Bill Patterson - Which Unit Are You In?

Arlene's voice sounded strange when she woke me after a late night shift at the bowling center where I worked in April 1968.  I asked her what was she calling me for at such an early hour with a question I did not understand.  She fine-tuned "which military unit are you in"?  Then I finally understood and told her the 319th Transportation Company.  She then stammered "you have been called to active duty"!  She had heard the news on TV before I had been told.   Or before our Company Commander Captain Troxler had been told.  But she was right.  We were activated  right away.  When I arrived at our unit headquarters on Walton Way (now a part of Augusta State University) many nervous soldiers were evident.  I was told to draw my rifle, allow no one through our one gate who was not in uniform and especially do not allow any press.  Was I assigned this job because of my infantry background?  I doubt it.  I was just handy.  I doubt if I was issued ammunition.  After a few weeks' preparation we headed out to Fort Lee Virginia for training.  We were never told what would happen to us after the training.  More strangeness happened:   When we left the armory, family members were saying their goodbyes to their loved ones and not knowing their futures.  By chance, I sat beside Roy Miller.  Roy had tears in his eyes as he looked at his wife and family standing outside the bus.  Not even knowing I was there, Roy said aloud but to himself "I'm coming home"!  Of the 150 or so members who left Augusta, Roy was the only one who did NOT come home......We were scheduled to stop at a mess hall at Fort Bragg North Carolina.  We did stop but the mess hall was locked and deserted.  We ended up eating at a McDonald's restaurant......We were to train at Fort Lee but when we arrived no one on base knew why we were there and no training was scheduled.  We mostly trained ourselves.  We were housed in World War II barracks designed to last five years and condemmed by the post engineers.  We qualified on the new M-16 rifle and M-60 machine gun (I qualified as part of my prior infantry training).  We saw a short film about the country of Vietnam (wherever on earth that was!).  We then suspected what our future would be.  After about four months of stumbling about Fort Lee, we drove our trucks to Norfolk and loaded them on ships.  Our trucks were new, straight from the factories that  built them.  They were five-ton cargos instead of the World War II two and one-half ton cargos we had in the Augusta reserve center.  Two weeks after sending the trucks off, we departed Norfolk on giant C141 Starlifter cargo aircraft converted to troop carriers.  We were dressed in jungle fatigues.  Although I still only weighed 135 pounds and missed the initial uniform issue, I was given size triple extra large.  When I buttoned the top button, it was almost down to my waist.  The sleeves were 12 inches too long.  I was easily motion sick facing the aircraft rear and watching our duffle bags behind mesh netting rise and fall with the plane's movements.  Only a few small portholes allowed limited view of the ground for the 80 or so soldiers aboard.  In this sorry state and upset about my future, we landed in Alaska with jungle fatigues and a temperature of about 30 degrees.  All we saw was two terminals, a runway, mountains and snow.  After another fuel stop in Kyoto Japan, we landed in Bien Hoa Air Base, Vietnam.  I fully expected to depart the plane, receive fire from the enemy and defend myself.  We had our rifles but NO AMMUNITION!  There were no lights and no people anywhere around us in the middle of the night.  Busses with bars on the windows arrived and drove us to our assigned company area at Long Binh depot, about five miles away.  The air was steamy and very hot for that time of night.  We later learned that was typical and not exceptional.  We immediately began riding with another company on convoy runs to learn the routes and procedures.  For the first few weeks I averaged about 4 hours sleep a night in steamy quanset huts with no air-conditioning or running water.  We did have much-needed mosquitoe nets.  We learned about war.  For the almost year we were there, we worked 16-20 hours per day seven days a week.  We took malaria pills, ate many C-Rations (and some dining hall meals) and drove to all bases within about 100 miles of Saigon in all directions.  I drove over 15,000 miles.  Soon after settling in our metal-roofed quanset huts one night we were awakened and told the enemy was attacking the corner perimeter of Long Binh where we were.  Just as we were dressing we heard a helicopter fly over at a low altitude.  He fired what I recognized to be electrically powered machine guns but most of us had no knowledge of such weapons.  The ejected shells (up to about 6000 per minute) fell from the copter and landed on our metal roof.  I can safely say every reservist in that hut panicked and ran for the bunkers outside the huts.  We had to man fire positions and flares revealed no enemy to us.  We did not have to fire our small arms that evening Thank God.  We had barely arrived and all wondered if we would survive with too little sleep and such danger.  Many more adventures lay ahead.....

