminated or driven into slave 

labor camps.  I don’t know if this is true or not, but none were visibile during our travels.  That was a 

disappointment. 

 

Few Viet-Namese had any idea what happened 40 plus years ago, nor did they care that I’d ever been 

part of it.  It was OK to be a curiosity, and it was OK that nobody seemed to care why I was back.  

They have their lives to live, and that history is just that….history. 

 

For any who might plan a trip to Viet-Nam, I highly recommend the services of FunInVietnam; their 

website is www.funinvietnam.com.  The lady who helped was Mrs. Nguyen Hai Ngoc.  She speaks 

English very well, is very responsive and is extremely helpful in arranging all details.  Our guide, Mr. 

http://www.funinvietnam.com/
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Hung, and driver, Mr. Sa, work for her, and were excellent representatives for the company.  I left my 

set of maps with Mr. Hung.  He can use them.  These guys are the way to go if you want to see Viet-

Nam. 

 

Not much more to say.  I’m grateful that my son Ryan came with me.  He was a great travel partner 

and I appreciate that.  He’s had an opportunity to see a part of the world few will ever see, and he 

won’t be the same afterwards.  He drank snake wine.  Sorta like most of us who went to Viet-Nam so 

long ago. 

 

I’ve tried to stay away from the emotions associated with my time “in country.”  There were a couple of 

days when it was hard to maintain control.  Seeing places where friends died, where horrific things 

happened, where war “happened,” where terrible weapons caused terrible injuries and death, renews 

memories that have taken years to “put away.”  Quan Loi was the hardest, but being where LTC 

Suarez was killed was also very difficultI knew there would be painful memories, but until you’re there, 

you can’t really know just how hard it will be.  It was hard.  But, it is also over. 

 

Jack and I had always talked about going back together.  When he thought he might die in late ’14, he 

asked me to take a portion of his ashes back to Quan Loi, and I was happy to give him that.  I had 

hoped to get back and visit him with a “Sit-Rep” on the tour, share pictures, and give him a gift of 

some sort, but his death only six days before our departure made that impossible.  Instead, upon my 

return, I caught a plane for New Hampshire, where I attended his funeral.  I’m certain that, as I walked 

the runway at Quan Loi, back near the spot where we first met in September ’68, he may have been 

there with me.  Whether he was or not, I had him with me in my thoughts, heart and prayers.   

 

I’m not really sure what I expected to see or experience, so it is hard to line up “expectations vs. 

reality” in some kind of “after action” report.  The places that I thought would reopen old pains frankly 

did exactly that, but not to the degree I had feared.  They are memories of pain and loss, but they’ve 

been tempered with time.  Having been there now for my third time, I know that returning to Viet-Nam 

is something I no longer need to do.  While I might return someday in the future, it won’t because I feel 

the need.  It will be motivated by something else.  If it happens, it happens; if not, then it won’t.  It is 

really that simple, and either way, it is fine with me. 

 

Hope those of you who read this enjoy it.   Oh, and thanks again, Ryan.  You are an awesome son!  
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Third Tour Itinerary 

 Vietnam III Corps areas 10 days 

         Individually designed for Mr. Chad Spawr by Ngoc 

Foreword: 

This 10-day comprehensive tour of III Corps area in Vietnam includes some of the main sites where 

you were stationed during the war. However, as your will be tailor-made, you can make as many 

changes to the itinerary as you wish. If you prefer to enter Vietnam at Hanoi – no problem! We’ll just 

reorganize the program accordingly to fit your requirements. 

Day 1 (Feb 7, 2015): Ho Chi Minh City arrival                                              G = 

Guide 

Arriving at Tan Son Nhat airport in Ho Chi Minh City at 08.30 am, you’ll be met and driven to your 

hotel. You are free to relax after a long flight. You will spend the night at hotel in Ho Chi Minh City. 

Day 2 (Feb 8, 2015): Ho Chi Minh City                                              B = Breakfast, 

G                                   

Today you will explore Ho Chi Minh City, the former Saigon. Your guide will show you the Notre Dame 

Catholic Church, the structure makes a great backdrop to the city bustling streets. The Main Post 

Office, unchanged since its completion in the 1880’s. You will tour the former Presidential Palace, 

renamed Reunification Palace which was the historic site on 30 April, 1975 when a North Vietnamese 

Tank crashed through its gates which was the symbolic victory of President Ho Chi Minh’s forces 

over the South.   

You will visit the Museum of War Remnants, former US embassy, Caravel Hotel, stop for a beer at 

Rex Hotel for finish the day in style. You’ll spend the night in Ho Chi Minh City. 

Day 3 (Feb 9, 2015): Ho Chi Minh City – Vinh Long – Can Tho                     B, L = Lunch, G                                   

In the morning, you will leave for Cai Be to board a boat for a cruise on Mekong River. You’ll cruise 

down tributaries and water ways and explore the Delta. You’ll also visit a famous bonsai garden and 

soak in the peaceful atmosphere of the gardens which are filled with ancients plants sculpted into 

strange forms and shapes. In the afternoon, you will be driven to Can Tho for hotel accommodation. 

The Mekong Delta is the southern rice bowl of Vietnam, a fertile area covered with rice fields and 

winding tributaries of the Mekong River. Originating in the high plateau of Tibet, the Mekong River, 

over 2600 miles long, travels through China, Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia before reaching Vietnam 

where it empties into the South China Sea.  The Delta is a colorful display of rural life with its lush 

vegetation, island farms and floating markets.   

Day 4 (Feb 10, 2015): Can Tho - Ho Chi Minh City                                              B, G                                   

We will take an early start to see Cai Rang floating market. Perhaps, this is the most colourful, 

bustling and unique of all the markets of Vietnam. Depart the floating market you’ll return to Ho Chi 

Minh City to spend the night at hotel.   

Day 5 (Feb 11, 2015): Ho Chi Minh City – Cu Chi tunnel – Ho Chi Minh City                  B, G                                   
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After breakfast at the hotel, the guide and driver will take you to visit the famous Cu Chi tunnels. 

You’ll have an opportunity to get the unique experience of guerrillas living and fighting under ground 

during the war. Overnight in Ho Chi Minh City. 

Day 6 (Feb 12, 2015): Ho Chi Minh City – Cao Dai temple – Black Lady Mountain – Dau Tieng – 

Chon Thanh – An Loc                                                                                B, G                                              

After breakfast at the hotel, the guide and driver will take you to Tay Ninh to visit the Great Cao 

Dai Temple in time to watch the mid-day ceremony. After lunch you will be driven to visit Nui Ba Den 

by cable car. After the tour you will visit Dau Tieng. From there you will travel via Chon Thanh to An 

Loc to spend the night at local hotel. 

Day 7 (Feb 13, 2015): An Loc – Quang Loi – Loc Ninh – Bu Dop - Song Be                    B, G 

This morning you will visit An Loc and Quang Loi. From there, you travel to Loc Ninh to visit a museum 

and Loc Ninh airfield. From there you will visit Bu Dop and Song Be. You will spend the night in Song 

Be. 

Day 8 (Feb 14, 2015): Song Be – Lai Khe - Bien Hoa – Long Binh – Vung Tau                 B, G 

Today you will visit Nui Ba Ra, Song Be airfield and MACV Advisory compound before you travel to Lai 

Khe .  From Lai Khe you will visit Bien Hoa and Long Binh. You will spend the night at hotel in Vung Tau. 

Day 9 (Feb 15, 2015): Vung Tau                                                                       

B 

A free day to spend as you wish. 

Day 10 (Feb 16, 2015): Vung Tau - Ho Chi Minh City departure                               B, G                                  

You’ll be free until your driver arrives to take you to Tan Son Nhat airport for your departure at 

23.55. 


