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When | think back to the year 1968, despite all that has transpired since, my
memory inevitably drifts to the jungles, streets, and paddies of South Vietnam.
Being a young soldier at the time, stationed thousands of miles away from home,
it was an experience both harrowing and transformative. In this article, | aim to
share my personal account of those ten unforgettable months and give readers a

glimpse into the realities of the Vietnam War.
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First Impressions of a Foreign Land

Stepping off the aircraft onto the soil of South Vietham was a shock to the
senses. The humidity weighed heavily in the air, while unfamiliar sounds and
scents filled the atmosphere. As my fellow soldiers and | were transported to our

assigned base in the heart of the jungle, the reality of our situation sank in.
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The jungle became my home, my refuge, and my battlefield. The lush green
foliage provided a deceptive cover, masking the dangers lurking behind each leaf.
The incessant hum of insects, accompanied by the calls of unknown creatures,
created an eerie harmony that echoed through the dense canopy. Survival
instincts awakened within me as | learned to navigate this unforgiving

environment.
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Navigating the Streets and Interactions with Locals

Occasionally, we would have the opportunity to venture out of the jungle and into
the bustling streets of nearby towns. The contrast between our hardened military

existence and the lives of the locals was stark.

The Vietnamese people, despite living in the midst of a warzone, displayed

resilience and resourcefulness. Their everyday lives continued amidst chaos, with
street vendors selling their wares and children playing joyfully along the damaged
sidewalks. The resilience of these individuals in the face of adversity left a lasting

impression on me.

Paddies and Rice Fields: Farming in the Shadow of War



Men o! H Commny, 2nd Baualion 7th Marinos move along rloo paddy dlkes in
pursuit of the Viet Cong in the agricultural areas of South Vietnam, 1965. [NARA]

One aspect of my experience in South Vietnam that | will always treasure is the
opportunity to witness the agricultural beauty that lay in the midst of the conflict.
Rice paddies stretched out as far as the eye could see, providing sustenance and

a livelihood for the local population.

Working alongside Vietnamese farmers, knee-deep in mud and water, | gained

newfound respect for the meticulous labor they dedicated to their craft. The
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tranquil rhythm of their movements felt like a stark contrast to the chaos that often

consumed us in the jungles and streets.

Reflections and the Aftermath

Ten months passed in what felt like both an eternity and a blink of an eye. As my
journey drew to a close, | couldn't help but reflect on the impact this experience
had on me and the thousands of others who found themselves engulfed in a war

that seemed to have no end in sight.

The memories of Vietnam will forever be etched in my mind. The horrors, the
moments of camaraderie, and the bonds forged in the crucible of warfare shaped
the person | am today. It is my hope that by sharing this account, a small piece of

history can be preserved.

As time goes on and the Vietnam War becomes a distant memory for many, it is
crucial to remember the sacrifices made by those who fought and the importance
of learning from our past. The jungles, streets, and paddies may have returned to
their pre-war state, but the memories remain vivid, reminding us of the untold

stories hidden within the annals of history.

And so, | invite you to delve deeper into the history of the Vietham War, to seek
out personal accounts and untold stories, and to honor the bravery and resilience
of those who lived through it. Because only through understanding our past can

we shape a better future.
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The author of this Vietnam War memoir was drafted in November 1966 just

before completion of his Ph.D. work in French history and entered the army, age
26, in February 1967. He arrived in Vietnam in April 1968.

Serving as both pointman and sniper, he experienced six weeks of frontline duty,
averaging a firefight each week with heavy casualties. With his advanced degree
and a $2.50 case of beer for a bribe, he then transferred to the 19th Military
History Detachment and spent the remainder of his tour of duty traveling the
Mekong Delta, Plain of Reeds, and areas near Saigon. His memoir is the result of

a tour of intense fighting, careful documentation, and an illicit diary.
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