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MEMORIES OF VIETNAM 

 

I have been asked to write about my memories of my time in Vietnam....particularly as they 

involve Joseph Hasdorff. 

 

My stay in Vietnam was not long in real time, only 365 days... but in terms of how my stay there 

has had an impact on my life, it was a lifetime. 

 

I was only one of thousands of young men and women who went there.  Everyone went there at 

government expense - under orders - some willingly and others under protest.  In some way, 

shape, form or fashion we all left a part of ourselves there.   

 

Most who were there, like me, went back to the United States at government expense and, with 

their friends, relatives and loved ones,  were able to celebrate that homecoming.  Others, like 

Joe, also traveled at government expense but their return to the United States was very painful for 

their friends, relatives and loved ones.  They returned to be buried, casualties of a war that really 

had no winners. 

 

He is one of some 58,000 men and women who came home in coffins.  It is sad to say that some 

2,100 people are still listed as Missing in Action. 

 

I first met Joe when he got to Vietnam sometime around Christmas of 1967.  He was assigned to 

the “barracks” where I was living and got to occupy the bunk next to mine, left vacant by 

someone lucky enough to get to go back to the States. 

 

The “barracks” was actually called a “hootch”.  No idea where that name really came from. 

 

It was a rectangular building with a screen door at each end.  The “walls” were wood about chest 

high and then topped with about 3' of wire screen; the roof was galvanized metal; sand bags were 

placed against the outside of the “hootch” from the ground to about waist high as protection...we 

were in a war zone!!  Because of the temperature, often above 80 year round, there was no need 

of insulation, regular walls or even windows - it was not air conditioned! 

 

Along the “walls” were the bunks (beds) with the head at the “wall”.  Between each bunk was a 

wall locker (closet) and a footlocker (bureau) was under the foot of each bunk.  If I remember 

correctly we had 7 bunks along each side of the “hootch” for a total occupancy of 14 people. 

 

There was a central aisle down the middle of the hootch about 3 ½ feet wide.  At one end, in an 

alcove, was a refrigerator for that ever present and needed bottle of beer!!!! 

 

This “hootch” - actually numbered 734 - was inside a cantonment area with about 30 other 

hootches.  Each hootch was surrounded by barbed wire fencing that was held up by concrete 

fence posts on top of an earth (dirt) dike.  The entire area was ringed with barbed wire and had 

armed guards at the entrances.  I guess the basic idea was to provide all of us with protection 

against the bad guys!!  The bad guys were called Viet Cong. 
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This cantonment area was immediately next to the main landing area for the helicopters that flew 

from the air base - Tan Son Nhut Air Base.  After a while, you just tuned the noise out and we 

never really “heard” them coming and going.  Unfortunately, it was not possible to ignore what 

they were transporting. 

 

It was nothing to see 10 or 15 helicopters per day land and  for the crew members and others in 

working parties from ground forces unload long, dark green packages.  The packages were body 

bags....the contents were young men who had become casualties.  They would not get to enjoy 

their government paid trip back to the United States. 

 

Tan Son Nhut Air Base was next to the city of Saigon - the capital of South Vietnam.  This city 

is now called Ho Chi Minh City.  It is more than 12,000 miles from California. 

 

Tan Son Nhut was the primary gateway for all U. S. Forces entering or leaving the country.  

Almost around the clock, each day/every day, aircraft came and went.  Each arriving plane 

brought young men and women who either were coming to Vietnam for the first time or, in some 

cases, returning from a much deserved R&R (Rest & Recuperation) trip to some vacation spot.  

Each departing plane carried those who had spent their time in hell or were leaving for their 

much deserved R&R and, in some cases, the deceased...going home to be buried. 

 

Many of the troops arriving in Vietnam would transit through Tan Son Nhut and, in just a few 

short days, would find themselves in combat.  Others would go to one of the many military 

installations throughout the country to support those in the field.  At one time, the number of 

troops on the ground inside Vietnam was more than 500,000. 

 

Joe and I were not in a combat unit - we were clerk typists in the Headquarters office complex 

for 7
th

 Air Force.   I worked in the unit that processed Awards and Decorations; Joe worked in 

the Intelligence Offices. 

 

Each day was pretty much exactly like the previous day. 

 

We got up; went to a dining hall to eat breakfast; went to work; went to lunch in the dining hall; 

went back to work; went to dinner in the dining hall; went back to the hootch.  On some nights 

we might go to the base theater for a movie but usually we just sat in the hootch talking about 

home and our loved ones and drinking beer.  If we wanted to live dangerously, we could go to 

Saigon.  It was a gamble - those in the military were favorite targets of snipers and others 

looking to inflict casualties on the troops who were in the country.   

 

Bed time was usually about 9PM because we knew we would be awakened by a rocket attack 

sometime during the night.  We were subject to get hit at any time, day or night but the nights 

were the “preferred” time.  The sound of “incoming” created an instinctive rush to get under or 

behind something for protection.  You even did this if you were sound asleep!!   
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The Viet Cong were masters at launching rockets into the bases throughout the country.  They 

were using 122 mm rockets that had been obtained from the Chinese.  They weighed 

approximately 60 pounds, stood about 4 feet tall and about 30" around and carried an explosive 

charge of about ½ pound of TNT - dynamite. 

 

When the engine was ignited, the rocket would fly where ever it was pointed for a very short 

period of time and then impact on the ground and blow up what ever was nearby.  As to 

“aiming” it.....the Viet Cong had a simple device.....they built a tripod of bamboo sticks and just 

leaned the rocket against it, pointed in the general direction of the base some 2 or 3 miles away. 

 

They would fire the rockets and run like hell.  If they stayed near the launch site, because of the 

fire that could be seen at launch, they were in danger of being fired on by an airborne gunship.  

They didn’t care where the rockets landed.  Sometimes they even landed outside the base and 

caused civilian casualties - they were guaranteed to cause casualties - that was the  purpose. 

 

The base would get hit by these rockets about every 2 or 3 days - just enough to “keep us on our 

toes”.  When the 1
st
 rocket impacted, a siren would sound and we would all run to get under or 

behind something for protection.  Bunkers covered with sandbags were everywhere; we even 

had one outside our hootch.  We would usually get about 3 or 4 rockets for the night.   

 

The bunkers were built from metal shipping containers and would hold about 40 people.  We 

would stay in the bunkers until the sirens sounded an “all clear”. 

 

I can, even today, see Joe in my mind.  Somewhere I do have some photos of all of us sitting 

around drinking beer and cooking on a grill and just generally socializing. 

 

He was tall, blonde hair, some might say handsome.  He had a good sense of humor, played 

chess and was very determined as to his plans when he returned “to the world”.  He was very 

serious about getting married after he went home.  He often talked about his parents and his 

brothers and sisters.  I really envied him as I was an only child, raised by an Aunt & Uncle and 

only had a half sister to relate to when he told some of his “stories”.  I am sorry to say that I 

can’t remember any of these “stories” - the passage of some 30+ years has erased many things. 

 

Some 2 or 3 days before THE rocket attack, we were in the hootch and heard the “whump” of the 

first of some rockets detonating somewhere on the base and, almost immediately, the siren 

started up.  We all grabbed our beer and ran down the aisle to the bunker.   

 

Joe was behind me and I heard him yell.  When I turned, I saw him hopping on one foot, holding 

the other foot.  Someone behind him grabbed him and helped him to the bunker.  We later 

discovered he had broken a toe on his left foot by hitting the end of one of the bunks as he ran 

down the aisle on the way to the bunker. 
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That became a joke - he was the first one in the hootch “injured” (wounded) as a result of enemy 

action and it was not even a visible wound!  Joe joked that it would not even qualify him for a 

Purple Heart award....the award given to a member of the military when they are wounded in 

combat.  The “rules” said you had to bleed to get this award!! 

 

On June 12
th

, 1968, while running for the bunker in yet another attack with his broken toe,  Joe 

was fatally wounded and died as a result of his injuries. 

 

If memory serves me correctly, we had been sitting around, before the attack, talking and joking 

about his wounded foot and about how the number of rocket attacks had increased since Tet, the 

Vietnamese New Year holiday some months before.  During the night of Tet, Tan Son Nhut had 

been under serious attack and came very close to being over-run.  Since then, when there was 

intelligence to indicate that a serious attack was about to happen, we were issued rifles and 

ammunition so we could help the perimeter defenders if that was needed.   

 

At some point we went to bed.  The rocket attack began some time later.   I can only assume 

that the siren was sounded - I have no memory of hearing the warning.  My first memory is 

being on the floor next to my bunk (an automatic response to the siren and the “whumps” of 

rockets) with my wall locker blown over on top of me (held up by my bunk) and the smell of 

cordite - gunpowder.  A hell of a cloud of this cordite and dust. 

 

Even today, in my mind, when I go to a firing range to fire one of the weapons I have and smell 

the cordite, it takes me back to that night. 

 

I have a memory of those in the hootch yelling to each other to see if everyone was okay.  I 

remember someone, Tom Mierzwa, yelling he had been hit in the head and could not see.  I 

announced that I seemed to be okay - no “hurts” or pain anywhere.  I started crawling around the 

end of my bunk to get out from under my wall locker and then I heard some moaning.  I can 

remember seeing feet through the cloud of dust and cordite that had been created. 

 

My memory stopped at that point.  Even today,  I have no memory of anything after that. 

 

Everything that took place after that was described for me - vividly - by others who had lived thru 

the rocket attack.  This is their description.......................... 

 

The feet belonged to Joe.  It appeared he had jumped up from his bunk, instinctively, and was 

running down the central aisle from his bunk to the bunker when the rocket impacted outside our 

hootch.  The rocket impacted almost directly on one of the concrete fence posts that supported 

the barbed wire surrounding our hootch.  A large piece of the concrete, bigger than your fist,  

came through the screen “wall” and struck Joe in the back of the head.   

 

I crawled out from under my wall locker, passed Joe’s feet and cradled his head in my lap.  I was 

told, although I cannot remember it, that I tried talking to him but there was no response. 
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After a period of time, medics came and took him away.  Most everyone agreed he had died in 

my arms due to the massive loss of blood but the formal announcement was that he had passed  

away in the field hospital while being treated for his wounds. 

 

It later took 3 people to put me in a shower to wash all the blood off me and then, for more than 

48 straight hours, I simply sat on a wall locker in shock.  I was told that I ate and did other, 

normal things but I did not sleep.   

 

I just sat and stared. 

 

At some point, some officers visited the hootch to see the damage that had been caused by the 

rocket.  I was told that I cursed them and tried to throw a can of beer at a General.  I was taken 

to a field hospital for examination but later taken back to the hootch.  The so called diagnosis 

was, “shell shock”.  The medics said I would come out of it within a few days.  Of the 11 of us 

who were in the hootch at the time, there were 10 with visible wounds.  Joe had been killed; 

Tom was later transferred back to the states for treatment due to his wounds and the 8 others 

were treated and returned to duty.  I was the only one with NO visible wounds!!   

 

Would you believe that almost 10 years later 5 pieces of shrapnel were found in my back during a 

physical exam?  My wife removed them with tweezers.  I do not have a Purple Heart. 

 

About 2 or 2 ½ days after the attack I started to “come out of it”.  I have some memory of people 

repairing the holes to the screen “walls” and others bringing new bunks and mattresses into the 

hootch.  Shrapnel had torn up the mattresses just as if you had sliced them with a carpet knife. 

 

I never spent another night in that hootch for the remainder of my time in Vietnam.   

 

The office areas where I worked were on the bottom floor of a two story building.   

 

When I got off work, I would go to the dining hall for dinner and then go to the hootch.  I would 

shower and clean up, get clean clothing for the next day and return to my office area.  When it 

was time for bed, I would put an air filled “mattress” under my desk into the area where you put 

your legs when you sit at a desk.  I would then surround the foot of the mattress with boxes of 

computer cards and, finally, bed down with an armored jacket on top of me like a blanket. 

 

My head was well “buried” under the desk.  I figured if a rocket could get through the roof and 

the top story, then the floor above my head and then the desk I was under - well - it could damn 

well have me!!!! 

 

Like others who had gone through a similar experience, I was paranoid about loud noises.  The 

memory of the rocket impact, the sound, was as if you had your ear next to a door jam and the 

door was slammed shut.  That “crack” sounds exactly like the impact of a rocket.  It was more  
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than 15 years before I would stop jumping at the sound of loud noises.  Not long after I left 

Vietnam, I was in downtown Memphis, Tennessee one day when the city tested the sirens they 

have for tornado alerts.  Without even thinking, I got under a car parked at the curb!!!  Dove 

under that car so fast my wife was not even aware I was “gone” until she turned around.  Even 

today, more than 30 years after THAT night, I still sometimes “alert” at a loud sound or siren. 

 

I left Vietnam in October of 1968, 4 months after THE rocket attack.    

 

The memory of that night and the mental “scars” of Joe dying in my arms have affected me since 

then and, in some ways, even though that was more than 30 years ago, affect me to this day. 

 

In 1975, when my son was 2 years old, he fell and cut the back of his head.  After I had checked 

him and then found blood on my hands, I could not even hold a cigarette as I was shaking so 

badly.  Another time, in 1980, I went rabbit hunting in Kansas.  My “partner” tried to show me 

how to skin the rabbits we got.  When I got blood on my hands - well - same story. 

   

I have learned to somewhat control what happens when I get blood on me and have learned to 

control my urge to get under or behind something when I hear a loud noise.  I still, instinctively,  

look up when I hear a helicopter and instantly identify the sound of gun shots when I hear them. 

 

Yet another, different way the war had an impact on me involved a dog I had.  Some 2 years 

after I returned from Vietnam, I was ordered to duty in Japan.  My wife and I had a German 

Shepard, registered, named for my daughter - Lisa’s Silver Cheyenne. 

 

At that time, there was a serious effort to obtain dogs for service in Vietnam for guard duty.  The 

military was offering, for registered breeds, up to $500 per dog.  Because of Joe’s death, in my 

mind, being a needless loss of life with no purpose, I refused to even consider selling Cheyenne 

to the military.  I refused to even talk about it.  He was donated to the Topeka, Kansas Police 

Department and went on to become one of their best drug detection dogs. 

 

One simple fact of life faces all of us - we will, some day, die. 

 

If you are honest, you will admit that you recognize this fact.  You will then admit you have two 

basic fears - the first is the death itself - the second is dying alone.  I guess if there is any good to 

be seen in the “story” involving Joe Hasdorff is that he did not die alone - he died in my arms. 

 

Joe did get his Purple Heart.  He also was awarded the Bronze Star.  I know because I signed 

the recommendations and even typed the orders authorizing him to have these awards.  I was 

determined that someone would remember he had made the ultimate contribution for something. 

His name holds a place of honor today on Panel 58W - Row 032 of the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial Wall in Washington, D. C.  He is in good company. 
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Well...............that’s the end of my story.   

 

I hope it can and will be used in a positive way.     

 

Maybe to teach us to love one another and appreciate each other? 

 

Maybe to teach us how precious life is? 

 

Maybe to teach us how useless war is. 

 

Maybe.......................................... 


