Dear Anne*,                                                                                                         October 7th, 2011
     You’re gone now, so I’ll never send this, but I want you to know I miss those sunny afternoons in your patio filled with music and talk. I miss hearing your voice on the phone. And I miss your joy and your love.  So I will finish our story by writing you one last letter. 

     I decided to extend my tour so I would rotate straight into civilian life. During the last weeks of 1967 Top kept me in base camp for a nice, quiet few weeks--or so I thought.  But the war wasn’t finished with me.  I had already nearly got myself wasted running around as rocket and mortar rounds slammed into our battery area. And as dumb as that was, it seems none of the rounds had my name on it. As the war raged outside, and more frequently inside our Dau Tieng perimeter, I did my shifts on the rig, pulled Sgt. of the Guard and counted the days. I liked the cooler, drier weather before the onset of the monsoon. Then during the month of January I lost two of my comrades, our best ammo guy, Thomas Corbin, and my buddy Sgt. Dick Jackson.  

     On the night of December 31st, 1967-January 1st, 1968 I was off duty and in our hooch, unable to sleep. Top came around and told me to get a  team together, have  them grab their M-l6’s and extra ammo, and report to the airfield so we could jump a Slick in order to be dropped into Fire Support Base Burt, under attack from elements of two enemy regiments.  Dust clouds enveloped us as gunships headed out, but by this time the LZ had been nearly overrun and we were unable to get to the fight. We were hyped up and ready  to help our friends, but I learned later that the LZ was so hot our chopper likely would have been blown out of the sky, or had it managed to come in low enough for us to jump, my team and I would have been killed before our boots hit the ground.  It was while we were grounded at the airfield that Thomas was killed. His best friend Dusty Lowe told me that he sacrificed himself protecting his buddies.  Dusty had held Thomas as he died.   

      Dick was killed by an RPG on January 6th.   Maybe if I had been in the field with him it would have been different. I will never know, but doubt eats at me to this day.  Dick, I am so sorry buddy. He was reported KIA, but I found out later that he survived another 3 days at 12 EVAC Hospital in Cu Chi; if I’d known I would have hitched a ride on a medevac chopper and been with him.  From the day I landed ‘in country’ I was sure there was no way I was going to come out of  Vietnam alive--so why did I survive while those around me died? 

      On the 29th of January, 1968 my DEROS (Date Eligible for Return from Overseas) orders came through. I would fly out Jan 31st, l968. But unknown to me and apparently to MACV (Military Assistance Command Vietnam), General Giap and his boss Chairman Ho had other ideas (the 1968 Tet Offensive).  I turned in my M-16 and left Dau Tieng on the eve of Tet (Lunar New Year) in a lightly armed convoy because of the holiday truce. We moved slowly through the holiday crowds to the accompaniment of crackling, popping strings of firecrackers, but no hostile fire, yet. As we pulled into Long Binh the mayhem of the 1968 Tet Offensive exploded around us. We were trapped and unarmed. Mortar, rocket and small arms rounds landed within our small hooch compound and we could hear automatic weapon’s fire from nearby fighting. The smell of smoke from high explosives hung in the air. We were taking casualties and I thought how dumb would it be to die just as we were on our way out of the war.  

      Finally, on February 5th, my comrades and I boarded a ‘Freedom Bird’ (Commercial Airline) and took off from Bien Hoa airfield. Wheels up and we all cheered because we were a plane full of beat up soldiers finally out of the shit--just barely, since we could see rocket and mortar rounds exploding on the edge of the runway.

      I was out of the shooting war and on my way back to California. I wouldn’t know until much later that even though I had physically left Viet Nam, part of me stayed and other parts died with my friends.  However, for now I would be glad to get back to the good old USA and civilian life. I soon found out that “a warm welcome from a grateful nation” was not part of the package. Unlike at the end of WWII there would be no parades, no cheering crowds and no respect. In fact the Army told us it might be a good idea to lose the uniform because of the protests against the war.  Afterwards I put the hostility of the war and against the war behind me and I tried to just get on with life.  But this damn war has stayed with me and I live it every day. Vietnam will always be a part of me, just as every war is a permanent part of the soldiers who fight in them.

      Anne, thank you for always being a loving friend and a beacon to light my path. You knew me when I was just a kid. We have seen a lot together. Vaya con Dios mi querida.  

Christopher 
*Anne Blackwell was my friend and mentor for nearly 50 years. She was a single mother with three children, Marc was my age, Mike was 3 years younger and her daughter Erin was the youngest.  I sat at Anne’s Kitchen table or in her sunny Corona del Mar, California patio too many times to count.  It was like a Paris Salon.  I learned about art, literature, music, film, left wing and anti-war politics(much to the dismay of my Eisenhower Republican parents) and just about everything else under the sun.  Anne died in 2009 and I wrote the above letter as a tribute to her and as a final goodbye.  The letter is dated October 7th, 2011, the day of the opening reception for my Museum Exhibit Home of Record: Vashon and the Vietnam War.  Below is a photo I took of Anne and her son Marc in 1965.   
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