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In Memoriam 
 

 
 

Kenneth Allan Butler, Jr. 
Killed in Action 

23 July 1968 
South Vietnam 

 
On July 23, 1968, Specialist Fourth Class Kenneth Butler was Track 
Commander of an Armored Cavalry Assault Vehicle (ACAV) track 
vehicle number C-10, from C Troop, 1st Squadron, 1st Cavalry, 
Americal Division. He was commanding while on top and in the 
center of the vehicle as it followed the tracks of a main battle tank on 
a sandy main road, 8 kilometers west of Tam Ky in Quang Tin 
Province. Immediately after the tank had passed over, a command 
denoted land mine was set off below his vehicle causing it to flip 
over. Both machine gunners were thrown clear by the blast and 
sustained minor concussion injuries. The driver was trapped 
underneath for a short time but was rescued unharmed. Kenny died 
instantly and was the only fatality. 
 
Kenneth Butler was posthumously awarded the Bronze Star, the 
Purple Heart, the Military Merit Medal and Gallantry Cross with 
Palm for heroic service and sacrifice in Vietnam. 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Leaving Home 
Brother Gary, Father Richard, Myself, Brother Ronnie,  
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January 14, 1971 
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BASIC COMBAT TRAINING 
 

 
 
 

 
t was time. The fall quarter of 1970 was ending at Napa Junior 
College and I was going to get passing grades in Introduction to 

Philosophy, Modern Reading and College Environment, and more 
importantly, an “A” grade in Weight Training and an “A” in a police 
course called Firearms. Now it was time to either sign up for classes 
for the next quarter or go on down and see the Army recruiter. There 
wasn’t much to decide, I knew what I needed to do. 

I went into the US Army recruiter’s office on 1351 2nd Street, 
Napa, Calif., and a Sergeant greeted me and asked me to sit down in 
front of his desk. His name was on the desk, Sergeant First Class 
Torres. He asked me what I wanted to do. I said, “I want to be a 
machine gunner on a helicopter.” He said, “We aren’t recruiting for 
that MOS this month.” So I asked, “What’s a MOS?” He said 
Military Occupational Specialty, a specific job that you are trained to 
do. Every job in the Army has an MOS.” All along I thought 
everyone did whatever they thought they were good at in the Army. 
In the movies you just got in a jeep and took off. When the shooting 
started everyone just picked up their rifles and pitched in and did their 
best at shooting back. I didn’t think of it like it was a job with a title. 
The recruiter said, “How about getting a MOS in electronics so that 
when you get out of the Army you will have a technical skill and you 
can get a good civilian job afterwards?” I said, “Nope…don’t want 
that. What about tanks?” He said, “We can do that.” I was 19. 

I didn’t take the final exams for my college courses and 
withdrew from college, except for my two “A” grades. I figured I 
would need Weight Training and Firearms training for Army Basic 
Training. Sitting in a Philosophy class was just a waste of my time. 
That was for the guys trying to hold on to their college draft 

I 
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deferments. Not for me.  
The Vietnam War was so unpopular in 1970 that no one was 

saying we could win it anymore or that we should even be there. 
While I was in high school in 1967 one Civics teacher had told us that 
we should be bombing North Vietnam like we did to Japan in World 
War II, and to hell with the Soviet Union, who was supporting the 
North with weapons. Those voices had become silent. When I told 
my friends that I was going to enlist they tried to talk me out of it. An 
old high school classmate of mine with long hair tried to tell me about 
how great “Woodstock” was. I had never heard of it. “It was 
beautiful…a free concert for peace and love and everyone was high 
and enjoying freedom just listening to music for three days.” Then he 
said, “The Army will indoctrinate you, they will change you, you will 
come out a different person.” I thought, yeah maybe so. Maybe I 
needed that. Then I began to turn away from my friends. I would do 
this all by myself. It was my decision to make. I was all alone in 
doing this and no one seemed to understand me. 

I made the announcement to my family while we were all eating 
Christmas dinner at my Grandmother’s house. The whole family was 
there so I could tell everyone all at once. As we finished eating the 
turkey dinner I was smiling and said, “I enlisted in the Army.” I was 
expecting everyone to say, “All Right!” or, “Way to go!” like we 
were in one of our high school football games. But, there was dead 
silence. No one said anything for the longest time. Finally, my 
grandfather asked, “When do you go?” I said, “The middle of 
January.” No one laughed or joked for the rest of the evening, like we 
usually do at our family get-togethers. My mom would tell me many 
years later that it was one of the saddest days of her life. 
What bothered my mom was that our next door neighbor, Kenneth 
Butler, who my brothers and I had played with while we were 
growing up, had been killed in Vietnam. She tried talking to Kenny’s 
mom and she saw first hand what it had done to their family. They 
couldn’t get over it. They never did. The last time I had talked to 
Kenny was in front of their house and he said that the draft board had 
him down as “1-A.” I asked what that meant. He said “That’s ripe for 
pickin’,… gonna get drafted fer sure.” Just before he left for the 
Army he got married and his new wife got to drive his ’57 Chevy 
around town. He was riding a “track” in Vietnam when it hit a land 
mine and it killed him. He was 20 and had not even been in the Army 
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for a whole year. Today, Kenneth Allan Butler Jr., is inscribed on 
Panel 51 W – Line 38 on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in our 
nation’s capitol.  

My recruiter had told me that most likely I would not go to 
Vietnam, and that I would probably go to Germany, because we 
didn’t have that many tanks in Vietnam compared to Germany. I 
would go “where the Army needed me most.” And, “There’s no 
guarantees.” I was fine with all of that. 

My dad and younger brother drove me the 125 miles to the 
Armed Forces Examining and Entrance Station, on 1515 Clay Street, 
Oakland, Calif., on my dad’s birthday, January 14, 1971. I didn’t plan 
on going on his birthday, I had told the recruiter, “the middle of 
January” and that’s just how it turned out. I shook hands with my dad 
and my brother and went on into the building. I was told to hang out 
in the “Day Room.” I went into this drab room and no one else was 
there but me and the TV had been left on. I wondered why they 
called it a Day Room. I started writing in my diary and made the first 
entry. I wrote about how Bob Hope was on the TV and he was in 
Vietnam and I watched him entertaining the troops. He did a good job 
and I laughed at his jokes. When the camera panned across the 
soldier’s faces they looked like they were doing just fine. They were 
laughing too. I was glad to see that. 

Next, I was sworn in with about 20 other guys and we took an 
oath to protect and defend the constitution of the United States. On 
the bus to the Oakland airport I got out my wallet and took out the 
note from my high school football coach that I had always carried 
with me as an inspiration. I tore it up and dropped it on the floor of 
the bus. It was a private moment. I was my own man, now. Then we 
got on the jet for Seattle, Washington. The guy next to me had never 
been on a plane before and was nervous and shaking, so I calmed 
him down. When we landed and the engines roared in reverse he got 
excited again and I calmly told him, “That’s normal.” He would later 
become our “Acting Platoon Sergeant” and got to wear a black arm 
band with Sergeant Stripes on it and he would yell at us as though he 
was a real Sergeant. Every time he did that I never forgot how he was 
a chickenshit on the plane. Probably never played contact football 
either. I would spend my first night in the US Army Reception Center 
barracks in Fort Lewis, Washington. A sign says, “Soldiering Begins 
Here.”  
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FIRST LETTER HOME 
 
 
Jan. 17, 1971 
 
 
Dear Folks, 

 
A lot has happened but not like what I’m in 

for. So far, we’ve had it pretty good, we just eat 
and sleep. The only work we do is make our beds. 

There isn’t any snow and it rained yesterday. 
Today is Sunday and there isn’t any rain. 

Tomorrow it will begin. We’ll get haircuts and 
Army clothes. I kinda wish we had something to 
do. We are being processed for a couple of days 
before going into basic training. 

On the first night a Sergeant came in and told 
us to shut-up and go to sleep. He opened the 
windows too. He said he had thirteen million 
rocks and they’re all in the wrong place. 

I ran into Onsby yesterday while we were 
standing in the PX line. We stood in the rain for 
about two hours. I bought this writing tablet and 
soap. 
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They are going to let us watch the Super Bowl 
game today. 

Every night, every hour someone has to be on 
fire watch. They say these barracks can burn up 
in seven minutes. The only way the barracks 
would catch on fire is if we set it. 

When we were on the jet we could see the lights 
of San Francisco and those of Seattle. The two 
guys I sat with had never been in an airplane 
before. They were from San Jose. 

They got guys from Montana, Nevada, and 
Arizona. 

Our bosses are guys who just got their 
uniforms and wear helmets. They are called 
Runners. Well, that’s about it for now. So, when 
you write here’s how to send it. 

 
Dennis Miner SSAN 
Company D, 5 Bn 1 Bde 
Ft. Lewis, Washington 98433 
 
P.S. The food here is a real lack of effort. 
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Not only did we get to see the Super Bowl, we also got to see the 
movie “Kelly's Heroes.” I kinda thought the movie was a little anti-
military and if they were going to indoctrinate us that this was a 
funny way to do it. We still had hair and civilian clothes and we 
watched the movie with guys who were in their eighth week of 
training. They made jokes about us and told us stories about how bad 
it was going to be. There were hundreds of these guys. I had never 
seen so many guys in one place at the same time. And everyone was 
dressed exactly the same way…Army green. 

The next day we got one inch haircuts. The drafted guys had the 
longest hair and after the haircuts you couldn’t tell who had enlisted 
and who was drafted anymore. If you were enlisted, like I was, your 
component was called, “Regular Army,” or RA. Our short haircuts 
looked good for the photographs on our new military identification 
cards. We were told not to smile for the picture. We also got our 
uniforms and rode around the post in “cattle trucks.” This is 
supposed to be the biggest Army post they have. The place is barren 
without grass or bushes, just rocks and pine trees. It’s cold and rainy, 
not a place anyone would want to live. Sometimes we could see 
snow-capped Mount Rainier. We were told that when you can see 
Mount Rainier then it’s going to rain. If you can’t see it, then it is 
raining. 

When we were issued boxer shorts, I was told that they had run 
out of my size, and I got a pair that went down over my knees. You’d 
think the Army would have enough underwear for everyone in all the 
right sizes. I didn’t really care how I looked though, boxer shorts 
made everyone look like clowns. When I got my duffle bag with my 
name stenciled on it I thought that it didn’t look right. The letters 
were thin and didn’t look like the stenciled stuff in the Army Surplus 
Store back home. I liked the old Army stuff from World War II, and 
it’s what I had as a kid growing up playing Army. I once had an olive 
drab Army back pack with “US” stenciled on it in thick black letters. 
That’s the way it should be. I was starting to be a little disappointed 
in the Army I was seeing. Later I had the same feeling when we got 
plastic canteens instead of metal ones with the black cap and chain. 
The plastic ones seemed to be like they were from a toy Army set for 
a kid. Same thing when we got the black plastic M-16 rifles instead 
of rifles with a wooden stock. My Model 94 Winchester Rifle back at 
home had workmanship to it and the stock was a Walnut hardwood. 
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This plastic rifle seemed cheap. It was more like a varmint rifle for 
plinking than a hunting rifle. I thought, “No wonder we aren’t 
winning in Vietnam.” 

We started the first week of basic training and we moved into our 
unit, D-5-1. Whenever we formed up, we all yelled together, “No 
slack! No slack! D-5-1.” While we were waiting for blankets we 
were at “parade rest” and if you even looked to one side or the other 
you did push-ups. Before we can eat breakfast we have to go over the 
“monkey bars.” There’s about 80 of them we have to go across and 
they were hard to do the first couple of times. If you fell, you went 
back to the end of the line and started over. Church bells are played 
over the loud speakers every day, and so are revile and taps. The 
record that plays it skips sometimes. My Grandfather was a bugler in 
World War I and they sure didn’t play scratched records for taps 
back then, I know that for sure. He played the bugle for real. 

I sleep on the top floor, way in the back by the corner on the 
bottom bunk. We are supposed to keep the window open at night but 
I keep closing it, it’s too damn cold. Then the Fire Guard comes by 
and opens it again. After he leaves, I close it again. I have two 
blankets and my field jacket over me. Also I’m wearing Long-Johns 
for the first time. They work really good and keep you warm. 
Eventually I learn why we have to keep the windows open. It’s for 
fresh air and so that we don’t make each other sick breathing the 
same air. I watch from my open window as an ambulance hauls a 
guy away. We later heard that he died from Spinal Meningitis. Now I 
keep the window open. 

I got a letter from home during “Mail Call” and my folks said 
they were sad to get a package with my civilian shirt, Levis, tennis 
shoes and jacket that I was wearing when I left, and no note inside. It 
was like I had died and this was all there was left of me. 

Then we had an inspection. We were worried if you could 
bounce a quarter off the bed, if it was tight enough, and if they were 
going to check for that. The Drill Sergeants really cared more about 
how your stuff was organized in the footlockers and wall lockers, 
and if you could put a spit shine on your extra pair of boots. I came 
in after the inspection was over and my wall locker was tipped over 
on the floor and my boots had been thrown out the window. No big 
deal. Nothing to get upset about. At least no one yelled at me. It 
happened to a lot of us. 
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We picked up cigarette butts off the ground, and it was called 
“policing the area” or, “Police Call.” Using the word “police” for 
everything seemed to be a way to motivate people to do the crappy 
jobs. Another way to motivate people is to take a march by the 
detention center. It had barbed wire around it and you could see guys 
running around in circles with sand bags on their backs. That was 
what you could expect if you didn’t want to play the game and 
started to mouth off at the Drill Sergeants. 

We had one colored guy who was made an “Acting Corporal” 
and two oriental guys. One of the oriental guys showed me that he 
had kept his knife hidden and didn’t send it home or turn it in. He 
was from San Francisco and he didn’t like me because I was a 
country boy and he didn’t like the way I talked, I suppose. Anyway, 
he said to me, “Keep away from me or I cut chu.” I think what he 
was trying to say was that he would stab me. Anyway, I did stay 
away from him. It was easy to do. The other oriental guy was a 
college graduate with a Master’s Degree who had been drafted, 
named Lee. He was the smartest one of all of us. He once said, “I 
wouldn’t want to be an ‘Acting Sergeant’ because you have to do 
everything we all have to do, plus a lot of extra things, and then you 
are getting yelled at all the time.” He was pretty smart that way. 

I was put on Kitchen Police (KP). I had it easy because a cook, 
Private First Class (PFC) Mike Piccolotti was from my hometown, 
Willits, California, and he took good care of me so I could work the 
Dining Room. I was a busboy in a restaurant once and this was easy 
compared to that. Being a PFC was pretty high up there when you 
are just a “Cruit” (recruit), in basic training. So he had a lot of pull. 
Another time I was on KP and Mike wasn’t there, and I got “Pots 
and Pans,” and I scrubbed the black off of frying pans all day long. 
Being called a “Cruit” was nice compared to being called a “maggot” 
by the Drill Sergeant. A maggot is a fly egg and that’s pretty low. 
The Drill Sergeant wasn’t a very likable fellow. 

In the third week we had “Gas Mask Training.” We got crammed 
into this shed and everyone got around in a circle and watched as the 
gas filled the room. The masks worked real good if you keep them 
on. Then we were told to take them off and started singing “Jingle 
Bells.” At first, it was kinda funny, but not for very long. They 
opened the door and we ran outside coughing, eyes watering and snot 
running down our noses. I wrote in my diary, “It was a real gas.” 
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In the fourth week we had a payday and I got $40. The last 
Platoon to eat has to provide the servers in the kitchen and it’s 
usually us. We get to serve everyone else their breakfast. The 
breakfast cereal is in big demand because it comes in a box, and the 
cooks can’t mess it up. Also, it reminds you of the outside world. 
You are supposed to take just one box of cereal. I took two boxes of 
the Grape Nuts. The guy behind me said, “You are supposed to only 
take one!” I said, “The boxes are so small it’s like taking one of the 
big ones.” So he took two, and then the guy after him took two, and 
after a while somebody noticed and the Drill Sergeant yelled at the 
guys further down the line, but I got away with it. Sometimes it’s the 
little victories that help you to get by. 

Once a week we get time off and can go to the Day Room and 
watch TV. Some guys bring back stuff to the barracks and hold on to 
it and then make 15 cents profit on candy and 25 cents on Cokes. I 
once saw a warm Coke go for a dollar. Unbelievable what a guy will 
pay when he goes without for a long time. 

I was under the blanket one night after “Lights Out” and I was 
reading a comic book using a flashlight. The Drill Sergeant caught me 
and wanted to see what I was reading and I showed him. He said, 
“Get down and give me fifty.” I had been doing pushups almost every 
night since I was fourteen years old and I did 50 without even 
stopping. I think I impressed him. He told me to go to sleep and he 
wasn’t mad at me anymore. He kept the comic book. 

Everyone is wondering where the saltpeter is in the food. We all 
know we are getting it somehow. We just know it. I believe it is in the 
potatoes because we get potatoes every meal. We are in our fifth 
week now. Had another payday and I got $95. We had a class on 
military law and race relations. We learned that the colored guys 
would rather be called “black.” I didn’t know that. We watched a 
black and white Army Training Film where some country boys were 
playing old country music in the barracks and on the other side of the 
room the black guys were playing soul music. Both sides kept turning 
up the volume trying to drown out the other side’s music until finally 
there was a fight. To me it seemed like the white guys were the ones 
who started it and I would rather see these things be presented a little 
more 50 – 50, otherwise it’s propaganda. And we never got to see 
who won the fight. They shut it off just when it was starting to get 
good. We never had a problem like that in our barracks. Of course we 
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only had one black soldier in our platoon and he was just trying to get 
by like the rest of us. On Sunday we were confined to the company 
area but we could listen to the radio and I was singing along to the 
song “Band of Gold” and everyone laughed at me. 

I was on “Area Guard” with a guy who enlisted when he was 17 
years old and just had his 18th birthday in December. On Area Guard 
you walk around the building counter clock-wise carrying a baseball 
bat and check that no one has broken into the building. He said that as 
soon as he gets out of the Army that he’s getting married. He was 
going to get a MOS in wire maintenance. I told him that was what my 
recruiter wanted to sign me up for, electronics and wires and stuff, 
and I wouldn’t do it. I got tanks. I made friends with the same guy. 
He’s from Santa Cruz and we came in together from Oakland and his 
name is Calvin Smith, although everyone just calls each other by their 
last name. Everyone except one guy from Kentucky, we call him 
“Kentucky.” Smith is a character. We both wrestled in high school so 
we were wrestling in the middle of the upstairs floor of the barracks, 
showing each other our moves. We were out in the middle where no 
one is supposed to walk because that area is reserved for the Drill 
Sergeant and we keep it waxed and shiny all the time. We had our 
boots on and were scuffing it up and making a lot of noise thumping 
our boots on the floor. The Drill Sergeant was on the first floor and 
heard it and came upstairs and stood at the doorway and yelled across 
the barracks at us to come down stairs and see him in his office. He 
thought we were having a fight and wanted to know what it was 
about. We said, “Nothing, we were just wrestling.” That really made 
him mad. He sent us out to the “Low Crawl Pit” and told us, “Do 300 
yards.” The pit was full of wet sawdust and puddles from the rain. He 
didn’t come out and check on us so we had to figure out how far 300 
yards was ourselves. We figured 3 football fields, and the pit was 50 
yards long, so 6 times across. We tried to avoid the puddles and went 
around them. We crawled back and forth for almost an hour and we 
were soaked. We just kept crawling and got to talking about playing 
football in high school and how it is a game of inches. I said, “If he 
doesn’t come out here, how will he know how many times we went 
back and forth?” Smith said, “Maybe he trusts us.” When we were 
done we went back in and reported to the Drill Sergeant, he had 
forgotten all about us. He told us to go and get cleaned up. 
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“Kentucky,” Me and Smith in the Barracks 
 
Another time Smith and I were marching in formation and we 

were way in the back where the Drill Sergeant couldn’t see us while 
he was yelling out the cadence way off to the side. The Drill 
Sergeant had us singing about how “there ain’t no use in going 
home, Jody got your girl and gone.” I looked up at Smith to see if he 
was okay with that song, him having a girl at home that he wanted to 
marry and all, and he was singing and smiling about Jody. We had 
folded our wool scarves like they were neckties.  We held our heads 
up high, swinging our arms back and forth and we were prancing 
instead of marching, and just smiling. We were having fun. 
Afterwards, we got our pictures taken wearing the Green Class “A” 
uniform, the nice one that we show off in. The new Drill Sergeant we 
have now is actually a good guy, and sometimes at the end of the day 
he will come around and take off his “Smokey the Bear” hat, and sit 
and talk with us. He doesn’t call us maggots. Some guys gave him a 
list of complaints and we discussed it for a while. Now he jokes 
about Smith and me crawling in the low crawl pit. 

I have been on KP three times, Charge of Quarters (CQ) four 
times, Area Guard two times, and Fire Guard about a thousand times. 
While on CQ I was a “Runner” and I ran errands for the Sergeant, 
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like I would go turn on the fire lights or turn them off, and we watch 
the phone. It was a good time to bring a tablet and write a letter home 
since we were locked in the arms room with the M-16s. The 
Lieutenant came to the door and knocked. The Sergeant unlocked the 
door and let him in. The Lieutenant chewed-out the Sergeant for not 
challenging him, saying there was a break-in to an arms room and 
M-16s were stolen in some National Guard building back east 
somewhere. Both the Sergeant and I knew it was the Lieutenant 
knocking at the door, he was just here. I got to see that even the 
Sergeants got yelled out for stupid little things, it wasn’t just 
happening to us “Trainees.” 

In the sixth week I went to church for the first time. In church, 
the guy doing the talking got things interesting by talking about 
killing people in Vietnam. He said that, “We are all responsible, not 
just the guy pulling the trigger.” I think he has got it all figured out to 
where he is right, in his mind anyway, and he’s convinced we are 
doing the right thing. I’m not going back to church anymore, ‘cause 
I’m not as sure as he is. We went out on bivouac and got to shoot BB 
guns at guys in trees pretending to be snipers. I played that game as a 
kid. The Sergeant had to yell at us to stop shooting, cause once we 
started we let ‘em have it. 

The Drill Sergeants showed us an AK-47 Assault Rifle and as 
they described it, it seemed better than our rifles. It didn’t need to be 
cleaned as often and would fire even after getting muddy. Its bullets 
were supposed to “tumble” so that it would kill less and injure more. 
It could shoot our bullets but the M-16 couldn’t shoot theirs. We shot 
our M-16 rifles on fully automatic. We weren’t supposed to call the 
M-16s, “guns,” they were called “weapons,” and it would really get 
the Sergeants sore if you didn’t say the right thing around them. 
They would yell, “Kids play with guns, and soldiers carry weapons.” 
But anyone who has ever gone deer hunting knows, you don’t 
carelessly point unloaded guns at other people in your hunting party. 
The Trainees pointed their weapons all over the place like they were 
just a play thing. A couple of times I would have to move out of the 
way, even though I knew no one had ammunition.  

Then we saw a demonstration of anti-tank rocket launchers 
shooting at an armored vehicle, concluding with the Range Control 
Tower announcing, “designated target destroyed.” It reminded me of 
my Uncle Bob, who was a Tail Gunner in a B-17 Bomber over 
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Germany during WWII. I heard him complain that the Army talked 
about the number of planes lost or that went down, without ever 
mentioning the men inside. 

We ate “C” rations and guys had a hard time using a P-38 to open 
cans. Once you get it figured out, they are pretty handy to have. I’ll 
keep mine. Saturday night I had Guard Duty and spent four hours 
guarding the finance building. We didn’t have any rounds for our 
weapons but we had fixed bayonets. We were dropped off in front of 
the Finance Building in the day time and when anyone, regardless of 
rank, came up to the building we would challenge them: “Advance 
and be recognized.” We held the rifles at Port Arms. Then one of us 
checked their military identification card and we let them go into the 
building. The Drill Sergeant came driving up in a jeep in a big hurry 
and told us to get in. He said, we “were just doing what you were 
trained to do. You didn’t do anything wrong.” I thought we were just 
doing our job, there’s a lot of money in the Finance Building and 
someone might want to steal it, but I guess someone got upset about 
it. Probably it was one of the Officers that we stopped. We were 
ready to “thrust” our bayonets into anyone who did not comply with 
our commands. We had our orders. This is the Army. 

I still remember the first time I saluted an officer. He was a 
Captain, our Company Commander, and he was walking towards me 
on the sidewalk. I held the salute until he returned it and I executed it 
exactly the way we were trained to do it. He seemed to be pleased 
with it. The Captain had talked to us once, and told us how we were 
different from the Marines. He said, “The Marines will charge up the 
hill and get people killed on the way up, with the enemy shooting 
down on them. In the Army, we use artillery and blow up the hill, 
killing the enemy first, and then we go in and check it out afterwards 
to see what’s left and we have less people get killed that way.” He 
made good sense to us and we were glad we weren’t in the Marines. 

In the seventh week we finished Basic Rifle Marksmanship. 
Everyone wanted to be done with it, including the Drill Sergeants. 
No one wanted to “BOLO” meaning fail and then need to take 
remedial training and do it all over again. The worst thing that could 
happen is that you get “recycled” and have to stay a few weeks 
longer. We had one guy who would have been gone a long time ago 
but he joined us because he was recycled. We felt bad for him. He 
seemed to be kinda thin and weak, like the last guy to be picked 
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when choosing up a sports team. We knew it wasn’t completely his 
fault for being recycled. He wasn’t cut out for this. A Drill Sergeant 
yelled at us, “Don’t be coming back in with targets without holes in 
them.” So when we came in with our targets to be turned in for 
scoring after doing night firing in the rain, some of us took out a 
bullet and punched a couple of extra holes in the target, just to make 
sure we passed. It was in the middle of the night, raining and we just 
wanted to make sure. Hate to miss it by just one hole and have 3 
more weeks added on. Hell no. The Sergeant wanted to be done with 
it too. 

A couple of days later, after bayonet training, we all had our 
weapons with fixed bayonets and were crammed into an open room 
with folding chairs and a stage up front. A Drill Sergeant came out 
and got to talking to us about defending the country. He got everyone 
worked up and everyone started jabbing their bayonets into the air at 
the same time yelling, “Kill, kill, kill, kill…” I went through the 
motions and moved my lips but did not yell, I was looking around at 
what was going on. I saw one guy, who I remember as being drafted 
and showed up with long hair, and he was yelling like he was mad 
and really meant it. He had become “indoctrinated.” He was ready to 
kill for the Army. Another Drill Sergeant came out on to the stage 
and seemed to be mad at the first Drill Sergeant and said something 
to him and then he made everyone stop and put away the bayonets. 
We filed out of the building in a hurry and got into formation. After a 
long march everyone settled down again. 

I had KP and spent 10 hours scrubbing the black off of an 
immersion heater. The heaters go into garbage cans filled with water 
and they keep the water hot so you can rinse off your tin plate when 
you are finished eating in the field. That was a long day. I spent a 
whole day of my life just scrubbing. I had another day of just peeling 
potatoes, like in the old Army movies. That was one thing that they 
never got around to changing in the Army. The Army taught us how 
to do a lot of jobs that I would never want to do on the outside, 
including waxing and buffing the floors, cleaning windows and 
painting rocks. Another thing we learned that has been passed down 
in the Army for years; was, “never volunteer, never be first, never be 
last, and make sure someone else is screwing up worse than you are.” 

We took the physical training test, running in our boots. Then we 
had the infiltration course. Crawling under barbed wire while a 
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machine gun was fired above us in the middle of the night was scary 
to some guys, but I knew it was all set up so that no one would get 
shot. I could see the rounds hitting the wall behind us and that they 
were shooting way high, not even close to us. So anyway, you just 
did what you were told and then it would be okay. 

The biggest clod in our company sleeps next to me. His name is 
Miller and because we do a lot of things in alphabetical order, I’m 
always standing next to him in line. Then he will try to talk to me. 
He must have thought we were friends or something and he gave me 
a picture of himself. Later, he came up to me and said he found it in 
the washing machine. He looked like he was going to cry. I was a 
little embarrassed. 

In the eighth week, the Drill Sergeant took us to the beer hall. I 
drank a little too much and hit a guy in the head with a sandwich. 
When we got back to the barracks, we stayed up talking and telling 
our favorite stories about being in basic training. When we heard that 
the Drill Sergeant was coming, we all lay down on our beds like we 
were passed out. One guy even pretended that he was snoring. It 
sounded realistic and it was hard to pretend to be asleep and not to 
laugh. 

We looked good marching in our Class A uniforms for the 
graduation. We were told that we are “Soldiers” now and we felt 
proud of that. I got a Sharpshooter Medal and a National Defense 
Service Medal, which we all called the “Fire Guard Medal.” One guy 
was going around taking up a collection. He said “We are going to 
buy a gift for the Drill Sergeant.” I didn’t think they were really 
going to buy him a gift but he sure did get a lot of suckers to 
contribute. My parents and my younger brother came for the 
graduation ceremony and we got to visit for all of a Saturday, and 
then I left Fort Lewis at 1700. At 2400 we boarded a plane headed 
for Kentucky where I would go for Advanced Individual Training 
(AIT) to get the MOS 11E, Armored Crewman. The guys who were 
going to get the MOS 11B and serve in the Infantry stayed in Fort 
Lewis. I was glad I wasn’t in the Infantry. I knew that I would never 
see some of these guys again, and some of us had become friends. 
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“Delta Five One – No Slack!” 
Rank: Private 

 

 
 
Me and Smith – Basic Combat Training Graduation 
 





 

 
 

ADVANCED INDIVIDUAL 
TRAINING (AIT) 

 

 
 
 

 
 

US Army Armor School, Fort Knox 
 

 
fter the plane landed, we took a bus to the US Army Armor 
School, Fort Knox, Kentucky. The barracks are made of red 

bricks like a college dorm, not like the old World War II wooden 
barracks back in North Fort Lewis. We get to wear civilian clothes 
when we are off-duty and there’s 3.2 percent beer in the bowling 
alley. Another guy named Harper and I went to the Patton Museum 
and looked at the World War II tanks on display. 

A 
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On the first week, second day, I got extra duty cleaning up the 
Battalion Headquarters. I thought that they had it too good with their 
desk jobs. Most days we are off at 1700, and we are off on 
weekends. We watched the Clay – Frazier fight at the movie theater. 
It’s their second fight and Clay lost this time, although it was close. 
On Saturday we got to sleep in until 0900 and then we watch 
cartoons until lunch time, and then Kelly’s bar opens, which is 
within walking distance from the barracks. I kept playing the pinball 
machine until it malfunctioned and it gave me free balls until I got a 
maximum score that could not be beat, so I decided to retire from the 
game and never play pinball again. 

We started the second week and we got to start up the tank 
engines. Then we learned about changing the tracks and the 
suspension. After that we studied the turret. I got picked to pull guard 
duty on a warehouse way out in the boondocks and I spent a couple 
of hours singing every song that I knew. When we had maintenance 
training, the guys played on the tanks like little kids, climbing around 
and pretending they were in a war. I went out on the town in 
Louisville with a guy named Stude and we were “financially 
embarrassed.” The USO put on a dance for servicemen in Louisville 
just like they did in the 1940’s but there were way more guys than 
girls. Still, it was better than hanging out in the barracks. 

On Sunday we drank Colt 45 beer in the bowling alley. We 
began the third week and now we are finally driving the 50 ton tanks. 
On the paved road we opened them up to full speed, and they get up 
to about 30 miles an hour. We drove through ditches and mud and 
drove at night using infrared to see where we were going. Driving a 
tank is actually easier than a motorcycle or a manual transmission 
four-speed car. The tanks have names painted on them and the first 
tank I drove was called “Alcoholic.” I’m not sure why anyone was 
proud of that, but sometimes you just don’t ask stupid questions. We 
learned to disassemble and reassemble the .50 caliber machine gun, 
which we called the Cal 50. Then I got a payday of $58. Each tank 
costs a quarter of a million dollars. 
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First Tank I Drove – “Alcoholic” 
 
We were headed downhill on a steep hill and I was standing on 

the brake with both feet using all my weight and I could not slow that 
tank down enough. That was hairy. For a minute there, I was no 
longer in control and I didn’t like that feeling. When we went on a 
tactical road march I drove for the Lieutenant, because I am one of 
the better drivers. We helped pull a tank out of the mud. It was 
buried up to the turret. Driving in the mud was fun but guess who 
gets to wash off all the mud when we are done?  

 



22    NOT YOUR FATHERS WAR 

 
 

Road March 
 

Our Squad Leader’s name is Gomez and he took Stude and me to 
Kelly’s Bar and Bowling Alley for more Colt 45 beer and we shot 
pool. We could drink beer in the barracks now on weekends, 
although there was still a big emphasis on spit-shine during the week. 
We had a Major come through on an inspection and when he got to 
me he asked me where I was from. I said Willits, California. He 
knew where my hometown was and the surrounding counties. That 
made some of the guys think I was important or something. After the 
inspection was over we had a pillow fight and even after a few days 
had passed you could still see feathers floating around the room 
every once in a while. 

On the weekend of the fourth week I took a trip to Great Lakes, 
Illinois and visited a friend of mine from Willits who was in the 
Navy, named Mike. He had just recently gotten married to his high 
school sweetheart. He let me stay in the Navy barracks and I got a 
glimpse of what the Navy was like and I’m glad I’m in the Army. 
For them, discipline meant being hassled even on weekends. I caught 
the last flight back to Louisville and got back to the barracks and 
signed in with five minutes to spare and 12 cents in my pocket. 

We started the fifth week and I had K.P. all day with only four 
hours sleep. I had K.P for over 17 hours and I was beat. We started 
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learning the tank gunner’s position, using the gun sights both in the 
daylight and at night. There’s a lot to learn, a lot of sights, knobs, 
dials and such. We are called Tankers and if we do well on tests we 
may be rewarded with Sheridan training, and get to stay even longer. 
I was promoted to Private, E-2. 

On the first day of the Sixth week I had Guard Duty again. I was 
looking good with a starched uniform and shined boots so I was 
called out of formation along with another guy, who was black. Then 
a black Drill Sergeant behind a desk asked us both some questions, 
like “What is the size of the main gun tube?” The black guy got it 
wrong. I didn’t. I said, “105 MM.” Another question the black guy 
got wrong was, “What does HEAT, stand for?” I answered, “High 
Explosive Anti-Tank.” Right again. Then he picked me as the 
supernumerary and I didn’t have to go on Guard Duty. The black guy 
asked the Drill Sergeant, “Why not pick me?” I think he was 
expecting to get a break because of skin color. One of those “Bro” 
things. The Drill Sergeant looked squarely at the soldier and said, 
“You missed the questions.” Right is right, and wrong is wrong. I got 
a note from the General recognizing my achievement. I also got a 
letter of commendation from the Major, as follows: 
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MILITARY LETTER 
 
 

DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY 
HEADQUARTERS, 1ST TRAINING BRIGADE 
US ARMOR CENTER & FORT KNOX 
Fort Knox, Kentucky 40121 
 
27 April 1971 
SUBJECT: Selection as Supernumerary 
TO: Private Dennis W. Miner 
 

1. I wish to commend you for being chosen 
supernumerary on the Brigade guard of 26 April 
1971. Your performance is in keeping with the 
high standard established within the Brigade. 
I feel confident you will continue to perform 
your duties in this exemplary manner. 

 
2. Being selected as supernumerary speaks 

highly of you as a soldier and as an 
individual. The role of a guard has always 
been the traditional role of honor. It is 
noteworthy that early in your military career 
you have excelled in this most important 
activity. 

 
3. Again, I should like to commend you for 

this outstanding performance. 
 
 

//Signed// 
Major, Armor 
Executive Officer 
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Getting recognition is important to a soldier. It can come as a 
letter, a medal or a promotion. It shows that the leaders care about us 
as individuals. It motivates soldiers and it is tangible proof that you 
can show your family. It gives you a personal sense of accom-
plishment.  

On Friday we had a payday and I got $110.00. I had a 
confrontation with a guy from Texas while we were all in our room. 
He challenged me by taking his right hand and he tapped me on the 
side of my chin. I exploded with a right hand punch to his face and it 
knocked him silly. He went down and I got on top of him and 
grabbed his shirt and hit him a few more times. The other guys got 
me off before we all got into trouble. The guy later told me that it 
was the first fight he ever lost. I think he will remember me. I didn’t 
want to get in trouble right after getting a nice letter of 
commendation but I had no choice. 

That night Stude and I took the bus to Bowling Green. It was my 
idea to go. I said that I heard a song that went something like this 
here: “In Bowling Green the girls treat you right. They wear their 
dresses country tight.” When we got off the bus we looked around 
and there were no girls. Stude asked, “You didn’t get anything set up 
for us?” I said, “Nope. They are supposed to be here.” So we rode 
the bus back to Louisville and looked at the Kentucky Bluegrass 
blowing in the wind outside the bus window. Maybe the song wasn’t 
about Bowling Green and it was someplace else. Maybe somebody 
just made it all up. We went to Kelly’s Bar and talked about it some 
more. We decided that Bowling Green was a nice place to visit, even 
if it didn’t have any girls. 
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Stude and Me Drinking Beer in the Barracks 
 
 
In the seventh week the Supply Sergeant wanted me to pay for a 

$7.00 Army blanket that was stolen off of my bed while we were 
outside preparing for a field exercise. We were told to leave our 
rooms unlocked so that they could be inspected. The Supply 
Sergeant wanted me to sign a paper that said I had, “lost the blanket 
through neglect,” and so I refused to sign. He asked me if I wanted to 
see the “Ol’ Man.” (The Ol' Man is the Commanding Officer). I said 
that I would talk to him about it. Then he asked if I was disrespecting 
him as a Sergeant, and I said, “No Sergeant.” Then he changed his 
tune and said, “I wouldn’t sign it either.” Then he gave me another 
blanket. And that was the end of it. 
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We took off in the tanks for a bivouac and slept in tents. I 
dropped a Hex Alan wrench and it fell through a vent onto the tank 
engine and then I was traversing the turret and smashed a CVC 
helmet that got caught on the inside. Nothing went right. I got to fire 
off 1,000 rounds with the coaxial machine gun. When I was 
performing the duties of “loader,” the Sergeant said he never saw 
anyone reload so fast. So he timed me with his watch as I unlatched a 
main tank round, shoved it into the breech, sat down in my seat and 
yelled, “Up.” All of that in a matter of nine seconds. And then, as a 
reward, I had to put up targets on the tank target range made of 
sheets and 2x4 boards. 

 
Eating Chow in the Field 
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Pond Crossing 
 

 
 

River Crossing 
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Cal 50 Machinegun Ammo 

 

 
 

Cal 50 Machinegun Familiarization 
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Bivouac 
 
We humped main tank rounds and loaded ammo boxes for a full 

day. We fired the main gun on the tanks and it rained and we had 
mud everywhere. I saw a tornado for the first time. After five hours 
sleep we had a final test, which I passed easily. We went to the 
movie theater and saw some “Cruits” who were just starting Basic 
Training and they kept asking us all these questions. We felt like we 
were Old Veterans. I talked to a guy who had been in the Army for 
two days and I felt sorry for him. He had a long way to go. There’s 
not much you can tell him, except to “hang in there.” 

We have been calling the eighth week, our “Going Home Week,” 
because we are going to get to finally take some leave. I cleaned my 
field gear to get it ready to be turned in. I also started to pack my 
things. We cleaned the machine guns and “GI’ed” the barracks. I 
learned how to operate a buffer, after it got away from me a couple 
of times and scooted across the floor taking me with it. 

By mid-week we were awaiting our orders. I got KP one more 
time and I was in the dining room and I put salt in the sugar shakers. 
The salt came in 5 pound brown bags and looked like sugar to me. 
The bags had numbers printed on the outside and didn’t say what 
was inside. I finally figured out what I was doing and I saw the Mess 
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Sergeant sitting with a Drill Sergeant and they were getting ready to 
drink their coffee and I went over to them and confessed. I expected 
them to go ballistic, but they just told me to fix it and went back to 
talking. 

By Thursday, everyone had gotten their orders except for 12 of 
us. We wondered if we were going to Nam or something. We heard 
that the guys headed for Nam were usually held back in formation 
while everyone else scatters. Then the smaller group that's headed for 
Nam is watched by several Drill Sergeants and brought under strict 
control so no one takes off. 

Anyway, on Friday we waited for two hours in the sun for a 
Colonel to give a five minute speech at our graduation. The twelve of 
us are in “Hold Over Week” and I was promoted to Private First 
Class (PFC), E-3. I find out that I’m going to Sheridan Training and 
I’m given my orders and told to fall out along with three other guys. 
The remaining eight of the twelve “hold-overs” are told to, “Stand 
fast!” We hear the announcement that they have orders for Vietnam. 
I missed it. I look back and watch as they have become surrounded 
by several Drill Sergeants. We are told, “Move out! Keep moving!” 

 

 
 

Our Wooden Barracks 
 
I settle into a different barracks, a 30 year old, wooden, single 

floor, World War II barracks with an intercom that wakes us up in 
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the morning and a screen door that slams shut with every guy going 
in or out. I get KP on the first day. We all know that we have been 
selected for the additional training because the Sheridan is more 
complex than the M60-A1 Main Battle Tank. I go by the place where 
they keep the Gold at Fort Knox. It’s hidden pretty well behind the 
trees and people drive by it every day without even hardly noticing. 

We start the First week of training on the Armored 
Reconnaissance/Airborne Assault Vehicle M551, (Sheridan). On the 
first day we started it and stopped it, and then we had some beers at 
the Rusty Bolt Inn. We disassembled and reassembled the .50 Cal. 
and the 7.62-mm machine guns. We watched a film of the Sheridan 
crossing a lake. The vehicle can “swim,” and it is air droppable. One 
Drill Sergeant talks to us about Noise Discipline and Light 
Discipline. He said they had a guy smoking a cigarette at night while 
sitting on top of his tank in Vietnam and the glow of the cigarette 
was an aiming point and he took a sniper bullet to the forehead. We 
went on a “Night Road March” until midnight and we used the red 
lights inside the turret and black out drive for headlights. The 
Sheridan’s a lot faster and smaller than the main battle tanks that are 
50 tons combat loaded. The Sheridan is only 17 tons and has a lot of 
aluminum instead of thick armor plating on the front slope and sides. 
A .50 Caliber round would go through the side of a Sheridan. A 
Sergeant working at a desk job had scars on his face and told us that 
when he was in Vietnam a Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG) had hit 
the side of the tank he was in and the flaming explosion in the turret 
had burned the side of his face. Otherwise, he wasn’t hurt by it. The 
shrapnel had missed him. The Army was taking care of him, I think, 
and by him working with trainees, it made us see that war is a serious 
business. 

The second week is mostly classroom and work details. We were 
practicing using the gunner’s sights on training mock ups that cost a 
quarter million dollars apiece. After all that expensive training, we 
go on detail cutting the grass with a swing blade. We learned how to 
use the Army radio sets and practiced calling each other using Call 
Signs, the phonetic alphabet and proper radio procedures. On the 
weekend we went swimming in the Ohio River. We were told that 
we are Army property and if we get sunburned we could get an 
Article 15 punishment for damaging Government property and get 
fined. Roger that. 
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The third week I got KP again and then we went out to the gun 
range for a bivouac again.  We were doing night firing and humping 
ammo up to the tanks and one guy on the tank would not take the 
round from me while I was holding it up for him, so after a few 
minutes I threw it on his feet and then he punched me. We were 
going to fight later but we were both too tired when we got back to 
the barracks at 0100, and just went to bed instead. We got to sleep in. 
We fired the M3 .45 Cal Machine Gun (a.k.a Grease Gun) from 
World War II timeframe and the one I had malfunctioned, and would 
not stop shooting until all of the rounds in the clip were spent. Not 
something I would want to have in a war. We fired the 1918 .45 Cal 
pistol for record fire and I qualified. My Police Firearms course paid 
off. When we had time off we go to the movies and I’ve been to 
movies eight times in a week. 

The fourth week we swam the Sheridans. They will actually go 
about 6 mph and swim across deep water. I was told I needed a 
haircut and then I was put on Supply Detail, Motor Pool Detail and 
Battalion Headquarters Clean-up. I write home and tell my parents to 
“turn on the porch light and tie up the dog, I’m coming home.” I 
confirmed my flight reservation back to California, packed up my 
gear, got paid, and got my orders. I had a 19 day leave coming and I 
was finally going home. 

 

 
 

Position: Tank Driver 
Rank: Private First Class 





 

 
 

FIRST LEAVE HOME 
 

 
 
 

 
hen I got back to my hometown of Willits, California I 
unpacked my duffle bag and quickly forgot about the 

Army. I had hardly been home for a day or two and my older brother 
asked me to help him out with working on the family farm loading 
hay on a flat bed truck. It was getting dark when we finished and 
then he wanted me to help him haul it to Eden Valley Ranch, about 
30 or 40 miles into the mountains, and then help him stack it in a 
barn. He had sold it and was going to make some money, so he was 
getting paid for it and I wasn’t. We wouldn’t get back until late at 
night. I said, “I’m not going.” He challenged me to get down off of 
the loaded hay and fight about it. I didn’t want to fight. I said, “I 
don’t work for you, I work for the Army.” He insisted if I didn’t help 
him then there would be a fight. I said, “I’m not gonna fight you.” I 
was going downtown to meet one of my old high school friends 
instead, and I got down and left. 

I met up with the high school classmate who tried to talk me out 
of enlisting. We got a hamburger at the Jolly Kone drive-in and then 
we had a bottle of wine. He kept asking me questions about what it 
was like to be in the service. He said he was talking to a recruiter and 
thinking of going into the Navy. I told him what I thought of the 
Navy, up in Chicago visiting Mike, anyway. Then we went to a party 
and I met a girl named Laurie. She was nice to me and we danced 
and got along real good. She and I ended up spending the night 
together. I was having the greatest time ever, and I fully appreciated 
my freedom and I thought life was grand. 

The next day, I had a bitter wake-up call. My mom said that 
Kenny Butler’s mother, Helen, wanted me to come over and talk to 
her. A grim reality came over me. I stopped in my tracks. I was at a 

W 
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loss for words, and not sure what to do. I had gotten promoted in the 
Army ahead of most of the guys, and I was proud to be in the Army, 
even with all the work details. We had pillow fights, watched 
cartoons on weekends, got to ride around on tanks, and having just 
turned 19 years old, got to legally drink beer on post. What could I 
say about her son being killed on a track vehicle in Vietnam? That he 
did some of the same things I did? Only I was lucky, I had orders for 
Germany, not Vietnam. I was at a loss for how to handle this 
situation. It was overwhelming. There was no one to ask what to do. 
There were no answers. I could not speak one word. My mind was 
blank. I couldn’t take her the pictures of tanks stuck in the mud or 
splashing through the creeks and knocking down trees, like we were 
having fun driving a tank, although it was fun. Kenny was killed 
riding a Track when it hit a land mine. It was the same thing with the 
pictures of us all smiling, drinking beer, playing pool and swimming 
in the Ohio River near Fort Knox. These were the pictures I showed 
my parents, but they would not be right to show them to Kenny’s 
mom. I felt like a chickenshit for not going over, but I was afraid that 
anything I tried to say would just make matters worse. I might say 
something that would make them sadder for the loss of their son or 
angry at me. I just could not bring myself to do it and went out on a 
date with Laurie instead. I told her about it, though. And then I tried 
to forget about it. But I never could. 

We went on a double-date with Mike and Susan and saw the 
movie “Little Big Man.” Afterwards, we drank a couple of bottles of 
Spinetta wine next to Lake Mendocino with a full moon over the 
lake. I stayed with Laurie for the next two nights and then she had a 
day off so we took a motorcycle ride up to the top of Pine Mountain 
and went skinny dipping in the lake by moonlight. 

The next day I was in my Khaki uniform and we took pictures on 
the front lawn and I said “Goodbye,” before my dad drove me to San 
Francisco International Airport, so I could catch my plane. As I sat 
on the plane and looked out the window, with San Francisco getting 
smaller and farther away, I thought that I should have run away with 
Laurie into the mountains instead of going back into the Army. I was 
going to Germany. That’s pretty far away. 

We arrived at Fort Dix, New Jersey at 2300 and I slept on my 
duffle bag because there were only enough bunks for about half of 
us. Some guys slept curled up on the floor. The next day we are on a 
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707 chartered flight to Frankfurt, Germany. Every seat is taken and 
we are wearing Class A uniforms with neck ties on so it is stuffy and 
uncomfortable. 

We arrive at the 7th Corps Dispersing Point which is just a hole. 
We have a formation and then get in line to see a clerk. He asks me 
where I would like to be assigned to while I was in Germany, and I 
don’t know anything about it so he says he is sending me to Bavaria, 
in Southern Germany, and that sounds fine to me. Then they open up 
the beer hall and I try German beer for the first time, and it’s pretty 
good beer. Maybe this won’t be so bad afterall. 

 

 
 

Khaki Uniform 
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t’s mid-July, 1971, and I’m assigned to the 3rd Squadron, 2nd 
Armored Calvary Regiment at Pond Barracks in Amberg, 

Germany. When we get off the bus at Pond Barracks an Inspector 
General (IG) annual inspection is going on so we are hidden in the 
basement with some bunks until the IG inspection is over. Then I am 
sent to K Troop. “Toujours Pret” is on our patch and it is French for 
“Always Ready.” I was being shown around by Platoon Sergeant 
Spencer who had an unlit cigar in his mouth that he chewed on. He 
was a Sergeant First Class and I liked him, he seemed to have a sense 
of humor anyway. As we walked down the hallway we couldn’t help 
but smell someone was smoking dope. It smelled different from 
marijuana. After Basic Training, I thought drinking beer in the 
barracks was a big deal, but smoking dope seemed a bit much. The 
Sergeant asked me if I smelled it and if I knew what it was, but didn’t 
let on. I said, “It smells like something is burning.” He nodded. We 
both kept on walking and didn’t look at each other. Later, I find out 
that it is hashish, from Turkey. 

I sign for my TA-50 and I get a lot of cold weather gear. I write 
letters home and said everything is great, but actually it was a little 
depressing. The only good news was there wasn’t any KP. That duty 
had been contracted out to German Nationals. Still, I think it reminds 
me of a lot like how prison would be. We were FNG’s, new guys. We 
played flag football in celebration of the IG being over and I started to 
fit in and get to know some of the guys. I went with two other new guys 
on the train to visit Nurnberg. Getting around on the train is actually 
pretty cheap. I send pictures home like I was an American tourist. 

I 
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Border Camp – Operations Building 
 
We go to the border. Our mission here is to “observe and report” 

activities on the border between West Germany and Czechoslovakia. 
We have been described as a “trip wire” if the Soviet Army invades 
West Germany it will cause a war, although we are facing East 
Germans across the border. We are staying at Camp Roetz, which is 
about 10 miles from the actual border. My first job is to be the 
“Runner” for the Operations Sergeant and we have a tactical radio, a 
landline crank phone, and a Class “A” Phone. We stay up all night, 
read magazines, eat “C-Rations” and then sleep in the day. 

My next job we go out on jeep patrol. We took M-16s, machine 
gun, binoculars and a bottle of whisky. We went right up to the 
border. I waved at some soldiers who were across the border looking 
at me through binoculars. You are not supposed to “provoke an 
incident” and wave or point your weapons at them. The Sergeant told 
me that in 1968 someone pointed their main tank gun at one of their 
towers and the guard jumped out and broke his leg. Then the incident 
report went up their chain of command and over to ours, and back 
down to the tank commander who did it. Now we keep our main tank 
guns pointed away from the border when we get close to it as a 
standing order. It’s called provoking an incident so I don’t wave 
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anymore. You can point the machine gun at them though, that’s 
okay. 

 

 
 

Border Sign 
 

 
 

Returning From an Alert 
 
I was given driver training on driving the jeep around the camp. I 

drove a jeep to High School every day, and went deer hunting in a jeep, 
and can drive pretty good, but I still need to prove it. We got in four-
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wheel drive and went through some ditches. I was put on Gate Guard 
and some Germans came by and took our pictures for the German 
newspaper. Then some other Germans came along and gave me some 
salami. We all believe the German people near the border appreciate us 
being here more than in Amberg. Here they see us doing our job and 
can see that soldiering is not easy. In Amberg they see us chasing the 
ladies, getting drunk on beer and acting stupid. I don’t know if they see 
us as really protecting them or not, but I’m sure they know we are here 
to fight for them if it came to that. So everyone near the border waves 
when we pass by. 

We spend my birthday, (20 years old), sleeping on the floor of 
Observation Post 61 (OP 61). We eat C-rations and in some ways it is 
kinda like being in a hunting cabin. Most meals come with a can of 
cheese and if you melt cheese in with the main course it makes it better. 
I give away the cigarettes to the other guys or trade for their chocolate 
bars. The C-Rations that have 1951 on them are so old the can of 
cookies is really just cookie crumbs. Some Sergeants bring their own 
seasoning with them to fix up their meals. We got a training session on 
map reading. Then I got to take a trip back to Amberg on the “Courier,” 
a 2 and half ton truck. We joke that we are seeing Germany, “from the 
back of a deuce and a half.” I watch one guy who had been drinking too 
much try to urinate out the back of a moving truck and thought I would 
witness a soldier getting himself killed, if we hit a bump and he fell out. 

 

 
 

Jeep Patrol 
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Observation Post 61 

 

 
 

Removing the Pack 
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Me and Track 

 
I was sent back out to OP61 and three small German boys came 

by and we talked for a long time. They invited me to a party 
Saturday night, but I have Gate Guard that night. We are allowed to 
leave the camp and go downtown if we don’t have duty. We have a 
movie once in a while and there’s a club that serves German beer. 
We play card games, like “Spades” and “Hearts,” to pass the time, 
and I read books like “Catch 22,” and “Deliverance.” I go on detail 
and cut grass with a Yo-Yo. I was on guard one minute and the next I 
was on a truck. We all left the border and went back to garrison in 
Amberg. 

I had to speak to the Platoon Sergeant, First Sergeant, the 
Lieutenant, and then the Captain on me wanting to get a car. They 
don’t want the junior enlisted to have a car. They are afraid of us 
getting drunk and getting in a car wreck. It would be bad publicity. 
First, I will need to get a military driver’s license and then a civilian 
international driver’s license. I’ll need to get a signed authorization 
by the Ol’ Man. I do all the things that I need to do and it becomes 
the hardest thing I’ve done so far in my life. The roadblocks and 
obstacles are unbelievable and frustrating. I’m not getting high on 
dope in the barracks and sitting around feeling sorry for myself 
wishing I was back home. I’m trying to get a car so I can travel 
around Europe and see things while I’m here. I’m trying to make the 
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most of it. I tell the First Sergeant that it’s the hardest thing I have 
ever done, and I was really getting frustrated and upset about it. He 
seems to back off some. He knows I won’t quit until I get a car. I’m 
determined to get it. The next day is Saturday and I go to the gym 
and lift weights and pull myself back together and get ready to try 
again. I’m not going to quit. I believe in self-improvement and 
making the most of the situation, but it is like paddling upstream. 

I write in my diary, “I have discovered what is wrong with the 
Army. Nothing can be done ‘simply,’ it has to be done in an orderly 
manner. How you do it is more important than what you do.” I keep 
studying the Privately Owned Vehicle (POV) handbook and start 
planning my first trip. On Monday morning at 0530 we have an alert 
and I man a Sheridan tank that has a broken track. We start it up and 
turn on the lights anyway, like we could really go with everyone else 
if we moved out. It is just pretending. It’s called, “going through the 
motions.” 

Later I got a payday, and was paid $199.00. We have a pay line 
and the Lieutenant has a side arm and he sits at a green wooden 
folding table and behind him is an armed guard with a M-16. He 
pays us cash, counting it out in front of us in uncirculated twenty 
dollar bills and then we sign for it. Then we pass the other tables that 
have someone wanting us to take out an allotment, donate to the Red 
Cross, and to the Old Soldier’s Home. If you give them a dollar they 
leave you alone. Then we get “Payday Activities” and we are 
supposed to go pay off our debts and send money orders home. A lot 
of the guys that smoke cigarettes have run out and they go get a 
carton and settle up with the guys they borrowed from. I buy a 
German cuckoo clock for $20 and send it home. 

We get a three day weekend and a Sergeant drove a friend of 
mine named Burnham and me to Munich for $10 apiece. We took 
pictures using 3 rolls of film, went to a museum, went to a dance, 
and stayed in a tourist hotel. We walk all over the place and get lost 3 
or 4 times. Then, when we started to run low on money we rode a 
free train all over the city. We see where the Olympics will be held 
and construction is underway for the new Olympiapark (Olympic 
Park). Our ride back with the Sergeant who brought us didn’t show 
up, like we had planned, so we take the regular train back to Amberg. 

I get promoted to Specialist Fourth Class, E-4. I have only been 
in the Army for nine months and I’m already a “Spec 4.” That’s 
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pretty fast. One black PFC complained to the Sergeant about me 
getting promoted so fast and he had been in-country for a year and 
wanted to know what had happened. The Buck Sergeant told the 
trooper that he was “put-in.” The Sergeant is getting out in a few 
months and I don’t really think he cares one way or the other. Spec 4 
is a good rank, because you make a lot more money but you are still 
just one of the guys doing the same things as everyone else. You 
might as well get paid for it. 

My diary is missing for about a week. Guys are smoking dope 
and they see me writing and taking a lot of pictures and I think they 
suspected I might be a “Narc.” That’s being a snitch, something like 
a narcotics agent or something. Anyway, the diary just shows back 
up in my footlocker one day. Then a guy named Robertson, who isn’t 
very bright, tells me that my diary would make a good book. I just 
say, “No one would want to read about this stuff.” Robertson has 
reenlisted and so he has been in the Army for almost 3 years and he’s 
still a Spec 4 because he keeps getting into trouble. He smokes dope 
and plays Elvis music on his reel-to-reel tape player. I’m sure he’s 
the one who took my diary. 

I go on Guard Duty and guard the ammo dump. It gets below 
freezing. I make coffee on a pocket stove using a heating tablet. I 
keep the stove in my ammo pouch. We have guard two hours on, and 
then four hours off over a twenty-four hour period. When you are 
off, you sleep in your fatigues and boots and lay on a bunk that 
someone just got off of. When you get up someone else lays down on 
it. It’s just a mattress and there’s no sheets or blankets. It smells bad. 

I wash my fatigues at the post coin-operated laundry. I have one 
set of fatigues that are starched in case I need to see the Captain or 
there’s an inspection or something. When you put on a starched 
uniform it is like cardboard and it’s called, “break starch.” I screwed 
up and put a red sweatshirt in with one load of fatigues and that made 
everything a little pink looking. The First Sergeant notices in 
formation and gets on me about it. It kinda made me stand out, in a 
bad way. One guy from New Jersey spends $25 a month on starched 
laundry. He figures that if he looks sharp then he won’t get the dirty 
jobs. He’s a drafted soldier who hates the Army and smokes dope. 

I went in to see the Captain about getting a POV and he tried to 
talk me out of it and I ended up talking him into it. I said, “I want to 
travel around Europe.” I told him about the dope smoking in the 
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barracks, and he asked, “There’s dope in the barracks?” I nodded my 
head, and said, “Everyday.” Now, I don’t know if he was playing 
dumb with me or he really didn’t know what’s going on. He never 
went into the hallways or the rooms, just straight to his office. I tell 
him that my parents are going to come on vacation to Germany and 
I’ll take my leave in-country and travel around with the POV. He 
goes along with it. 

So now I can go downtown and check on the Volkswagens for 
sale in the dealership lots. The Captain wants to see the car I want to 
buy before I can get it. They are afraid that there will be rust 
underneath in the frame and that it won’t be safe and hold up in an 
accident. On payday the Captain took me in his car to go see the car I 
wanted to buy. We didn’t talk much. He checked it over and said he 
would sign the paperwork after I get insurance first. So I finally won 
out. I got my first car, a Volkswagen Squareback (station wagon). I 
can lay down the back seat and sleep in it. It goes 100 mph on the 
Autobahn where there is no speed limit and it gets 30 miles per 
gallon. I get a letter from home saying gasoline has gone up to 90 
cents a gallon in San Francisco. That’s ridiculous. I think more 
Americans should get small fuel-efficient cars like mine. A black 
Sergeant with a Cadillac tells me that it’s not what Americans want, 
but I don’t argue with him about it. I do see a future for smaller cars 
in America though. I can picture it. 

We play a couple of football games, K Troop against L Troop 
and we win, and then we beat the artillery battery. Afterwards I went 
with a friend downtown to a German city festival and we drank beer. 
After four German liters of beer I took pictures of the full moon with 
my new 35 mm camera and got good and sick and threw up. I was 
sick all the next day too and lay on my bunk with a headache. 

Car insurance costs $372 a year. The car costs $700. I took a 
guy’s guard duty for $20 because I was saving up my money to pay 
for some of it. I’ve been getting a lot of personal things done, 
checking things off my “to do” list. I’m learning how to take care of 
things. Some of the other guys start smoking dope when they can’t 
get their stuff done. I watched the movie “There was a crooked man” 
and it was funny to see prisoners acting the same as soldiers. 

We roll out the tracks for the annual tank gunnery qualification at 
Grafenwoehr, which we simply call “Graf.” The Sergeants call Tank 
Gunnery Qualification, TCQC, or “Tucy Qucy.” It’s October and 
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rainy, muddy and cold at night. We set up in firing positions on the 
first firing range and got the ammo ready for firing. On Saturday we 
get up at 0400 and fire the tanks all day until 2200. We are all hoping 
for good weather because if we get fog we will just have to stay 
longer. Sunday we start at 0600 and fire until 2000. We are having 
good weather and are ahead of schedule so we get to relax some and 
eat something besides C-rations. 

A friend of mine and I go to the NCO club and we watch a girlie 
show and it was all teasing. There’s a lot of drinking and hollering. 
They have slot machines in the club to take away your money. Some 
German tankers are lined up against the wall drinking and leaning 
back in their chairs and we don’t understand them but it looks like 
they are making fun of us, until someone throws a beer bottle at the 
wall behind them. The place is a little tense for a while and then 
some MPs come in and then we decide to leave. 

We move to a machine gun range and shoot both the “Cal 50” 
and the coax machine guns all night until 0430 the next morning. I 
slept on the turret floor and the next day I had a cough. I’m not the 
only one coughing, its getting around. 

On Sunday, the Tank Commanders and drivers moved the tracks 
to a new site and the gunners and loaders had time off and we 
“shamed” all day. Not sure what the word stands for other than we 
got to goof off. Then everyone got up at 0430 and we fired the main 
guns again. We dirty them and then we clean them. Everyone seems 
to have colds now. We are sleepy, tired and hungry. I lose track of 
what day it is. It becomes routine and I hear it in my sleep; the Tank 
Commander says, “Driver stop.” So the Driver stops the vehicle and 
sets the brake. “Gunner, HEAT, moving tank, 1200 meters.” The TC 
lays the main gun in the general direction using the override 
controller. The loader yells into the intercom, “Up,” meaning he has 
loaded the HEAT round and is sitting in his seat ready to fire. The 
gunner yells, “Identified,” meaning he has picked up the target in his 
gun sight and takes the controls. The TC yells, “Fire.” The Gunner 
announces, “On the way,” as we all feel the track recoil, lifting the 
first two sets of road wheels off the ground. The TC comes back on 
announcing the effect, “Target destroyed. Driver, move out.”  Then 
we do it all over again. We finish at 1730 and now there’s one last 
range, Range 80, the qualification range. Everyone except Loaders 
had to go to the range for Spotlighting, where we support the night 
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firing for another Troop using our searchlight to light up the targets. 
So I “got over.” I don’t know which one is worse, working weekends 
without sleep and food, or lying around the barracks killing time 
waiting for what’s going to happen next. 

It’s Sunday and we get up at 0430 and go to Range 80, but the 
fog sets in so we get a briefing then we get the day off. We play 
poker with a 10 cent limit. When we get back to range 80 we still 
have fog and we miss with both of our SHILLELLAGH missile 
launches. One Sergeant tells me that our tank was originally 
designed to shoot a guided missile, and it involves complex 
electronic controls and guidance system for accuracy. But then the 
Army decided to add the capability for firing High Explosive Anti-
Tank rounds, which knock out the electronics. So after firing a 
HEAT tank round we need to have specially trained technicians work 
on the optics and electronics for several hours to prepare for the 
missile launch. This would never work in a real war. Everyone 
knows it. You would not be able to call a timeout in a war so you 
could adjust the electronics before you fired a missile at a Soviet T-
54 Tank. We go through the motions. Fog and snow would make 
matters even worse. I think some tracks should just fire the missiles 
and some just fire the HEAT rounds and that might work in a war. 

We are still at the qualification range and everything goes wrong. 
We have a round break in half, the coaxial machinegun jams three 
times, and we miss most of the targets. We blow it, or, BOLO. It’s 
mockie nickie to me, (soldier slang for “macht neict,” or, it doesn’t 
matter). Just about everyone else qualifies, but three of us track 
crews don’t qualify, so we end up going on police call detail, and we 
pick up trash on Range 80, and everyone else gets compensatory 
time off, or “comp time.” We “broke track” and replaced one of the 
road wheels because the rubber was coming off in chunks, in 
preparation for the road march back to Amberg. 

We get back to garrison and on Saturday I make some money 
with my new car by driving some guys to Vilseck where they buy 
$500 worth of stereo equipment. I have enough room so I can haul 4 
guys and put the boxes in the back. Everyone looks at my car and 
comes up with ideas on what it will do for them. Most don’t want to 
pay either. A Sergeant came in one weekend and almost gave me an 
order that he wanted for me to haul him someplace so he could meet 
someone, and I told him I wasn’t a taxi, and I refused to do it. Some 
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of my good friends, who are considerate and pitch in for gas, I gladly 
take for a spin downtown for shopping or to get pizza. It gives them 
a break from being trapped in the barracks. It also gives me 
something to do. I polish the car or I just work on it, like cleaning the 
air cleaner or changing the oil. The Army has taught me the value of 
doing preventative maintenance. 

It’s late in November and we have a couple of inches of snow. 
We throw snowballs at each other in the motor pool while we are 
supposed to be pulling maintenance on the tracks. On Thanksgiving 
Day, SFC Spencer invites me and a couple of the guys over to his 
apartment for a Thanksgiving drink of whiskey. He’s a good 
Sergeant who cares about us troops and we all respect him for that. 

We start another tour of duty at Camp Roetz. We go out on jeep 
patrol. My jeep does not have a horn, brakes, turn signals, and four-
wheeled drive, or a heater that works. First we got lost and then we 
end up getting stuck in the muddy snow. I do so well driving in spite 
of that, I end up driving for the Lieutenant all the next day. He’s a 
West Point officer and he’s pretty sharp. 

We have been on the border for a week now and it’s already 
getting boring. I go out to OP61 and spend the night on the floor. 
When we get back, we remove the engine, or “pull the pack” out of 
our tank for maintenance service. By design, the engine has to be 
pulled out to get to some of the filters that are underneath and that is 
where the crud collects. Because I have a military driver’s license, 
know how to put on tire chains and can drive in snow, I keep getting 
to be the jeep driver. One guy from Hawaii had never even seen snow 
until he got in the Army and came over to Germany. He could not 
drive a jeep in snow if his life depended on it. He has no clue about 
putting on tire chains. When I wasn’t driving it got a little scary 
sometimes. I was riding in back of the jeep and a black Sergeant was 
driving as fast as he could, and there was still snow on the sides of the 
road and slick spots in the shady areas. We took a couple of curves 
way too fast. If you roll over in a jeep, everyone is dead. But he was 
the Sergeant and we can’t really tell him what to do. 

I need to get the jeep dispatched so I can drive it on patrol and 
the dispatcher is in bed and won’t get up. It really pisses me off. He’s 
a drafted soldier with a bad attitude and he’s lazy. I get tired of 
asking him and I pull him out of bed and we end up getting into a 
fight and I kick his butt. I’m sitting on top of him until he agrees to 
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dispatch my jeep. He agrees because he sure isn’t going to get any 
sleep with me sitting on top of him. I didn’t go and tell a Sergeant, I 
just handled it myself. But I was thinking, I can’t be fighting 
everyone in the Army who crosses me. That could go on forever. 

We go out to OP60 and at 0400 I come on duty. The Captain 
brought us a steak dinner, and Cokes. He talked to us for a little 
while and then he left. When we get back, I take a guy’s duty in 
Operations for $5.00. I went to put MOGAS in the jeep and 
discovered that I had put in diesel instead. So I get a hose and siphon 
it back out. Then everyone in camp heard about it. It’s a big joke that 
gets around quickly. Then we take off and drive all day on jeep 
patrol and we had wine in our canteens. Another little mix up. 
Sometimes jeep patrol can be fun. It just depends on who the 
Sergeant is. The old-timer Staff Sergeants who are no longer bucking 
for promotion are more likely to put the radio on low power and try 
to get a commo check back with Operations and when no one 
answers, that means it is clear to get on the radio and call another 
jeep patrol and arrange for a stopover at a German guesthouse for a 
beer and lunch. One Staff Sergeant showed us how to put our main 
course of meatballs and spaghetti from the C-Rations on top of the 
Jeep’s engine valve cover and when we stopped for lunch along the 
roadside, the cans are already hot and we were ready to eat. The guys 
who are into smoking hashish call themselves “Heads” because they 
are into their heads a lot, and they call the old Sergeants “juicers” for 
hard drinking, or “lifers” because they are in the Army for life, 
waiting to retire. But if someone is just killing time to make twenty 
years and get out, then how is that any different from someone 
killing time until their enlistment obligation is over and they can go 
home? Is one better than the other because it is less time? Either way, 
it is marking off a calendar and getting older. 
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Getting Jeeps Ready for Patrol 
 

 
 

Motor Pool 
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Jeep Patrol With Bottle of Wine 
 

 
 

Helping With a Stuck Jeep 
 
On Friday, Christmas Eve, the Squadron Commander came to 

visit the camp and we got free beer and Cokes until 2200. Most of us 
try not to think about Christmas and we’ll be glad when it is over 
with. Its better to just think of it as another day. I meet a guy from 
New York named Sanchez and we become friends. He and I go 
downtown for a Schnitzel dinner to celebrate Christmas. After a 
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couple of days, we pack up everything, leave the border and head 
back to Amberg. 

After we get back to garrison, we get some time off. So I take 
Sanchez with me in the car and we go to Nurnberg. He pays for the 
gas. While we are there we stop at “The Wall.” This is a place where 
prostitution is legal in Germany. There really isn’t much of a wall, 
it’s mostly a bunch of houses with women in doorways, and they are 
sticking their heads out the window, talking to the guys walking by. 
They say things to get you to come over to them and then come into 
their houses. Sanchez is dark skinned, but he says he’s not black, 
he’s from Puerto Rico, and that’s different. We both go up to one 
house and the lady points to Sanchez and says, “Not him,” and she 
says something about Negro, and then points to me and says I’m 
okay. I said, “Not him, then, not me.” And she seems confused and 
can’t understand it. I tell Sanchez that we are leaving, and we head 
for my car and go back to Amberg. It was pretty simple, actually, it 
just wasn’t right. 

We had our own racial problems at Pond Barracks. I was in line 
at the check-out counter and three black soldiers were in front of me 
and they were short some change and one turned to me and 
demanded I give him the change, which was less than 25 cents. I got 
it out and put it down on the counter without saying anything. I 
wasn’t going to fight over small change. I once saw two black 
soldiers do their “dap” handshake for a couple of minutes and no one 
could get off the bus until they were done. Everyone just waited in 
silence. It was a “black” moment. Another time a black soldier didn’t 
like the country music playing on the juke box in the snack bar and 
went over and pulled the plug on it, forfeiting someone’s money. No 
one said anything about it. Standing in the chow line in the Mess 
Hall, a black soldier went up to another black soldier in the front of 
the line and did their dap handshake and then started talking and then 
didn’t leave, essentially cutting the line. A drafted friend of mine 
from Kentucky was right behind them and he complained about it, 
and then he was hit over the head with a plate from behind. After 
that, officers were assigned to watch the chow line. 

I was picked to participate in a race relations workshop. It was 
being run by a white Lieutenant and a black Sergeant that teach the 
course, and they travelled around to the various Caserns giving the 
same race relations course. First we see an Army training film about 
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affirmative action which seems like “preferential treatment” to me. 
We get our chairs in a circle to discuss it. One of our black Sergeants 
has very strong opinions and is outspoken about it. He’s the one that 
drives the jeep too fast. He talks about the things that are wrong back 
home in the south where he’s from. I speak up and suggest that 
maybe all men are basically good and I agree with him, there have 
been some misunderstandings, but it does not make sense to blame 
all whites for the wrongs of a few. Now I have everyone’s attention 
and it wasn’t what I wanted to do. So I have to continue; shouldn’t 
the Army be colorblind anyway? How does giving preference make 
up for anything? Just asking a question or two opens up your self to 
becoming a target of hate and I quickly see that, as I have become, 
“part of the problem.” But the Lieutenant tries to support me, a little 
bit, but not completely. We have a break and my friend Sanchez 
comes over to me and tells me, “Be quiet Miner. Don’t talk in there.” 
I know he is telling me that as a friend and its for my own good. So I 
go back in and I no longer speak up. So we listen to our black 
Sergeant talk about how busing is only wrong for black children by 
forcing them across town when there is a school next to where they 
live and the whites keep doing these wrong things to blacks. No one 
else says anything. It’s all one-sided. To me, that makes it 
propaganda. I sit and listen. Afterwards, the Lieutenant asks me why 
I was quiet and I tell him that I was told to shut up. He asks, “By 
who?” I tell him, “I can’t say.” I can’t get Sanchez in trouble, he was 
just helping me. There’s nothing more to say. The Lieutenant knows 
his class is a failure. It has not changed anything. After I get back to 
the barracks a black SP4 Vietnam veteran who was in the course tells 
me that if it came down to it, and he had to decide between saving a 
black soldier or a white soldier, he would save “the brother,” even if 
he really didn’t like the “Bro.” He said, “Blood is thicker than mud.” 
He just wanted me to know how race affects his thinking. He knew I 
was friends with Sanchez and that for me friendship was stronger 
than skin color. He was just being honest with me. Afterwards, my 
201 file was updated to show successful completion of Army race 
relations training. 

On the last day of December, I was invited to meet a German 
family by a guy named Sergeant Holt and we get in my car and drive 
there. Sergeant Holt is doing a Permanent Change of Station (PCS) 
out of Germany and we stay and drink wine with the German family. 
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The German lady tells me to come back on my own when I get a 
chance, after Sergeant Holt leaves. I can tell he is not real well liked 
because he has been trying to date their teenage daughter. The 
German people in general seem to be friendly towards Americans 
and go out of their way to make us feel welcome in their country. 
This family is no different. For them, having an American soldier 
over to their house is like doing a public service. I make popcorn for 
them and it’s something they have never seen before and they get 
excited like little kids when it pops. 

New Years Day started with having Hall Guard from 1000 to 
2200. We have 35 guys start clearing out of K Troop getting ready to 
leave for the USA. Our room with seven guys in it will go down to 
four. We are getting a desk and instead of the old green Army bunk 
beds we all get brand new, larger grey beds with a new mattress. We 
are told we can paint our footlockers to match the color of our rooms 
so I paint mine blue. We can put up posters on the wall if they have 
frames, so I put up one of Peter Fonda on a Harley smoking a joint 
from the Wild Angels. We are told we are part of an Army 
experiment called Volunteer Army (VOLAR). It is supposed to make 
us reenlist because they are going to stop drafting soldiers. I think 
they need to do something. The drafted soldiers hate the Army, and 
sometimes refuse to work on detail. It’s a constant battle dealing with 
the drafted soldiers and they affect everyone around them. When we 
are out in the field though, when there was a real job to do, everyone 
seems to pitch in, even the drafted soldiers. It’s when we were in 
garrison that the BS started. I had one guy in my room who was 
selling hard drugs out of his wall locker. He said that the judge told 
him, “Go to prison or go into the Army,” and now he was in uniform, 
but he didn’t really belong here. It wasn’t my job to turn him in for 
drug dealing, they were everywhere and I would pay a heavy price 
for being a snitch. No one really seemed to care, anyhow. The same 
guy asks for my empty camera film containers because they work 
good for selling his powdery substance, and I just hand them to him. 
Just like being in prison, he gets a surprise search of his wall locker 
with two Sergeants standing at the door. He tried to throw stuff out 
the window but someone below yells that he got it. They tell me to 
leave the room while they finish making the bust. I never saw him 
again after that. 

I’ve been writing to Laurie in my hometown pretty regular and 
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getting a letter from her brightens up the day. I get guard duty on the 
Sheridan Motor Pool and it is so cold we have a fire going in an 
empty oil drum just like the bums do in the city. We end up burning 
up all the firewood just as we are being relieved. So the next guard 
shift comes on and burns up the handrails to the stairs leading up to 
the motor pool. Then after a day or two our wooden bustle rack on 
our Sheridan is missing, the guards had taken it off and burned it to 
keep warm. Pretty soon the guard shack is missing. It disappears, 
piece by piece. 

We had a barracks inspection. Afterwards, we were supposed to 
get a three day weekend but it was canceled after someone stole the 
Captain’s paint and used it to paint on the wall, “The Capt. is a 
prick,” so now everyone is being punished for it. 

Saturday I had Hall Guard duty and I needed to guard a guy who 
had gotten drunk and stolen a truck the night before. It’s really cold 
outside; you can spit on a road wheel and watch it freeze. We get 
about 5 inches of snow. We start up the tracks and run them for a 
while even on weekends to keep things from freezing up. We are not 
sure if it does any good, because the tracks only stay warm for a few 
minutes and then they just freeze again. But, we go through the 
motions.  

We go to Camp May, so we have a different border sector this 
time. We are at an OP on a hilltop and when it came time to be 
relieved, the jeep could not get up the hill to us because of the deep 
snow, so we have to carry everything down the hill and the new team 
has to carry their stuff up the hill. I didn’t have my gloves on and 
was carrying a lot of smoke grenades and ammunition and I didn’t 
want to stop for a minute to put my gloves on. I just kept trudging 
through the snow and when I got to the jeep I couldn’t feel my hands 
and I put them down next to the tail pipe to warm them up with the 
engine exhaust. It was the coldest I have ever been in my life. I will 
never forget it. 

By March it is getting warmer and we go out on a joint patrol 
with the German Bundesgrenzshutz (BGS). The joint patrol is 
actually a foot patrol and we follow behind the Germans as we all 
walk a path along the actual border. They are professionals and know 
the way so we just tag along. No one speaks because we can’t 
understand each other. The first time I went, one of our guys did the 
Nazi salute, and said, “Heil Hitler,” to the German guards. He was 
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acting like a typical, ignorant American soldier who should have 
been slapped in the mouth in front of everyone. It was an 
embarrassing thing to see and it depressed everyone. We just 
mumbled to him to stop being an idiot, but once it is done there’s no 
taking it back. No one knew how to say in German, “So sorry, we 
have an idiot with us.” We just moved out on patrol in silence. 
Everyone was glad when it was over and done with. Seems like, 
when Americans are in foreign countries, too many times they forget 
that they are the visitor. One or two, out of stupidity, can embarrass 
all of us and make us ashamed. 

In April I take an in-country leave for 23 days and my parents 
come over on vacation and to visit with me. My younger brother 
Gary, sister-in-law Donna, the son of my mother’s boss Ron, all 
come along too. We ride the trains mostly and visit castles, zoos, 
museums, churches and go sight-seeing around Bavaria. The German 
family I met help us out a lot with the planning. Erika is the mother 
and she is more excited than any of us about where we will go next. 
She speaks good English and becomes our tour guide. She has a 
brother-in-law in Munich named Siegi, so we take the train there and 
spend a couple of nights with him in the historical city. They are 
friendly to us too and talk about coming to the United States and 
visiting us in California someday. We all celebrate with a shot of 
schnapps after dinner. The next day Siegi has a black eye, but he 
laughs it off. Ron is Jewish, and because of that, Siegi has been 
assaulted for hosting us, but he fights back. He acts proud of himself, 
like he bested them, whoever they were. He’s a very honorable man. 

We see the site of the upcoming Olympics and then leave 
Munich and go into Austria to Innsbruck ski area and to the Salzberg 
salt mines. We eat breakfast in an Army resort called Garmisch and 
have American bacon and eggs instead of German food, for a 
welcome change, and then go to Berchtesgaden near Hitler’s Eagle’s 
Nest. It was a great vacation and everyone has enjoyed the trip. An 
Army tour of duty in Germany can be a bad experience for some and 
it’s a lifetime opportunity for others. It’s whatever you make out of 
it. I was determined to make the most out of it, and I had succeeded 
in doing that. I drive my family to the airport in my car and we wave 
goodbye as they head out to the jetliner. 

My leave is over and we prepare for another field exercise. We 
head out for Hohenfels for tactical training and maneuvers. We take 
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off on an all night road march, which means we are just following 
each other like in a convoy with our black-out lights on. It’s dark and 
we can’t see much. I’m the loader so I stand in the hatch next to the 
Tank Commander (TC) and just watch the stars above us. The 
gunner is trapped in his seat with nothing to see, no fresh air and no 
way to sleep. So the Staff Sergeant TC pulls a large bottle of whisky 
out from behind the AM-1780/VRC radio and gives it to me. We 
have a case of Cokes on the floor behind the driver so I start getting 
everyone loaded. I take my P-38 and cut off the top of the Coke can, 
drink down a little bit, and then pour in a shot of whiskey and pass it 
up to the TC, one for the gunner and I mix the ones for the driver a 
little lighter. By the time we pull into our Assembly Area we have 
empty Coke cans all over the turret floor and I’m a little woozy. We 
clean up the mess and do whatever the TC asks us to do and no one 
says anything so we don’t get caught and then we hit the sleeping 
bags. The Staff Sergeant really went out on a limb for us. He could 
have been busted if we got caught. I liked him. When we were first 
assigned to him as his Tank crew he gave us a little talk, and with 
each sentence he started out with, “I expect…” It was a good lesson 
in leadership. Tell the troops what you expect from them in being on 
time, meeting standards and getting along as a team. Positive 
leadership was rare. Okay, maybe he has a drinking problem. 
Anyway, he had our respect and we were loyal to him and would not 
cross him. I noticed that the Sergeants who were comfortable with 
their role would talk to us and tell us what was going on, no matter 
where we were, in formation or on work detail. Communication and 
leadership went together. 

I wasn’t in the track at the time but I was nearby, when PFC 
Percifield got his head caught between the main gun breach and the 
top of the turret. He kept yelling, “Lower the gun tube, lower the gun 
tube.” For the gunner on the controls, that meant lower the front end, 
which made the rear end go up, crushing the CVC helmet even more. 
He was hauled away in an ambulance but he was okay. The First 
Sergeant had a formation and explained, “When something like that 
happens, explain your situation, so everyone else will know what to 
do and they will do the right thing and not make things worse.” 

Our First Sergeant had a lot of Army experience. He told us he 
only had an 8th grade education. But he was in the Korean War and a 
medic had saved his life when he was wounded. He smokes a cigar 
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and everyone calls him “Rocco,” or “Top.” He is “Old Army” and he 
is strict. You can tell that his life is the Army, and without men like 
him, the Army would not function very well. When he speaks, it’s 
the Army speaking. I saw him yell across the parade field to a deuce 
and half truck to slow down. The Army told that truck to slow down 
and it did. He was a man who exemplified military leadership and 
was respected by all the men, even by those who hated the Army. He 
once called me, “a good man” and when you are 21 years old it 
means a lot, no one can say anything better than that. When he left 
for the States I told him, “It was an honor to serve with him,” and for 
an old Army Sergeant, no one can say anything better than that. 

Our crew had to stay in the rear and pull the pack on our track for 
two days so we didn’t have to go out on maneuvers. I think about all 
the things you need to know, and in a war you would have to put 
everything all together at once, the gunnery, security guards, the 
planning, radio communications, map reading and the tactical 
maneuvers, and it would really be hard. There’s so much you need to 
know and remember that it would be hard to be confident in your 
skills and abilities. It would be so much easier to just give up and be 
scared. It’s the good leaders that give you the confidence you need. 

We join the rest of the Troop in the field and we get rained on 
and sleep inside the tracks. I learned how to sleep sitting in a chair 
with a poncho over me because the hatch above me leaked. I have 
our driver, a Private, come up to me shivering and shaking from 
being cold and wet. He stands in front of me with his teeth 
chattering. He doesn’t have on his poncho or jacket and no field 
pants. He doesn’t know what to do and he’s confused. He has the 
early signs of having hypothermia. I take him to our track and start it 
up and I put him under a poncho that is spread out over the engine 
grill, and told him to sit there until he warms up. I check back on him 
a couple of times. After about 20 minutes he is dry and warm and 
doesn’t want to leave. It’s like he is in a blow dryer. I tell him to get 
down, get into dry clothes and get his field jacket and field pants on. 
I get on him like the Sergeants would have gotten on me if it was me 
running around without a jacket on. I guess that’s how you learn 
leadership, it comes with experience. 

I get back to Amberg and need to get ready for the E-5 
Promotion Board. The First Sergeant isn’t yelling at us, as a matter 
of fact he is like a coach, giving us pointers, trying to teach us. He 
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says we should answer every board members question and look 
directly at them while giving the answer, and then after the answer, 
turn your attention back to the senior board member in the middle. 
He says to read the morning Stars and Stripes paper and expect a 
question on current events. I score a 555 on the board, which is good, 
but not high enough to get promoted right away. I’m thinking that if I 
got promoted I would get out of a lot of the Guard Duty and work 
details. 

We go back to Camp Roetz for border patrol. I am asked if I 
want to be the Club Manager for the camp and I say “sure.” I’m 
given a Private to work for me and he is supposed to mop the floor 
and take out the garbage. After he is done with that we play some of 
my country music cassette tapes and shoot pool. He’s not too bright 
and he was busted down to Private for getting into trouble. But he 
isn’t any trouble and so I kind of start watching out for him. I feel 
bad for him when a Sergeant gets on him for no real good reason, 
just so the Sergeant can feel important. Neither one of us need to go 
to formation anymore and we don’t have work details either, but we 
don’t have any days off either. No police call and most of the time, 
no one to hassle us. I’m the boss and I’m good to me and my 
assigned Private. I serve candy, potato chips, German beer and 
American beer in the club at night. I run a nice place and take care of 
everyone. I also have a hot dog machine and serve that too. I don’t 
want to leave the place with all the cash unattended for very long so I 
step out the side door and take a quick leak and come back in and a 
guy who has ordered a hot dog is still waiting for it. He says, “He 
didn’t wash his hands.” I say, “You want it or not?” He takes it and 
shuts up. 

We have an IG Inspection and we have the club cleaned up and 
looking real good. A Major asks to see my books and says that they 
didn’t balance. I said that “They never do.” He said, “Well they 
should.” I said if a guy comes in and orders a German beer and has 
some American money and some Marks and if it’s close enough, he 
gets his beer. “What am I supposed to do?” The Major said, “Well 
okay.” Then they ask me where the money goes that I collect. I said a 
Staff Sergeant comes in and picks it up out of the safe and he takes it 
to Amberg and buys everything with it and I never see any of that. 
They insist that they want to talk to the Sergeant. A Lieutenant 
Colonel stands in front of me so I can’t speak anymore. I still had 
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more to say. 
I do learn something though. There are some good jobs in the 

Army. Not everyone has to be cold, wet, hungry and miserable. 
When it gets like that the Sergeants just say, “Its good training.” But 
even in Vietnam, for each guy out in the bush with a rifle in his hand, 
there’s nine other soldiers supporting that one guy. Someone has to 
sort the mail, keep the personnel records current, drive the forklifts 
and load the trucks, and do all the other things that keep an Army 
going. Asking for the worst, miserable job doesn't make you a better 
man. After having been there a couple of times, you start to wonder 
what made you want that? Is it smart to want it and keep asking for 
it? Or is it smarter to get one of the good jobs? 
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e leave the border and go back to garrison in Amberg. I was 
standing in morning formation and the Platoon Sergeant 

says the Army is giving out free tickets to the 1972 Olympics in 
Munich. He asks, “Who wants one?” I am the only one in the platoon 
to raise my hand. The rest of the guys are too lazy to leave the 
barracks or hate the Army too much to take a free ticket. So I get to 
go to a soccer game on August 30, but it isn’t an American team 
playing, two countries that I don’t really care about. Anyway, I am 
holding true to my plan that I will enjoy my time in Germany and 
make the most of it. I consider going to the Olympics to be a “once 
in lifetime” opportunity no matter what event I get to see. I come to 
believe that I may be one of the very few who even thinks this way. 

Afterwards, my younger brother Gary comes back to Germany 
by himself. He is 16 years old and has been washing cars in a 
dealership in my hometown, saving up his money for the trip. He 
wants to come to the Olympics and get in the trip during the summer 
before school starts. He is flying by himself, and when he flies out of 
New York one of the engines goes out on their jetliner and it has to 
return to the airport. The pilot dumps the fuel in the ocean just before 
landing and when they do land there are fire trucks with lights 
flashing all standing by. The pilot ordered free drinks for everyone 
on board, including my brother Gary. He has a couple of drinks and 
the stewardess takes him by the arm and takes him to the right gate 
so he can get on another flight, because he is drunk and can barely 
walk. 

When he gets to Germany, the German family I know lets him 
stay with them in his own room with a big feather pillow for a bed 
cover. I take him into the barracks and show him around. I leave him 

W 
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in my room with some of the drafted guys while I go take care of 
some things and they get all excited about seeing a civilian who had 
just come from the states, and was not here because of the Army. 
They give him an ear full of how bad the Army is and warn him to 
never enlist. I don’t get in the way of it. I don’t even ask what he was 
told. I let him make up his own mind about it. 

I take some leave so he and I, and a German friend named 
Herbert, all get in my car and we all go to the Olympics together. We 
don’t get into any of the main events, like swimming, where Mark 
Spitz set a world record and won seven Olympic Gold Medals, we 
mostly just walk around. We missed the main event. We get into this 
game of Medicine Ball, with the biggest ball I have ever seen, and a 
hundred people are playing. Anyone just walking by can join in and 
play. We are just bouncing this ball over our heads, pushing it back 
and forth with no real goal line, no rules, no one getting hurt. There’s 
no real score board. We are not the athletes; we are the spectators 
without good tickets. There were people from all over the world and 
no one could understand each others language when they tried to say 
something, but we all shared something, we were just having fun. I 
thought about how this is what world peace and coexistence would 
be like. That was on a sunny Monday afternoon, September 4, 1972. 
It was a pleasant day, one to remember. 

After staying that night, we get up Tuesday morning, and we start 
heading back to Amberg on the Autobahn and Herbert was listening 
to my car radio, tuning it in to a station and then he told us to be 
quiet, while he listened to the news announcer on a German radio 
station. Herbert became anxious and then upset as he listened. He 
translated into English for us. He said that there had been a terrorist 
attack on the Olympics earlier that morning. Hostages were taken at 
gunpoint. Two Israeli athletes were killed so far. We missed it. 

When we finally got back to Amberg, the German lady said to 
me, “What are they doing to our Germany?” She was also upset. The 
German people had tried to be a good host for the XX Summer 
Olympics. They were trying to get over the negative association of 
the treatment of Jews in Nazi Germany and Hitler hosting the 
Olympics in 1936 as a propaganda attempt to show the world that the 
German people were superior and their government was civilized. 
Since the end of the war, they had rebuilt their country as a 
democratic and free country. Now they were optimistic for their 
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future and wanted to continue to improve world opinion of their 
country, and then this kind of thing happens. I felt bad for them. 

After that, things changed. When I took Gary to the airport for 
his flight home, now there were German Police in the airport with 
machine guns. There was a sense of serious business about 
everything at the airport, and a noticeable absence of carefree 
freedom. We learned that eleven Olympians were killed before it was 
all over. A controversy arose if the games should be stopped or go 
on. I agreed with the decision they should go on. We need to keep 
moving forward and not give in to terror. 

The American point of view seemed to be that this was limited to 
just being a German problem, stemming from the ongoing dispute 
between the Israeli people and the Palestine people in the Middle 
East. Nothing much we could do about it. We were upset that the 
American team lost to the Soviet team in a close basketball game, 
where the time on the clock kept adding 3 seconds until the Soviets 
made a basket and got ahead, stealing the Gold Medal. That was 
upsetting. The Soviets and us, that was our fight, even if was just a 
basketball game. We were also upset with two of our own American 
black runners twirling their Gold and Silver medals as the Star 
Spangled Banner played. I watched it on the German family’s 
television and said, “That’s not right.” They understood me and 
shared the same concern and were also disgusted. It showed 
contempt for both the United States and for the Olympics. What was 
the point of doing that anyway? To show the world that they do not 
respect their country? That getting the spotlight was an opportunity 
to show-off how special they are, by twirling their medals? They 
should spend a year or two in the Army and then they could be cured 
of feelings of arrogance and vanity. 

I thought about how difficult it is to fight terrorism. Our Army 
trains to fight a confrontation with an armed force with high 
explosive main gun tank rounds and coaxial machineguns. We don’t 
train to fight terrorists. It’s a different game. The only adjustment 
that I could actually see that we made after the terrorist attack was a 
greater emphasis on the importance of Guard Duty, particularly the 
Ammo Dump. For the first time, an Officer came out and checked on 
us while on guard. He chatted for a few minutes about how our 
ammo dump could become a terrorist target and then he left. But we 
no longer had to stand guard near the helicopters because soldiers 
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had taken their rounds and poked holes in the sides of the Hueys out 
of hatred for the Army. We were dropped off far away from the 
Hueys and could no longer go near them. I went out on Guard 
outside the barbed wire fence surrounding the Ammo Dump and 
another drafted soldier who was on guard with me brought along his 
sleeping bag and told me to wake him up when the relief jeep comes 
or if anyone comes to check on us. I took out my little stove from my 
ammo pouch and made hot chocolate while he slept. 

It gave me a chance to think things over. We went to the 
Olympics and a world event took place, and relatively speaking, very 
few people were actually a part of it. Of all the people who attended 
and participated in the games, only a few actually witnessed any 
single part of the terrorist act. Most everyone, including those who 
were there, ended up watching it play out on television news. And 
then, after it was over, the significance of it was not understood right 
away. I tend to think that is how it is with most major historical 
events. For the majority of people, they observe from a distance, 
behind a police line, not really seeing anything or being a part of it, 
or, they miss it all together like we did. The news and movies present 
the event as though everyone was involved, but that’s not how real 
life events play out. It isn’t until it is long over with before everyone 
starts to understand what even happened, not to mention make sense 
of it and draw lessons from it. 

I put in for a Christmas leave back to “the world” (United States). 
I get a good deal on tickets, $400 round trip from Germany to 
California. It was a Christmas Special for military people offered by 
TWA.  

I get my Volkswagen reinspected and it passes. I need to go 
through the chain of command and get the annual paperwork signed 
so I can keep the car for another year. Then I put it into a German 
neighbor’s garage for storage while I go to Grafenwoehr for tank 
gunnery qualification. This time I’m the gunner. Our particular 
Sheridan has been picked for a study of what makes things break so 
often in the vehicles, and so we have civilian defense contractors ride 
along with us. As soon as something goes wrong they start asking 
questions and they get straight answers from us. Then our tank was 
put into Depot Ordinance all day for it to be checked out and we got 
to stay in the barracks and read books while they figured out what 
was wrong with something or other. The next day our track was still 
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down and we waited in the motor pool and no one could fix whatever 
it was that was wrong and they give up. So I don’t know if the 
civilians ever got anything worthwhile out of it or not. We got a 
break. 

When we get on the range and get ready to fire, my first two 
rounds go straight up and “out of the ball park.” I’m not sure what 
happened to them, but afterwards, we fire 34 rounds and we are 
hitting targets, and that gets the crew all excited. I think they expect 
too much. They nickname me “misfire.” 

I get to take the courier truck back to Amberg for a Home and 
Domestic Responsibilities (HDR) run, and another guy and I miss 
getting on the truck for the trip back. So we get a taxi back and it 
cost me 45 Marks. I show up just in time to shoot 40 rounds on the 
tank range. We fire all day and into the night until 0200 the next 
morning. The moving targets are out to 1400 meters and are 10 feet 
wide. We are allowed to sleep in to 1100. 

I get put on “Roving Jeep Guard,” which means we drive around 
the motor pool in a jeep without any weapons. If someone is stealing 
something I guess we are supposed to just run over them. 

We finish the machine gun range and then fog sets in, just like last 
year. This time we are sent back to Amberg and our tank gunnery 
qualification is suspended. A couple of days later, they are talking 
about going back and I’m being asked to cancel my leave. I tell the 
Staff Sergeant, then the Sergeant First Class, then the LT, and then 
the Captain, that I want to take my approved leave. I’m told that I 
won’t have a job when I get back, so I ask, “What will be different?” 
There’s no answer to that. I already know we didn’t qualify last year 
and nothing changed. I know that gunners are harder to replace, 
compared to drivers and loaders. I seemed to lack a commitment to a 
higher purpose. There was no higher purpose for what we were doing, 
or if there was, no one ever said anything about it. I never heard 
anyone in a position of leadership talk about what we were doing was 
important, in military history, world politics, for the American flag or 
for protecting freedom, or for any reason at all. All we heard about 
was duty. We heard that if we didn’t do something, they could make 
us wish we would have done it. The First Sergeant asks me point 
blank if I will stay, and I tell him, “I’m going.” He says, “Then that’s 
that.” And with that, I was sent to Grafenwoehr in the back of a deuce 
an a half truck on detail to pick up trash. 
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I lock up my TA-50 in the Supply Room and prepare to take a 
30-day leave. When I get back from leave I will have finished two 
years on my three year enlistment. Now I’m marking the calendar 
too, just like everyone else. 

 

 
 

First Car 
 

 
 

Me in Munich 
 
 



 

 
 

AN AWAKENING 
 

 
 
 

 
hile I’m home on Christmas leave I give Laurie $200 
towards a one way ticket to Germany. I tell her that she will 

need to get some paperwork done and if she stays with a German 
family, and they assume responsibility, then she can stay for up to a 
year. I said that if she doesn’t want to come then keep the money as a 
Christmas gift. She decides that she wants to come to Germany in the 
springtime. 

I get back to K Troop in time, and I’m signed in before midnight 
of my last day of leave. I have not even finished undressing for bed 
and the CQ Sergeant comes into the room and says I have Guard 
Duty, right now. Someone didn’t show up and they need a 
replacement. I argue for a minute or two, but it doesn’t work. I’m 
signed in and available for duty. I decide that the “Hey You Roster” 
is really messing me up and I am going to start working on getting an 
off-post apartment. 

I notice that the two-year drafted soldiers that got here when I did 
are fewer now. When some tell me good-bye they seem to feel bad 
for me that I still have another year to go. The First Sergeant lets 
these soldiers speak to the morning formation before they leave and 
even the ones that hate the Army the most, have good things to say. 
They tell everyone to stay out of trouble so that someday they can go 
home too. It’s a good idea. Even the guy who had slept on guard duty 
and had told me that he had injected drugs between his toes so there 
would be no needle tracks in his arms, was excited and positive 
about finally going home. I hoped he wasn’t taking a habit with him. 
As the drafted soldiers leave and more regular enlisted arrive, the 
drug problems and the race problems seems to ease up. 

We get in a new PFC in my room who starts out being really 

W 
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gung-ho towards the Army. He had taken Reserve Officer Training 
Course (ROTC) courses during college and now everyone calls him 
“Colonel.” He recites military thinking to me. I tell him, “I’ve heard 
every bit of that before. Now, tell me what you think.” He pauses, 
and has to think about it. He doesn’t have an answer, but a change 
gradually takes place in him. He says that he has watched me and 
says I’m the best one around for getting out of work details. I know 
how to “get over.” He’s right. I know the tricks. Once we heard a 
Sergeant going into the room next to ours barking at Troopers and he 
was coming towards our room next. I quietly slip into my wall 
locker, and the “Colonel” sees me and he does the same. The 
Sergeant comes into our room picks the first guy he sees, and tells 
him to report downstairs for a work detail. The “Colonel” and I smile 
at each other as the guy goes out the door complaining. That’s why 
my bunk isn’t next to the door and I’m in the farthest corner of the 
room. 

We head out to the border for a 30 day tour and it is to Camp 
May. We do the usual Joint Foot Patrol, Jeep Patrol, Reaction Force, 
Observation Post, Operations, and Gate Guard, in 24 hour 
assignments. The variety makes time go by quickly and now we have 
different roads and different scenery. A jeep patrol can take you on a 
200 mile trip and so you get to see a lot of the country. When we are 
off duty we can watch some of the latest movies and write letters. I 
get a letter from Laurie saying that she sold her car and got her 
passport pictures taken. That is really encouraging. 

When I get back to Amberg, I am finally up for promotion but I 
see on the bulletin board that if you are on the Promotion List, that 
you need to extend your enlistment so that you still have a year of 
“retainability” remaining in-country, before you can get promoted to 
E-5. I go in to see the First Sergeant and ask him about it. He says, 
“Did you read the bulletin board?” I said, “Yes, but I want to hear 
it.” He says, “That’s good. Are you ready to be a Sergeant?” I said, 
“Yes, First Sergeant.” And they put me in for the extension and the 
promotion. I sign the paperwork and get sworn-in by the Captain, 
and so now I leave the Army in March 1974. It’s a hard decision to 
make, but it was one of my goals to make E-5 pay grade, and for a 
tank crewman, that usually means Specialist 5th Class. Now it looks 
like I will be a Sergeant instead. 

I also have an apartment lined up and move in the first of April. 
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Monthly rent will be 150 Marks, or a little more than $50. It was 
being used by a friend of mine who is married, and his wife was here 
for a while. Then he caught her messing around with a black soldier 
from our Troop while he was at the border and so he sent her home. 
That’s too bad. 

In late April I pick up Laurie at the Nurnberg airport. She stays in 
the apartment and we all go on alert for a three day move-out and go 
about 100 miles on a road march. This is Army life. 

I am going to make Sergeant, have my American girlfriend with 
me, an apartment, and a car. I have traveled around Europe. I got it 
made. All I need to do is reenlist and this could become my career. I 
think about what it would be like and I decide that I can do more 
than that with my life. 

We go to Hohenfels for maneuvers and this time I’m made Tank 
Commander of K-16, as a SP4. I really try to do my best. I don’t 
know anything about tactics so I learn as I go. It is one thing to use 
your experience to get out of dirty details, but it is a whole lot harder 
to use your experience to get things to work right. I jump the chain of 
command and complain to the Platoon Sergeant that the Staff 
Sergeant gave me the two biggest screw-ups in the Platoon for my 
crew. He gives me two other guys, a newly arrived Private as a 
driver, and PFC Percifield as the gunner. Our crew is short one, but 
we will rotate around and train the driver to be the loader when we 
need to fire the main gun. I’m the TC and we successfully fire 39 
rounds and get a good score during day and night firing. We live in 
our Sheridan for six days and nights and travel on a road march for 
55 miles. My two guys start arguing about something trivial and I let 
it go for a while and then I step in and talk to them about teamwork, 
and it fixes things. I start to learn about leadership. I need to keep 
track of where we are on the map and use the radio to stay up with 
everyone. We come to a stop and need to call in artillery, and I don’t 
remember all the jargon so I ask my gunner if he knows. He says yes 
he does, and so I put him on the radio and he does a great job. This is 
called delegation, but for me, it was more like being desperate, and 
not wanting to be embarrassed. At another point, I was in a team 
with another track and the TC comes over to talk to me. The 
Sergeant says we are lost and for me to get on the radio and ask for 
help. He doesn’t want to be embarrassed and make the radio call 
himself, so I agree to do it. I get on the radio and say we are next to a 
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hill. The Platoon Sergeant radios back, “What hill?” I say, “I don’t 
know.” He sends a track out to fetch us and we follow it back to the 
motor pool. 

I get K-16 too close to a rock and it scrapes along the aluminum 
side and puts a gash in the side before I can get the driver to stop, 
and back us up. We get out and look at the damage and the driver is 
worried that he will get in trouble. I tell him, “No, it’s all my fault.” I 
report to the Platoon Sergeant and tell him about it. He asks, “Who’s 
fault was it?” I said, “It was my fault. I’m responsible.” He says, 
“Okay.” And we never hear any more about it. We have a platoon 
test and we pass with flying colors. After the evaluator’s out brief, I 
feel like I have accomplished something, our team has accomplished 
something worthwhile. Even in spite of the damage to K-16. Overall, 
as a SP4 Tank Commander, I have done a good job. The Platoon 
Leader is a West Point officer and he tells me that I did a “fine job” 
and he says that I did a better job than some of his E-5’s and E-6’s, 
and then he asks me if I want to be put in for a Leadership Course 
and he asks me if I was going to make the Army a career. I tell him, 
“I don’t know, and not yet.” I think the course will just teach you 
how to yell at each other and have spit-shined boots. Besides, 
making Staff Sergeant E-6 is not one of my goals. I have seen what 
this kind of life does to young men, I have seen it in the faces of the 
career Sergeants; they look like old men way too early. 
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Searchlight 
 

 
 

Scraped Side 
 
We get back to garrison in Amberg and we are given a three-day 

pass so Laurie and I go to Munich. I take her to the Munich plaza and 
we watch the clocks on the main square. I take her over to the 
Olympiad and it is quiet now, almost abandoned. The high hopes and 
expectations are just a footnote in history now, mostly forgotten. The 
structures are a monument to the achievement of man, but the ghosts 
linger, as a reminder of the terror that mankind is capable of. 

I take Laurie to the site of the Dachau Concentration Camp. We 
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walk in, like we are about to visit another tourist attraction. I am 
ignorant of history. I’m used to looking at the ground, picking up 
cigarette butts and trash on police call, and so I am watching the 
ground as we enter and immediately notice - there’s no butts, no 
trash, no weeds, no grass, no flowers, no trees… just old buildings 
and black gravel. It’s as though this is a piece of scared earth, where 
nothing will ever grow again. A cloud of gloom comes over me. It’s 
unnatural, a spiritual feeling, that has taken me over. I have no idea 
of what went on here but I can feel the presence of spirits. There’s a 
very slight breeze but there is no wind. Laurie is some distance away 
but I feel someone is next to me. I stop dead in my tracks. Something 
horrible has happened here. I know it, I feel it. I look up towards the 
sky for relief, so that I can escape. 

The visitors whisper to each other. We enter one of the wooden 
barracks that has been restored and see the bunks are three high and 
there are photos of the crowded conditions. We go into one of the gas 
chambers, although they were never used in this camp. We see the 
meat hooks still hanging from the ceiling next to ovens where the 
bodies were hung before being cremated. This was primarily a work 
camp for political prisoners set up in 1933 as the first concentration 
camp and wasn’t intended as an extermination camp. We see the 
watchtower where the armed guards looked down over the camp. We 
see the photo display of the starved prisoners working and bodies 
piled up like a wood pile. The dead civilians represented over 30 
countries of the world, including Jews, clergy, politicians, royalty, 
writers and so many other victims of Hitler’s Third Reich. Finally, at 
the end of the photo display are pictures of the United States Army 
liberating the camp, and it brings tears to my eyes. 

The US Army made this right. It was our father’s war. They 
fought against the inhumanity, the pure evil, the horror that 
mankind is capable of inflicting on people. I can see this now with 
a complete clarity of purpose of why we need to be here. It was not 
a grey area, a debatable topic, with two opposing points of view 
like so many other things in politics and history. There was no 
question about this; there was a clear right and wrong. I understood 
this. It opened my eyes. It does affect me. It changes the way I 
think about things, how I feel about the Army, and it changes my 
behavior. I will never forget this. 

When I returned to K Troop, one of the Sergeants asked me 
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where I went over the 3-day holiday. I told him “Dachau.” He said, 
“What did you think of it?” I said, “I know why we need an Army.” 
He nodded in agreement, and there wasn’t much else to say. I know 
why we are here. I’m proud of what we stand for and what we will 
fight for. We cannot let this kind of thing happen again. 

 

 
 

Fence Line 
 

 
 

Nazi Guard 
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US Army Arrives 
(US Army Infantry Liberated the Camp) 
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Never Again 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

THE HARDEST JOB 
 

 
 
 

 
e have an alert, and then we line up the tracks and roll out 
for Camp May for another tour of duty on the border. I’m 

made an Acting Sergeant and handed the black metal stripes and pin 
them on my collar. My orders have not come down yet but I will get 
back pay when they do, so I am collecting Sergeant’s pay and not 
doing Sergeant’s work. So I pin the stripes on in private. This doesn’t 
come as a surprise to anyone, but a little bit of a ceremony would 
have been appropriate. It would be good to hear someone say 
something, like “We know you will do a good job,” or, better yet, 
“We will stand behind you when the going gets tough.” None of that 
happened. 

The troops climb into the back of a deuce and a half truck, and 
the more senior Sergeant gets to ride “shotgun” up front with the 
driver. I have a lazy Staff Sergeant bump me out of the shotgun seat 
and made to go sit in the back of the truck with the troops and I tell 
him that if he is taking over responsibility then take all the 
paperwork that needs to be turned in. I hand him the shotgun 
envelopes with the First Sergeant’s business in them and he throws it 
on the floor next to his feet. When we get back and pull in front of 
our barracks I check the floor. I pick up the envelopes off the floor 
and go turn it in. I’m disgusted with Sergeants who act like that. 
Another time I’m sitting in the back of the troop truck and I’m the 
only Sergeant in the back. One guy takes out a “bowl” with hashish 
and lights it up and passes it to the next guy. It goes up one row of 
seats and down the other, past me. Every soldier in the back of that 
truck took a single hit except me. I watched each one do it. When we 
got off the truck they all split as fast as they could and I didn’t say 
anything to anyone. It’s my word against everyone else. It was easier 

W 
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to just forget about it. Kinda like what the Platoon Sergeant said, “Do 
you smell something burning?” 

Maybe I could have used that leadership course the LT offered 
me. Maybe they would have taught me how to “kick ass and take 
names,” as the saying goes. Having responsibility in a leadership 
position sure does change things. Now I’m in charge when we go out 
to the OP or on jeep patrol. The LT inspects our vehicle, our 
weapons and asks questions of the troops before we go out on patrol 
and if something isn’t right I have to answer for any defects, since 
I’m the Team Leader. We go out as a team of four and I call in our 
positions over the radio to Base Operations using a classified code 
sheet. I signed my name, Sergeant Miner, for scopes, maps, flares, 
identification pamphlets, C-Rations, weapons and ammo, and 
different reports for different situations. I tried to show the new 
troops how to put a can of beans on the engine and it would be 
heated when we stop for lunch. We hear a bang and I open up the 
hood of the jeep and the can had exploded.  Beans were all over the 
engine. I failed to vent the can with a small hole. When we have OP 
duty, I’m supposed to get up in the morning first and then make sure 
my team all gets up, and I overslept, so we were all late getting our 
briefing, late for breakfast, late getting out the gate, and late in 
relieving the team out on OP. The team we are relieving is tired they 
are upset that we are late. It all comes back to me, Sergeant Miner 
was late, and he is the one who is responsible. When I had 
Operations I missed making a commo check and got chewed-out for 
it. Just one check was missed and everything else went fine. 

While I was getting ready for jeep patrol, one of the cooks 
wanted to go and see the border, so I let him come along with us. He 
has one of the worst jobs in the Army. I can’t see how anyone could 
enjoy doing what he does. So I explain to him what is going on and 
he has a good day riding along with us. He’s smiling because he’s 
finally been to the border, even though it is his day off. 

I had Stand-by Patrol and didn’t get everything set up in time and 
the LT chewed me out. Every day I’m in charge of something. From 
morning to night, there’s something that needs my attention, needs 
me to fix and get ready for. It never ends. After the Border 
Operations briefing by our new black Second Lieutenant, he says, 
“Sergeant Miner, I want to talk to you afterwards.” I know from 
experience that it can’t be good. But he just got here and I’m one of 
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the old guys now, so I figure there isn’t anything I can’t handle. The 
other guys call him Lieutenant Flap because he’s got a little afro 
going and with the mustache he looks like Lt Flap in the Beetle 
Bailey cartoon. He says, “Let’s go open up your track.” It’s covered 
up in the motor pool. We walk down there in silence and then I 
uncover my track, unlock the hatch and open it up and drop inside. 
It’s cold and damp inside. He yells out, “Mount the 50 Cal.” I pull it 
up and put it in the mount and lock it down. He says, “Barrel too.” I 
take it out of the long canvas case and there’s rust on the threads 
where it screws in. It won’t go in. He knew. I’m embarrassed. I say, 
“It needs some oil.” He says, “Take care of it,” and walks away. I get 
my tank crew out of a card game and we work on the track, until the 
50 Cal is oiled and ready to go and everything else is checked. I do 
most of the work on the 50 Cal myself because it’s my fault for 
neglecting the crew maintenance. Every day, for a week, I get 
chewed out for something. And usually, I thought I was doing a 
pretty good job. You are never done. There’s always one more thing 
that you could or should do, or didn’t do. I have come to believe that 
being a “Buck Sergeant” is the hardest job I have ever had my whole 
life. 

We get back to Amberg and off-load the ammo from the 
Sheridans at the ammo dump. We are like the old Calvary where the 
horses were fed, watered and cared for before the men. After we get 
back to the motor pool, we top off the tracks with fuel, check the oil 
and make sure we are ready to go again, before anyone eats or takes 
care of their personal things. Then we get a day off. 

In July I have been in-country for two years and my orders come 
for Sergeant. Instead of Specialist 5th Class, I’m made Sergeant E-5 
because it is a “Blood Stripe.” Someone else was busted down from 
Sergeant and I got his stripes. I get sent to Tank Commander and 
Gunner School in Vilseck for three weeks. They throw a lot of 
information at us but it is sure better than being in K Troop. One of 
the instructors tells us that he “would go to war with this vehicle.” 
That gives us confidence. We relearn all the Sheridan crewman 
positions and fire the main gun and both machine guns. I turn 22 
years old during the course. 

K Troop gets in some Sheridans that were in Vietnam and they 
have belly armor on them and the governor has been removed so 
they are fast. They can go maybe 60 mph. But they have not been 
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maintained very well. None of them are in good enough shape for 
tank gunnery. Most have been cannibalized for parts. One of our 
Staff Sergeants who was on a Sheridan in Vietnam tells us that they 
used to ride on the outside, and “remoted” the gun controls to the 
outside top of the track so everyone could jump off if an RPG was 
fired at them or they hit a land mine. This does not seem to me to be 
a very effective use of the armored assault vehicle. 

I take 15 days in-country leave. Laurie and I take my car to 
Austria, Italy, France and Switzerland. We sleep in the car or in 
Youth Hostel Houses. I drive 2,000 miles in ten days. When we get 
back and sign back into K Troop I set up a deal to sell my car to the 
Company Clerk for $800. 

I’m the TC of K-17 and we road march back to the border, Camp 
May again. First I’m the Noncommissioned Officer in Charge 
(NCOIC) of Operations and then I take a team out to the OP. We 
take out some new trailers for the OP and I’m supposed to drop them 
off so they can be set up to replace old shacks. When we get to the 
designated location, we can’t undo the trailer and set it up because 
the bolts are metric and all we have are some US open end wrenches. 
A truck has just crossed over the border so I flag him down and we 
can’t understand each other, but I show him the bolts. He hands me 
two metric wrenches and takes off, leaving them behind. One of 
them fits. They have “Czechoslovakia” stamped on them so I keep 
them for a souvenir. 

Had OP duty and one of the guys brought along a game called 
“Risk.” It took 6 hours to play it. So we are on the border watching 
for an invasion, playing a game where we invade countries with 
different colored armies. It’s all routine. Every once in while we 
make a radio call, like this here: “Joy-Rider 64, this is Joy-Rider 68. 
Negative report. Visibility unlimited. Weather report is the same.” If 
we see any activity we do a Spot Report, like a military vehicle 
driving towards the border. But usually, that never happens. So we 
watch and wait. 

We go out on Jeep Patrol and I do some of the driving. We have 
a brand new jeep and it can go anywhere. We have 8 new jeeps in all 
on the border now besides the new trailers for OP. I tell the new 
guys, “Back in the old Cav, we didn’t have it this good. The jeeps 
that we had were like old prostitutes, everyone in the Army rode in 
them.” Some of the new guys are coming in on four-year enlistments 
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now and no new drafted soldiers. 
After our strict First Sergeant left, our new Top Sergeant mostly 

stayed in his office. The Officers start getting into things, giving 
orders and trying to run things. We used to see the Officers once a 
month at Payday Formation. It was like they wanted to be seen when 
everyone is in a good mood, getting paid, but the day-to-day business 
for the rest of the month was run by the Sergeants. Now that’s all 
changing. 

There are a couple of fire bombs in the two border camps. A jeep 
tire is burned on a new jeep, a tent is burned and a fire bomb is 
thrown under the Lieutenant’s bunk. I have a Reaction Force and two 
of the guys on my team throw fire bombs through the window on to 
the Captain’s desk in the middle of the night. It burns all the papers 
on his desk. We have a formation and a Sergeant smells each guy’s 
hands for the smell of gasoline. Somehow the two who did it are 
identified and they confess. Both of them are drafted soldiers, and 
one only had a month to go and we would be going home. He had 
$500 worth of stereo equipment get stolen from the Supply Room 
while we were in the field. The Army would not reimburse him for 
the loss so this was his way of getting even. Now he will get some 
time in Fort Leavenworth prison. They are taken away in hand cuffs 
by the Military Police. Since they were on my team, I need to 
inventory their equipment and I make two lists. One of the lists goes 
in the bag before I lock it up and the other one I give to the First 
Sergeant. In a way I feel responsible for not seeing this coming. One 
of the soldiers was on one of my work details I had when I was an 
Acting Sergeant and we were cutting grass and he refused to work. 
He sat on a picnic table for several hours until we all finished the 
detail without his help, and I didn’t turn him in or report it. Perhaps if 
I had turned him in, he would have gotten straightened out. And then 
again, maybe not. Everyone knew that he had an attitude problem. 

We get back to Amberg and I’m going to be the Training NCO. I 
sold my car to the Company clerk so I need to borrow Sanchez’s car. 
He’s a Sergeant now too and we are still good friends. He tells me to 
pump the brakes every once in a while cause there’s a problem with 
them. I went to use the brakes and the pedal went to the floor and I 
bumped the car in front of me. An Officer gets out and he sees that 
there’s no damage so he just says to me to be careful. He works at 
the hospital. If he was one of our “Line” Platoon Leaders he would 
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have been yelling at me for that. 
In garrison, when we are in platoon formation I’m the Squad 

Leader which is the first man in the Squad. The Platoon Sergeant 
tells me to pick someone for a detail. I look down my squad and 
everyone is supposed to be at the position of attention. One of the 
new soldiers turns his head slightly towards me and peeks back at 
me. I call out his name, and remind everyone that they are supposed 
to be at the position of attention. I have seen it a hundred times 
before. He just “volunteered.” He’ll learn. He will be at attention 
next time. 

I get Staff Duty NCO with the black LT. The whole time I hope 
he doesn’t say anything about the rusty barrel, and he doesn’t. We 
take turns going to sleep, one watching out for the other, since we are 
both supposed to stay awake the whole time. Next day we hear a pep 
talk from the Regimental Commander about stolen C-4 explosive 
material and fire bombs at the camps and why it all needs to stop. 

Laurie has gotten a residence permit and a job running the post 
bookstore. The Company clerk that I sold my car to gets her a post 
pass so she can come and go. She also baby-sits for the 
Noncommissioned Officer’s wives when they have a meeting. She 
has talked to me about her getting pregnant and us getting married. It 
is something she and the other NCO wives have already talked about. 
I tell her that getting pregnant does not mean that we are going to get 
married, and that makes her upset. We walk back to the apartment 
and we are a block apart. I already feel overwhelmed with all the 
responsibilities; being a Tank Commander with my own tank, a 
Team Leader on the border, a Squad Leader in Garrison, had a car, 
paying rent and getting bills. I have a friend over to the apartment 
and we are drinking whiskey and freely talking at the kitchen table 
and I say something that upsets Laurie, and she throws a cast iron 
frying pan across the room over our heads and it puts a gash in the 
wall. I’m thinking of sending her home. You work hard to get things 
set up, and over time, you do: car, apartment, girlfriend, promotions, 
and a savings account. Then you start getting rid of all of it. It’s like 
making a sand castle on the beach. It eventually melts down like it 
was never there, and it is just you. 

We go back to the field. I’m given the task of setting up a night 
fighting position. All of the tracks take off on a road march after they 
give me their loaders. I instruct each one of them about how to be a 
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Ground Guide. When the tracks roll in, shine the red lens flashlight 
at the driver to pick up that driver and he knows to follow you. Then 
you guide the track by walking in front of it moving the flashlight on 
the ground back and forth as you walk. You take them to the 
designated position that I have picked out. I walk each one of the 
Loaders the path to their positions in the daytime so they know 
where they need to go at night. I tell them to instruct the driver to kill 
the engine, and then the driver gets on the intercom and tells 
everyone about noise discipline and light discipline. I tell them, “I 
don’t care who’s in charge of the track, even if it’s an Officer, that’s 
the standing order. Then you can return to your own track.” The tank 
convoy comes in on time and we park everyone in an efficient 
manner. It’s all quiet as the engines shut off one by one. It’s quiet 
and dark, no more red flashlights either. My job is done, I’m 
relieved. The Platoon Sergeant comes up to me and tells me that it 
was a good job. I point out that the mortar track is behind the hill, 
and the infantry recon scouts are on top of another hill. The next day 
I am teaching the gunner position to the newly assigned Troopers. 
After three days we go back to garrison in Amberg. 

I get Charge of Quarters. Then I volunteer to take my tank crew 
to Grafenwoehr for searchlight duty in support of the 1st Squadron’s 
Tank Gunnery. My crew can't believe that we were leaving for the 
field because we “volunteered.” I tell them that I would rather be in 
the field and left alone to do our job, instead of being in garrison 
where all the BS is. They are upset because there’s no smoking dope 
in the field, no music, and no lying around the barracks on their 
bunks. We sleep in tents by the firing range, in sleeping bags on cots 
and eat a lot of C-Rations. We have a lot of mud around the tents and 
are up all night from 1700 to 0700 turning on the search lights so the 
firing tanks can hit their targets. But no one is getting on you for 
every little thing. As a matter of fact, as long as we do our job right, 
no one says anything to us at all. I like it. We were supposed to do 
this for 4 days and then be relieved. No relief comes. We go through 
the weekend and finally go for 11 days before we get relieved. Still, 
it was the Army I signed up for and I don’t mind it. The radio 
interrupts our conversation inside the turret and it is the tower calling 
us, “Searchlight number two – illuminate.” I acknowledge, “Roger,” 
and throw the switch. In the distance to our front, I can see a tank 
hull light up and then a Sheridan fires at it and the HEAT round 
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makes a direct hit on it. There’s a loud boom and the sparks and 
pieces of metal are flying. I tell my guys, “That was cool.” 

We get back to garrison in Amberg and start preparing for an 
AGI. The BS started up again. We get up at 0400 and lay out TA-50 
for inspection. It’s never good enough, someone has it better and we 
need to go look at what they did and do it like them. Then we have 
an inspection of the vehicles in the motor park. We have a weapons 
inspection. We have one inspection after another. I would rather be 
in the mud. Some Sergeants are saying that VOLAR is over and we 
are going back to the “Old Army.” 

Laurie and I spend Christmas Day with a neighbor who had us 
over for steaks, since there is no turkey. Then I took Laurie to the 
airport. She is flying back to California on January 2 and will live 
with her mom near Reno, Nevada. I turn over the apartment to the 
new renters. We load up the tracks on German railroad flatbed cars 
and get ready to go to Graf for our annual tank gunnery. I don’t get 
to be a Tank Commander because all of the officers want to be Tank 
Commanders, even though some do not know what is going on and 
have never worked on the tracks. So they don’t know the vehicles 
and they don’t know the crews. The Platoon Sergeant picks me to be 
his gunner. In some ways, that is an honor. The driver and loader 
positions are easy to learn, and we have some of our infantrymen or 
recon scouts fill in those positions when we are short on crewmen. 
The gunner position has a technical manual for turret operations for 
all that you need to know. We get to Grafenwoehr and pull 
maintenance on our track and boresight the main gun. This involves 
putting a black thread on the end of the main gun in a cross hair and 
aligning the aiming point out to 1200 meters and checking it with a 
breech boresight assembly. Then we boresight the coaxial 7.62 mm 
machine gun. Then we boresight the gunners M119 telescope. Then 
we check the gunners XM44 periscope, adjusting the elevation and 
deflection knobs and record the settings. We get on level ground and 
check the bubble on the quadrant M1A1. We check the accuracy of 
the azimuth indicator and perform checks on the indirect fire control 
instruments, and the missile guidance and control system. 

After the boresighting is checked and rechecked, we leave Range 
#6 and go to the Range #5 to zero. This is on a live-fire range with 
targets set up at known distances to verify that all the settings are 
correct. We also zero at night. We fire on Range #34 and Range #39. 
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In between firing we hump ammo for the tracks that are still firing 
until everyone is zeroed. Then we clean weapons and clean the main 
gun tube. We have classes on gunnery techniques using mock ups 
and training aids. 

We go out to the moving target range and I keep hitting the 
targets, one right after the other, 15 hits out of 16 fired. My Platoon 
Sergeant acts like we just won the Super Bowl. The track bucks up 
off the first two sets of road wheels when we fire so the gunner is 
supposed to keep his head next to the rubber sight so the recoil 
doesn’t get him. Once, I was so focused on hitting the target that I 
was away from the eyepiece by about a half an inch and the sight hit 
my forehead and caused a small drop of blood. It was like getting a 
good hit playing contact football. We were told by the tower over the 
radio that we could stop firing and come off the range. I am getting 
so much attention from everyone that I try to duck out, and I go to 
the vehicle parking area and sit in a covered jeep. The Squadron 
Commander had been watching from the tower. He comes up to the 
jeep and says, “What are you doing in my jeep?” I get out and said, 
“Resting sir.” He asked if that was me firing and I say, “Yes sir.” He 
said that he had watched me shooting and asked me if I was an MOS 
11E, “Tanker,” trained at Fort Knox, Kentucky, and I tell him, “Yes 
sir, I am. I also took Sheridan training at Fort Knox,” with a small 
trickle of blood on my forehead. Then he starts to give me the 
reenlistment talk. He said when we get back to garrison that he wants 
to talk some more. The other gunners were told that they would 
continue firing into the night until more of them could hit the targets 
like us. We have the highest score in K Troop and have set the 
example for the others. It’s a high standard to meet. 

We get searchlight duty and everything returns to normal as 
everyone quickly forgets what happened on the moving target range. 
Our Platoon Sergeant TC needs to go to the rear and he puts me in 
charge of the track. Our track doesn’t have a working heater. The 
track I used to have had a working heater because I ordered parts for 
it in the springtime, and they came in over the summer and we 
installed everything before it got cold and no one else took it from us 
or cared then. Now, with this track we need to use two small gasoline 
stoves. I’m working on one. The directions say pump it up 10 times 
and then light it. I try that and it doesn’t burn very good. So I pump it 
up some more. Then I think I have pumped it too much and I try to 
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loosen the cap and let off some of the pressure and the air starts to 
come out and so does gasoline and it catches on fire. The stove 
becomes a ball of flame and the driver and the loader bail out of their 
hatches and run. I take down the asbestos mittens that are strapped 
on the inside wall of the turret and use them to pick up the flaming 
stove and throw it out of the hatch as hard as I can. Then I unlatch 
the CO2 extinguisher and put out burning stove with it. I worry if the 
Range Control Tower saw the ball of flame fly up in the air and out 
of our tank in the darkness and I’m kinda waiting for the radio call to 
come, asking us what was going on. It doesn’t come, the radio is 
silent. I tell the other crewmen that I’m too short on my time left in 
country to have this sort of thing happen and we go without heat 
after that. I write home about it and say, “They are actually pretty 
good stoves, if you follow the directions.” 

We complete Ranges 42, 45, 23, (seven ranges altogether) and 
finally, arrive at Range #79 for record qualification. During 
qualification firing I make some misses on an old tank hull target, lit 
up by a searchlight because there’s more guesswork involved 
sighting in on the actual edges of the hull than there is aiming at the 
white targets. We only get two shots so if you miss with the first 
round you need to adjust the second round and that’s more 
guesswork. We are being timed by an evaluator sitting on top while 
we engage the targets. We are nice to him so maybe he will like us 
and give us some slack. Maybe if we get close he will make it count. 
We almost BOLO when the SHILLELAGH missile goes out the gun 
tube and the missile tracker is out of alignment and doesn’t pick it 
up, sending the missile straight into the ground about 300 yards out, 
only a third of the way to the target. We get a technician to adjust the 
alignment. Everything depends on this one shot. The technician lays 
the gun tube for us and all I have to do is to sit down in my gunner’s 
seat and pull the trigger. Then we fire the missile and get a hit and so 
we get a qualification score. I don’t feel like it is all that big of a 
deal. We wash the mud off our tracks in Vilseck and then prepare the 
vehicles for railroading back to Amberg. I tell the guys on my tank 
crew that I’m so short with my time left in Germany that, “I only 
have time for short conversations.” We can sew on a tank gunnery 
qualification patch on our field jackets because we qualified but I 
don’t bother with it. 
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Business End of the Sheridan 
 
We get back to garrison in Amberg and have a GI party, which 

means cleaning the barracks, weapons, and our TA-50 equipment. 
I’m given a “Border Certificate” for having served on the border. I’m 
made the Commander-of-the-Relief of the last guard duty I’m going 
to pull and I post the guards, driving them out in a jeep. My job is to 
make sure they don’t fall asleep, build fires or punch holes in 
helicopters. Before we go, I stop to check one guard who seems 
nervous, and he says he is on his first guard duty. He has been here in 
the Troop for three weeks. I check his M-16, he has a round 
chambered with the clip in and the selector switch is off safe and 
upright, in the semi-automatic mode. He looked at me and said, “I’m 
scared.” Unbelievable! I remove the clip, eject the round and put the 
switch on safe mode. Another Sergeant and I square him away real 
quick. Taking turns yelling at him. Afterwards, we shake our heads; 
he’s “been in the Army all day.” What kind of soldiers are they 
sending us? 

The Squadron Commander sends for me and I go into his office. 
In the 31 months I have been at Pond Barracks I have never seen this 
place. I didn't know it even existed.  I thought the saying, “Get called 
on the carpet to face the Ol' Man,” was just an old Army saying. His 
office has a nice desk with flags behind him. There are plaques, 
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pictures, and trophies mounted on the wood panel walls. There’s 
cushioned carpet on the floor. I report to him, and he asks me to sit 
down. He asks me why I won’t re-enlist and I tell him that I would 
like more time to think about it because I can’t make up my mind. I 
had learned a long time ago not to talk bad about the Army in front of 
the careerists, or you will get the worst details, and as long as you 
said you might reenlist, you won’t get the dirty jobs. Now they were 
calling my bluff. He says it’s a shame that the Army spends three 
years training you and then you get out of the Army, just when you 
become proficient. I had to agree with him. It didn’t seem right to me 
either. 

After I left his office I get to thinking about it, and I think maybe I 
should tell him some of my ideas on improving things, maybe give 
him a list, and maybe it will help the guys who come after me. Then 
they can reenlist. He sends word down the chain that I can come to 
his office anytime and talk to him about it some more. I don’t want to 
go talk to him. He won’t like what I have to say. I’m leaving. I’ve 
made up my mind. 

I get a letter from home and I tell my Platoon Sergeant that when I 
get home to California they are going to have a Spring Roundup of 
marking and branding cattle and calves on the Eden Valley Ranch. 
After that, my Platoon Sergeant says that they made up a story that 
I’m going back to California to a big ranch instead of reenlisting, just 
to keep everyone off my back. The real truth is; I want to go back to 
college on the GI Bill. The only way I would stay in the Army is as an 
Officer. I might take Army ROTC in college and become an Army 
Officer. 

I get my Port Call for Rhein Main Air Force Base and my 
clearance papers and start to out-process. On 03MAR74 I sign out of 
K Troop and head for the United States. I’m discharged in Oakland, 
California, where I first entered the Army. It’s where I came in and 
it’s where I’m getting out. I’m paid $16 for every day of leave that I 
have accrued. I make my last entry in my diary and I write, “My job 
is done now.” I get home wearing my Class A uniform and my 
grandmother and mother take some pictures of me. I’m proud of my 
Sergeant stripes and for my service. The stripes look good for the 
pictures. The pictures go into a scrap book and along with my diary, 
they go in a drawer. The Cold War uniform goes in the closet next to 
my father's World War II, Army Air Corps uniform, where it remains 
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to this day. 
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EPILOGUE 
 

 
 
 
 

Today, I can look back and see that my old high school 
classmate’s prediction was right. The Army did change me. It made 
me a better person. The military has become a part of my life. I 
notice sometimes, in the small things the Army taught me, like doing 
preventative maintenance. Like when I get the oil changed on my 
truck on a schedule, I record it in my logbook, just like I used to do 
as a jeep driver. I might simply smell the diesel exhaust of a passing 
bus and be reminded of being the rear ground guide behind a tank as 
it backs into a hull deflate fighting position. I might read about the 
US Army in an operation overseas in the daily newspaper and I’ll 
think of all the planning, preparations and training that went into it 
beforehand. Then I’ll picture in my mind the young faces of our 
soldiers carrying out their orders. And I will understand. Often times 
I have read about terrorism and of genocide. And I’ll know, with a 
deeply held conviction, that we still need the United States Army. 
Our brave soldiers serving in it have the most important job in the 
world. Without them we would not be safe. 

During the Cold War the Warsaw Pact had an overwhelming 
advantage in conventional forces over NATO forces. The anticipated 
main ground attack was generally expected to come through the 
Fulda Gap, between East Germany and West Germany. Our 3rd 
Armored Division main battle tanks were positioned there to meet 
that point of attack. However, a surprise attack by communist forces 
to the south could also take place in our border sector, where we 
were “the boots on the ground.” The attack never came for us. 

But unlike our father’s war, World War II, there was no 
unconditional surrender either. No attack and no surrender can only 
mean that there remains a possibility the Cold War may reignite 
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again, or transform into a more modern and different kind of war. As 
most Americans have turned their attention towards the war on 
terror, originating primarily from Middle Eastern Islamic 
fundamentalism, radicalism, and extremism, the Russian threat 
continues to grow stronger; building up wealth, energy reserves and 
a stronger military. Russian infantry, tanks and missiles remain on 
duty along various borders within Europe. There are signs that there 
might be Soviet style resurgence. A few examples: a) Russian tanks 
invaded Georgia, b) Poland wants to host a US missile defense 
shield and receives a military threat of attack by a Russian General, 
c) the embarrassment caused by the announced independence of 
Kosovo, d) the Russians cut-off gas to the Ukraine because of their 
pro-democracy leanings and wanting to join NATO. Closer to our 
home: e) Russian strategic bombers test our northern region air 
defenses causing our fighter jets to scramble, and they land in 
Venezuela as a show of support to their communist leader, and, f) 
Russian navy squadron conducts joint maneuvers with Venezuela 
and g) provides Sukhoi fighter jets in a military alliance. The cold 
war may already be forgotten by most Americans, but the game is 
not over. 

Is anyone watching the pieces being moved around on the big 
Risk board game? How prepared is the United States today to assist 
the former soviet satellite countries militarily in the face of an 
aggressive Russia? Do we have our best strategic thinkers doing the 
“What if” analysis and highest ranking military leaders making 
detailed plans and even if they are, would we have sufficient 
resources available to carry out those plans? We are being stretched 
pretty thin these days. Or have we downsized our forces as a result of 
the end of the Cold War, and now, redeployed our remaining forces 
to the wrong region, leaving us overextended with fewer options? Is 
there justifiable concern for any of this, or can we afford to make 
mistakes and missteps based on wishful thinking without having to 
face any serious consequences? It’s the on-going game of Risk. 
Ignoring that the risk even exists or refusing to play does not mean 
the other players aren’t watching your every move and misstep. 
Military thinking causes them to watch for our weaknesses and 
vulnerabilities and make note of it, maybe even to make plans. 

In the board game, sometimes two players have an unspoken 
alliance against a third player. Suppose Russia and China make that 
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alliance, then what happens to the American ability to play? 
Perhaps, of equal or greater concern is the global threat of 
terrorism, like in the Munich massacre, disrupting “The Games.” 
The slow and steady infiltration of Islamic militant terrorist activity 
into Western civilization has been clearly demonstrated by the 
destruction of the Twin Towers on September 11. They came into our 
country, gained identification cards and then trained here to fly 
airliners for their terrorist mission. Terrorists do not recognize 
geographic borders and do not play the game according to all the 
previously recognized rules. Defending borders and relying on 
oceans for protection no longer keep countries safe. The game keeps 
getting harder to play. In addition to armored tanks as the game 
pieces, we now have loose nuclear weapons to consider. No country 
has the luxury of being able to sit it out and just watch. The objective 
for the game has not changed, it is still world domination. Many of 
the other key players have already demonstrated to the world that 
they are capable of genocide. 

Our nation’s leaders must measure up and be the most capable 
we can produce to meet the difficult challenges of protecting our 
country. They will be the ones who will send our sons and daughters 
to fight this different kind of war. While it is played differently today, 
for the losers, the result of failure remains the same. Like Dachau, 
the vanquished will have civilian bodies laid out in long rows, and in 
piles. Many veterans, like me, do not believe that there is a place for 
appeasement, wishful thinking, partisan politics, political 
correctness, and the distorted, feel-good news reporting in carrying 
out this fight. No sir. Those things just serve the enemy by making us 
internally weak, indecisive and therefore, more vulnerable. As a free 
people we must prevail in this war and the American people should 
demand that their Government protects them. 

Stopping those who would commit genocide means we are 
willing and capable of fighting to preserve our freedoms just as those 
who came before us did. We need to be very serious about 
maintaining our nation’s defense, taking decisive action on several 
fronts all at once. During these times, it is most appropriate to quote 
one of our greatest Presidents and Commander-in-Chief, Ronald 
Reagan: “Freedom is never more than one generation away from 
extinction. We didn’t pass it to our children in the bloodstream. It 
must be fought for, protected, and handed on for them to do the 
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same, or one day we will spend our sunset years telling our children 
and our children’s children what it was once like in the United States 
where men were free.” 

Today, Pond Barracks in Amberg has been razed and no longer 
exists as an American military outpost. The Armored 
Reconnaissance/Airborne Assault Vehicle M551 (Sheridan) is now 
obsolete, and no longer in service. The same for the Army jeeps, they 
too have been taken out of service. The Troopers of K Troop that I 
served with are getting on to be older, grey-haired men now. 

It’s all history now, but because they were there, always ready to 
make a stand and fight, the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment stood as 
a deterrent against an invasion into West Germany. It completed its 
mission of guarding 731 kilometers of the Iron Curtain. We did our 
part to help to win our nation’s longest war; The Cold War…at least 
for the time being anyway. Are the heavy war-fighting skills 
necessary for conventional tank warfare still needed and if they are, 
what shape are they in? The necessary skills take time to develop. 
What price will be paid to find this out? Are we still ready? 
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