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Author's Foreword 
 

Twenty-two Naval Mobile Construction Battalions and one Amphibious Construction 
Battalion completed over seventy deployments to Vietnam during the period of hostilities 
there.  Some fifty thousand Seabees served in Vietnam.  While mainly engaged in providing 
support to the Marine Amphibious Force, they also rebuilt hundreds of miles of the national 
highway system and worked extensively with the local population in Civic Action programs.  
Trained primarily for construction, Seabees were often engaged in direct combat, especially 
during and immediately after the 1968 Communist Tet Offensive.  Eighty-four of them paid 
the supreme sacrifice for their country.  Large-scale military operations in underdeveloped 
Southeast Asia would have been impossible without the ports, offshore causeways and 
pipelines, air installations, logistics facilities, highways, and cantonments constructed by 
these "can-do men in green." 
   

Asphalt and Blood is the story of how the Seabees stationed at Hue/Phu Bai during the 
1968 Tet Offensive directly aided the combat units in retaking the city and reopening the 
roads to Hue and Khe Sanh. It is a work of fiction.  Yet, apart from the personal lives of my 
fictional characters, everything in the book actually happened, most events at the place and 
time at which they appear in the text. All three battalions based at Phu Bai in the story are 
fictitious.  While the other Seabee units mentioned are those stationed in the camps at the 
time of the story, the only actual Seabee character is Rear Admiral James V. Bartlett, the 
Commander of the Third Naval Construction Brigade.  Similarly all Marine and Army 
characters below the rank of general are fictitious, as are the civilians, with the exception of 
the Hue University and Medical School faculties and Marquis Quisenberry of the 3NCB 
staff. 
 

Seabee veterans may question the relative lack of profanity in my dialogue.  Most 
Seabees in Vietnam, indeed all U.S. forces there, tended to have incredibly foul mouths.  It 
went with the territory.  But interruptions of the dialogue with irrelevant profanity soon 
mangle the thoughts being conveyed.  In discussing this matter with other veterans, we came 
to realize that our brains filtered out the gratuitous cursing.  The innumerable four-letter 
words became little more than verbal punctuation marks.  I decided to write what we would 
have heard rather than what the speakers would have said.  Those purists who want to know 
how Seabees actually talk may simply insert their favorite expletive at the start of each 
section of dialogue and wherever commas occur within the quotation marks. 

 
Many people assisted me in preparation of this manuscript. Four deserve special mention 

and thanks.  I am indebted to Commander L.B. Purinton, CEC, USN (Ret.), who was 
Operations Officer of NMCB-121 at Phu Bai during the Tet battles, for providing a wealth of 
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information and documentation. He also provided continuous support and encouragement 
during preparation of the manuscript.  He read through the entire draft and gave me 
suggestions on improving its accuracy, especially critical information on how the Seabees at 
Phu Bai thought at the time.  Captain Robert E. Quinn, CEC, USN (Ret.), provided many 
anecdotes and maps that were crucial to development of the story.  My character LCDR Hal 
Cartwright is partially based on CAPT Quinn’s experiences. Mr. Jack Shulimson of the U.S. 
Marine Corps History and Museums Division helped me gain access to official Marine Corps 
records and provided several maps.  The person most responsible for the completion of this 
work is my wife, Annette Bell.  From conception to the final smooth draft, she constantly 
encouraged me, acting as a foil for my ideas and keeping me on track through months of 
writing and editing to bring the work to fruition.  Without her support and inspiration, 
Asphalt and Blood would likely have been stillborn.  I owe her everything. 
 
 

Warren M. Bell 
Williamsburg, Virginia 
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Major Characters in Order of Their Appearance 
 
 
Lieutenant Commander Kevin Corcoran – Operations Officer of Naval Construction 
Battalion (NMCB) SIXTY. An engineer skilled in construction management. 
 
Lieutenant Commander Hal Cartwright – Operations Officer of the 32nd Naval Construction 
Regiment (NCR). 
 
Commander Bill Poole – NMCB-SIXTY’s Commanding Officer. A dynamic leader and 
earthwork construction expert. 
 
Lieutenant Commander Don Tarkenton – NMCB-SIXTY’s Executive Officer. Kevin’s long-
time friend. 
 
Lieutenant Gary Foster – Commander of NMCB-SIXTY’s heavy equipment company. 
 
Equipment Operator Second Class Otis “Bull” Barker – A smart, tough young African 
American Seabee from Arkansas. 
 
Senior Chief Equipment Operator Charlie DuBois – Gary Foster’s company chief. Barker’s 
boss and mentor. 
 
Madame Nguyen Thi Linh – a beautiful Vietnamese tourism official. The widow of a French 
engineer murdered by the Viet Cong. 
 
Le Chang Duong – the Thua Thien Province Engineer. 
 
First Lieutenant Mary Beth Atkinson – an Army nurse assigned to the Phu Bai Provisional 
Hospital. 
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CHAPTER 1 

(One)  
Thua Thien Province 
Republic of Vietnam  
31 January 1968 

 
A cloud of red dust enveloped the UH-1D Huey helicopter as it lifted off from a steel 

matting helipad in the Phu Bai combat base.  In the open-doored cargo deck, thirty-two-year-
old Lieutenant Commander Kevin Corcoran hunched forward in his jump seat and covered 
his face with a handkerchief to keep from choking on the talcum-fine laterite.  As the 
machine climbed quickly out of the red haze and headed west, Kevin pocketed his 
handkerchief and shifted his rump, trying to find a comfortable way to sit on the hard 
ceramic plates of his flak jacket.  Nearer the cockpit, Major Jake Gibson, a helicopter 
battalion commander from the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile), chuckled softly at his Navy 
companion. 

“What’s with you, ‘Swabby’?” Gibson shouted to be heard over the throbbing beat of the 
helo blades.  “You think you’ve got something down there worth protecting?” 

“You’re damned right, I do,” Kevin shot back.  Using his flak jacket for a seat cushion 
was a trick he had learned early in his Vietnam deployment.  In a war in which the 
Americans dominated the air, any enemy fire would come from directly below.  And Charlie 
Cong was getting feisty in the Phu Bai area, attacking the combat base with rockets twice 
during the previous week, including a barrage earlier that morning. 

 
The purpose of their joint mission was to iron out construction details for a base camp 

for Gibson’s company near Camp Evans, about twenty miles north of the old imperial capital 
of Hue.  They were on their way now to pick up Lieutenant Commander Hal Cartwright, the 
Operations Officer of the 32nd Naval Construction Regiment (NCR), to help select the 
campsite.  The 1st Air Cavalry Division (AirCav) was moving into the area to take pressure 
off the Marines’ isolated combat base at Khe Sanh, and 32nd NCR was assigning Naval 
Mobile Construction Battalion (NMCB)-SIXTY to construct a cantonment for the helicopter 
units.  As Ops Boss for “Sizzling SIXTY,” Kevin would be responsible for design and 
construction of the helicopter parking apron, field maintenance shops and troop support 
facilities.  Once the site was nailed down, Seabees from SIXTY’s construction companies 
would begin clearing the terrain while his staff churned out the necessary drawings and 
schedules.  The exigencies of war did not allow for the normal completion of design before 
breaking ground.  The American press was already trumpeting to the world that Khe Sanh 
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was about to become another Dien Bien Phu--the battle that broke the back of the French 
back in 1954. 

 
Gibson, a six-feet-two-inch, sandy-haired Southerner with a football lineman’s body, 

dug a package of Winston cigarettes out of his lightweight fatigues and offered one to Kevin.  
“You go to the Naval Academy?” he drawled as they lit up, shouting to be heard above the 
noise of the rotor. 

“Naw.  I’m a Georgia Tech Yellow Jacket.” 
“Well, I’ll be damned.  So am I.  When did you graduate?” 
“Nineteen fifty-eight.” 
“We’re classmates.  I was on the football team.” 
“Son-of-a-bitch.  You’re one of the Gibson twins, the two first-string offensive tackles.” 
“Yeah, you got me pegged.  Small world, isn't it?” 
The two officers chatted on about their school years for a few minutes, but the din inside 

the chopper was too loud for extended conversation.  Gibson finally pulled out a map and 
started studying potential landing sites.  Kevin removed his fatigue cap to mop the sweat 
from his short-cropped, reddish-brown hair and stretched the kinks from his muscles. An 
even six feet tall, he had the smooth-muscled build of a runner. He weighed 165 pounds, and 
very little of it was fat.  Putting his cap back on, he leaned forward to look down at the 
landscape below. 

 
The utility helo, which the Sky Troopers called a “Slick,” was flying at about one 

thousand feet, cruising over rolling red clay hills covered with scrub brush.  A city of tin-
roofed huts connected by dirt roads suddenly appeared beneath the aircraft.  The pilot, an 
Army Chief Warrant Officer named Jim Godfrey, circled slowly over the Gia Le combat 
base until he picked out the small helipad near 32nd NCR Headquarters.  Then he eased the 
helo down until her landing skids touched down against the steel plank surface.  The rotor 
wash blew sweet-smelling exhaust fumes up into the cargo deck.  Clutching his Seabee cap 
to keep it from blowing away in the cyclone beneath the rotor, a tall officer darted under the 
whirling blades and climbed in beside Kevin.  As soon as the newcomer was aboard, Godfrey 
lifted clear of the pad, tilted the nose of the “Slick” down and flew out of the ubiquitous dust 
cloud.  

 
“You guys catch any rounds in your camp last night?” Hal Cartwright asked after the 

noise level dropped to where they could hear each other yell.  The regimental ops officer was 
a big man, rawboned and well-built.  Close-cropped curly black hair showed beneath his cap. 

“Nothing in Camp Campbell,” Kevin bellowed back in a rich baritone.  “The airfield took 
a few rockets about 0325.  We’ve been in a Condition I alert ever since.  You know Jake 
Gibson?”  Kevin introduced his friend to the Army major, and they exchanged pleasantries.  
After talking for a few minutes about the mission, they were growing hoarse from competing 
with the loud wop-wop-wop of the rotor. 

“I'm not sure I like flying in Hueys,” Cartwright remarked.  “In a Sea Knight or Seahorse, 
you at least feel you're inside the bird.  With both doors latched open, this thing’s like riding 
in a flying Ferris wheel seat.” 

 
Kevin went back to watching the terrain whip by underneath the helo.  Flying at about 
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2000 feet, Godfrey was now paralleling QL-1, the main north-south highway of Vietnam.  
The French called the road around Hue “The Street Without Joy” because of the many 
soldiers who had given their lives keeping it open.  Off on the eastern horizon, the newly 
risen sun looked like a Japanese battle ensign against a paling sky.  Between the coast and the 
black ribbon of asphalt on the highway, the countryside was a mosaic of brilliant green 
squares.  The plains east of Hue were one of the most prolific rice-producing areas in all 
Vietnam.  Given peace and a little help with crop management, the sturdy nong peasants 
could have produced three harvests a year. 

 
Kevin twisted in his seat and looked out the other side of the chopper.  Beyond the door 

gunner’s pylon-mounted M-60 machine gun, he glimpsed the fog-shrouded triangle where 
the Huu Trach and Ta Trach Rivers came together to form the Song Huong, the “River of 
Perfumes.”  The big river flowed north toward Hue, then made a ninety-degree turn to feed 
the wide moats around the towering stone walls of the Hue Citadel.  As Godfrey turned 
slightly left to follow the railroad tracks along the west of the city, Kevin caught sight of the 
old imperial capital.  It always reminded him of the Magic Kingdom castle at Disneyland.  
The emperor Gia Long had built the massive fortress of stone and red brick early in the last 
century with the help of French engineers.  The outer fortifications were European, but the 
smaller Dai Noi--the Great Interior--inside the southeast wall was pure Oriental.  Patterned 
after the Forbidden City in Peking, the area contained palatial buildings and lush, spacious 
gardens.  On south side of the Perfume, the French-built suburb known as the Right Bank 
sported modern apartment houses, posh villas and government buildings.  After three months 
in the area, Kevin had developed a fondness for the old city and the friendly local officials 
with whom he dealt.  He was straining his eyes, trying to catch sight of a particular villa on 
Nguyen Hue Street, when he noticed baseball-sized orbs of green fire begin to drift languidly 
up in the direction of the Huey.  His first thought was that they were belated fireworks for the 
on-going celebration of Tet, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year.  

“Holy shit!” Hal Cartwright cried out with alarm.  “Those are Russian twelve-seven 
tracers.  Somebody down there's shooting at us!”  

Thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk!  Heavy-caliber machine gun slugs slammed into the “Slick” 
like hammer blows, causing it to stagger in mid-air.  As if by magic, a row of round holes 
appeared in the floor of the cargo deck, moving inexorably toward Kevin.  Then his left hip 
exploded with pain--searing, burning waves of torment that evaporated his strength and sent 
shrieks of agony from his mouth.  Utterly helpless, he slumped against the nylon straps that 
held him firmly in the jump seat while waves of nausea ravaged his body. 

 
The “Slick's” fuselage oscillated wildly, and the engine started to vibrate and emit ear-

piercing screeches of metal against metal.  Hot hydraulic fluid sprayed through holes in the 
cargo deck ceiling.  Up in the cockpit, Jim Godfrey fought to maintain control of the warbird.  
The foot pedals, which determined the direction of flight by varying the tail rotor speed, went 
suddenly sluggish, and the big turbine engine threatened to quit at any moment.  Reacting to 
years of training and experience, Godfrey flicked his left wrist to throttle back on power, 
drastically reducing the torque induced by the main rotor.  Then he shoved the collective 
control stick all the way forward to put the rotor into a neutral pitch angle.  The Huey was 
now a big glider, held aloft by the spinning 48-foot rotor.  Even if the engine quit completely, 
the tremendous inertia of the heavily ballasted blades would allow an autorotation landing.  
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Mercifully, the gunners on the heavy machine gun had lost their range.  As the crippled 
bird coasted rapidly down toward the earth, Godfrey knew that he had no more that two or 
three minutes to find a place to put her down.  The spinning of the main rotor maintained 
hydraulic pressure for the controls, so he was able to steer toward the north bank of the river, 
hoping to make it to the Tay Loc Airfield inside the Citadel.  Then he saw the tall ceremonial 
flagpole atop the King’s Knight Tower on the fortress’s riverside wall.  A huge red and blue 
flag with a gold star in the middle--the Viet Cong banner--flew over the Citadel!   

 
Disbelief clawed at Godfrey’s mind as his eyes took in a bewildering array of images.  

Could VC sympathizers have seized this national shrine?  Was that late-lifting fog or blue 
battle smoke hanging over the northern corner of the Citadel, where the 1st ARVN Division 
was quartered?  Were those red and green tracers crisscrossing in the haze?  My God, a 
battle’s going on down there!  Glancing quickly toward the province headquarters complex 
on the riverfront Le Loi Street, he picked out Viet Cong colors flying there also.  Could the 
whole city be in VC hands? 

The “Slick” began losing hydraulic pressure, so Godfrey knew he would have to set her 
down quickly.  He desperately cast his eyes around the landscape below, searching for a safe 
haven to set the chopper down.  Then he saw a small scrap of yellow and red flying from a 
short staff near the banks of the Perfume.  Some ARVN troops must be holding out in the 
tiny walled compound on the street that ran between the railroad station and the Phu Cam 
Canal.  With any luck, he might just make their position.  He aimed the gliding “Slick” for 
the compound and prayed. 

Gliding straight up the canal, Godfrey passed above the Hue power plant and several 
undamaged bridges.  He was at three hundred feet and within two hundred yards of his 
destination when the hydraulic pressure gauge plummeted toward zero.  With a screech of 
tortured metal, the eight-foot tail rotor tore loose and whirled away from the dying bird.  
Deprived of torque correction, the fuselage started spinning beneath the unpowered rotor.  
Overshooting the walled compound, the “Slick” cartwheeled into the shallows of the big 
canal.  Steam hissed from the engine as the chopper began to settle into the water. 

 
“Wake up, Kevin!  For God's sake, wake up!”   Through a haze of shock, Kevin 

recognized Hal Cartwright's voice. 
“Can’t move,” Kevin mumbled drunkenly.  “Bastards shot my ass off.”  He was but 

dimly aware that he was hanging from the seat strap, only inches above the rapidly rising 
water. 

“You ain’t bleedin’, Swabby,” Jake Gibson shot back.  “Come on.  You’ve got to help 
us!” 

Weakly, Kevin fumbled for the handhold bar at the top of the cabin.  Taking a firm grip, 
he pulled his weight back from the strap until Cartwright could unfasten the buckle.  As the 
belt fell free, he lost his balance and tumbled into the water.  Jake Gibson grabbed his hair 
and pulled his face above the surface. 

Coughing and sputtering, Kevin spat out a mouthful of water mixed with jet fuel.  For the 
first time, fear of dying overshadowed the pain, sending powerful currents of adrenalin 
coursing through his body.  Strength flowed back into his limbs.  With the help of his two 
companions, he clawed his way out of the wrecked chopper and stumbled through the waist-
deep water toward the shore. 
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As the crash survivors dragged themselves up the muddy canal bank, a storm of small 
arms fire erupted from the upper windows of a large Catholic school complex across the 
waterway, lashing the deep river grass with a hail of bullets.  Gibson threw Kevin down into 
a flooded rice paddy and dived in beside him. 

“What a screw-up,” the Army officer swore.  “The ‘slopes’ must have taken Hue.  How 
the hell could they do that without us knowing?” 

“Beats hell out of me,” Kevin responded.  As the pain in his hip subsided, he discovered 
that his injured leg was still useless.  He ran his hand over his left buttocks, finding it 
excruciatingly tender to the touch.  But Gibson had been right.  There was no bleeding.  “Did 
either of you guys see what happened to me?” he croaked. 

“Your flak jacket saved your ass,” said Cartwright.  “Literally. I’ll take a look at it as 
soon as we get some shelter.”  

“Get Down!” Gibson screamed. 
A B-40 rocket whooshed by close overhead to strike the wreck of the Huey.  The chopper 

exploded in a flaming cloud of burning jet fuel, peppering the rice paddy with whining 
shrapnel.  Hal Cartwright yelped in pain and buried himself deeper into the mud. 

“You hit?” asked Kevin. 
“Took something in my right leg,” Cartwright hissed back through clinched teeth.  “How 

does it look?” 
When Kevin slid back through the mud to examine the wound, he almost panicked.  

Blood was streaming in arterial gushes through Hal's shredded trouser leg.  
“Get a tourniquet on it quick,” said Gibson as he dug his battle dressing from the pouch 

on his pistol belt. 
Kevin whipped out his handkerchief and knotted it around Hal's leg just above the knee.  

Slipping a ballpoint pen under the thin cloth, he twisted it to tighten the restrain until the 
bleeding subsided. 

“You got a ‘million-dollar wound,’” remarked Gibson as he finished cutting away Hal’s 
trouser leg with a commando dagger.  “That’s your ticket back to ‘The World.’”   

“Let’s worry about staying alive for the time being,” Hal said gamely. 
 
The sight of his friend’s leg sickened Kevin.  A piece of metal from the Huey had sliced 

away most of Hal's calf muscle, leaving his lower leg looking like something fresh from a 
butcher shop.  The only encouraging sign was that no bones appeared to be damaged.   

“You have any idea where we are?” asked Gibson as he finished tying both his and 
Kevin’s field dressings around the gaping wound.  

Kevin eased his head up and looked around them.  The big Gia Vien railroad bridge 
across the Perfume was off to their left, and the railroad station was just to the south.  In front 
of them, on a small rise beyond about fifty yards of rice paddy and a narrow street stood the 
low walls of a little fort that looked like something out of Beau Geste.  He knew the place, 
for he and Hal had been there less than a month before to visit the ARVN engineer major in 
command.  It was a small corner of the Ly Tran Quan Military Camp.  Even as he watched, 
green and white tracers began to zip down from the closest school building to pepper the 
compound, and small arms fire reverberated from the bamboo hedgerow just up the canal.  
The place was clearly under attack, which meant that it was still in friendly hands. 

“That walled fort belongs to the 101st ARVN Engineer Company,” he told Gibson.  “If 
we can make it inside, we might have a chance.” 
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“Then let’s haul ass over there.”  Gibson called out the names of the helicopter crew, 
drawing responses from about the rice paddy.  A few of the others had shrapnel injuries, but 
Hal was the only one in serious trouble.  Gibson ordered his men to start crawling toward the 
walls of the small fort.  “How many rounds you got for your piece?” he asked Kevin as he 
flicked out the cylinder of his own .38-caliber revolver to check the load. 

“Fourteen--two magazines, seven rounds apiece.” 
“Better load up before we go.” 
Kevin slipped his .45-caliber automatic from its waterlogged holster and tried to insert a 

magazine in the butt.  “Shit!” he swore in frustration.  “The damned thing’s full of mud.”  He 
slammed the useless weapon back into the holster. 

“Forget it.  Let’s get moving.” 
Neither Kevin nor Hal could actually crawl.  They slithered like snakes, propelling 

themselves through the stinking slime of pig dung fertilizer with their elbows.  Kevin’s left 
leg might as well have been amputated for all the good it did him, but he kept telling himself 
that Hal was far worse off.  The enemy soldiers appeared to be devoting their attention to the 
ARVN holdouts, only occasionally throwing a burst of automatic fire at the crash survivors.  
About half an hour after they started moving, the Americans reached the edge of the paddy. 

Someone inside the fort must have been following their progress, for when Jim Godfrey 
began shouting and waving in the direction of the low walls, the door opened in a small sally 
port, and a soldier waved for them to enter.  Supported by Gibson and one of the door 
gunners, Kevin and Hal hobbled across the paved street as fast as they could while bullets 
from the tall classroom buildings zinged past their ears and kicked up dust at their heels.  
Once inside the gate, two South Vietnamese infantrymen eased Hal down onto a stretcher 
before returning to their places on the walls.   

“Who’s in command of this place?” asked Gibson as a pair of Vietnamese corpsmen 
struggled to lift Hal’s litter. 

“A couple of months ago, it was an ARVN engineer major named Pham Van My,” Kevin 
responded in gasps.  Placing all his weight on his good leg, he leaned against the wall to 
catch his breath. 

Gibson turned to one of the ARVN litter bearers and spoke rapidly in Vietnamese.  After 
a few moments of animated conversation, he said, “My’s still here.  I’m going over to his CP 
to find out about the situation.  These guys are going to take you and Cartwright to their 
medic.” 

“Keep me posted.”  Kevin suddenly was hit by an overpowering weariness.  His head 
spun wildly, and his good leg began to buckle.  The world went black a moment later. 

 
“Hey, ‘Swabby,’ you going to sleep all day?”   
Kevin felt vaguely aware that someone was shaking his shoulder, and he finally 

recognized Jake Gibson's voice calling to him.  He found himself lying on a stretcher, and his 
pants were bunched around his knees.  His butt throbbed like hell, but he could feel his left 
leg again!  After wiggling his toes tentatively, he flexed his knee to lift his foot off the 
stretcher.  Pain lanced through his body, but everything seemed to work all right.  “What's 
happening?” he asked groggily. 

  “The shit’s hit the fan.  There's at least one, maybe two, regiments of NVA inside the 
Citadel.  They attacked about 0400 hours this morning.  General Truong’s 1st ARVN 
Division headquarters is still holding out in the northeast corner of the city, but the rest of the 
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Citadel is in enemy hands.” 
“How the hell did they get in?” 
“Major My thinks they had inside help.  The city's jammed with Tet holiday crowds.  It 

would have been easy to slip in some sappers.” 
Kevin saw the logic of My’s speculation.  Tet--the Lunar New Year--was the biggest 

holiday of the Vietnamese calendar.  Both sides usually declared a truce for the festivities, 
but the enemy had violated this year’s cease-fire the day before with attacks throughout the 
country.  Still, no one expected an assault on Hue.  As the former imperial capital, it was the 
main cultural and spiritual center of the country, revered by VC and ARVN alike.  Except for 
a short, fierce battle back in 1947, it had escaped the wrath of war throughout the intervening 
years of struggle against French colonialism, as well as during the current hostilities.  “So, 
where does that leave us?”  

“Up shit creek without a paddle.  So far, My’s been able to beat off the NVA attacks 
here, but the rest of the Ly Tran Quan Camp’s in enemy hands.  From what I gathered at the 
CP, they’re concentrating on securing the Right Bank before our forces at Phu Bai can 
counterattack.” 

“They’ve got all the Right Bank, too?”  A stab of panic shot through Kevin.  He had good 
friends among the people who lived in the villas along the tree-lined boulevards; one of them 
was a woman who was very dear to him. 

“There’s still a lot of fighting over there.  It looks like MACV headquarters must be 
holding out.  But the suburbs have all fallen.” 

“Oh, my God! Kevin swore, suddenly weighed down by a premonition of doom.  He was 
certain at that moment that he would never again see his Vietnamese friends alive.  “How are 
we going to get out of here?” 

“I’m working on it.  I was able to tune one of My’s radios to our MEDEVAC frequency.  
A ‘dustoff’ (medical evacuation helicopter) should be on its way here to get us now.  You 
can put your pants back on.  The ARVN medic examined you while you were out.  Near as I 
can tell, he thinks that all you’ve got’s a massive bruise.  You’re going to be sore as hell for a 
few days, but the leg’ll come around as the bruise heals.  You should see your ass.  It’s black 
as the ace of spades.” 

“At least, nothing’s broken.  Where's Hal?” 
“Over there in the corner.  He’s out of it.  The ARVN gave him their last shot of 

morphine.” 
Kevin raised his body up on his elbows and peered across the bunker.  At least twenty 

other litters were scattered about the space, all but one holding ARVN soldiers swathed in 
bloody bandages.  His lower right leg now wrapped in gauze, Cartwright was sleeping 
serenely.  “Get us out of here, Jake.” 

“Don't worry.  I’ll go check on the ‘dustoff’ now.  This place reminds me of the Alamo, 
and we both know what happened there.”  Gibson patted Kevin's shoulder before stalking 
away. 

 
Kevin had hardly finished wriggling back into his pants when Gibson came rushing back 

with two of the helicopter crew and the ARVN medics.  “The chopper’s coming in,” he said 
urgently.  “I promised My we’d take his critical cases out with us.  He’s got a couple of guys 
that won’t make it otherwise.  We’ll load them first, and then take you and Cartwright." 

“We’ll be ready.”  Kevin hobbled to the door of the bunker to watch as ARVN stretcher 
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bearers began to move out with their wounded comrades. 
 
Three Huey gunships swung in from the river, their door gunners spraying the streets 

around the compound with machine gun fire.  Rockets zipped down from the pods beneath 
their stub wings to explode in green and violet mushrooms, knocking chunks of concrete off 
the surrounding buildings.  Then a small dust storm erupted from the surface of the courtyard 
as the clearly marked MEDEVAC chopper dropped swiftly out of the sky.  The pilot turned 
its back toward the river and landed between the flagpole and My’s headquarters building, a 
space no more than four feet wider than the length of his rotor.  Closely followed by a stream 
of ARVN wounded, Gibson dashed out to spring up onto the chopper’s landing skid to direct 
traffic.  Jim Godfrey sprinted out to help him.   

“Let’s go,” said the door gunner who was at the head end of Hal’s litter. 
Small arms fire suddenly raked the open quadrangle, throwing up hundreds of little dust-

puffs.  Heavy machine gun slugs tore into the party, slamming Gibson back into the chopper.   
“Goddammit, they hit the major,” the door gunner cried.  Dropping Hal's stretcher, the 

two soldiers dashed through the enemy fire toward the “dustoff.”  One of them staggered 
drunkenly and then collapsed like a rag doll, but the other made it to the helicopter.  Then 82 
and 60-millimeter mortar bombs began to rain into the courtyard, filling the air with whining 
slivers of shrapnel.  Two bombs fell right on top of Jim Godfrey, shredding his lower body 
into mincemeat.  With projectiles bracketing the “dustoff,” the pilot lifted off and tilted his 
nose down to escape over the river wall.  At that instant, an 82-millimeter bomb went off 
right under the tail rotor, spinning the helicopter like a top to face back towards the 
apartments.  The cool-headed pilot poured on power and started to swing around to the north.  
Puffs of paint and dust flew off the fuselage where twelve-seven tracers were disappearing 
into the metal sheeting.  Apparently now out of ammunition, the three gunships made a pass 
between the school complex and the compound, their crewmen firing .38 revolvers to distract 
the enemy gunners.  Then all four choppers were clear and speeding away to the west.  In a 
few minutes, the firing stopped, and it was suddenly very quiet.  The ARVN medics crawled 
out and examined the men who had been hit.  All were beyond their help. 

 
We’ll get on the next “dustoff,” Kevin kept telling himself, but two hours crept by 

without any sign of another rescue attempt.  Finally gathering his strength, he managed to 
hobble around the inside perimeter of the small fort until he reached Major My's command 
bunker.  My rushed over to meet him. 

“Chao, Thieu-ta,” Kevin said to the major, and then continued in French.  “Is another 
MEDEVAC helo on the way?  Thieu-ta Cartwright is in bad shape.” 

“I do not know, Thieu-ta,” My replied.  The wiry little major appeared worn down with 
worry.  “Perhaps no more will come.” 

“Can’t you call and find out?” 
“Alas, no.  Thieu-ta Gibson did not tell my operator what frequencies he was using.  We 

do not know how to contact your people.” 
Kevin was stunned.  “Can you go through ARVN channels?” 
“I’ve been trying.  But General Truong’s facilities are tied up with combat 

communications.  The situation is very grave.  I’m doing the best I can, Thieu-ta.” 
“I’m sure you are.  Thank you.” 
Kevin went back to the bunker and eased himself down on the floor beside Hal’s 
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stretcher.  As he meticulously cleaned his .45 with a kit borrowed from My, he mulled over 
what Gibson had told him earlier.  He suddenly realized that the NVA assault on Hue had 
begun over three hours before their Huey took off from Gia Le.  Dammit to hell!  Why didn’t 
somebody warn us? 

After putting his automatic back together, he cleaned his precious cartridges, wiping and 
oiling each one before pressing them back into the magazines.  Then, sliding a magazine into 
the pistol butt, he pulled back the slide and let it chamber a round.  Very carefully, he 
squeezed the trigger and lowered the hammer with his thumb.  I wonder what it’s like to 
shoot a man?  Kevin had never fired a shot in anger. 

 
The Seabee motto was, “We build, we fight.”  Three years of “in-country” experience by 

units of the Third Naval Construction Brigade had led him initially to expect a great deal of 
building but not too much actual fighting.  The enemy had other expectations, and SIXTY 
had seen plenty of both building and fighting during their two full months of operations 
around Hue.  Now the communists were changing the rules of the game once more, and he 
sensed that the war would never be the same again.  For the first time, he wondered if he 
would even survive it.  If it came to it, he intended to sell his life dearly.   

The dismal reality of the situation within the city began to crush in on him.  Emotion 
welled up within his chest, throwing off the rhythm of his heartbeat, constricting his 
breathing.  He buried his head in his hands, fighting off several waves of depression.  Then 
the defensive mechanisms of his bruised body began to overpower his urgent need to stay 
aware of what was happening outside the bunker.  Despite his best efforts to remain awake, 
his eyelids drooped, and his mind clouded.  Within a few minutes, he slipped into a deep but 
troubled slumber.   
 


