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Guard duty (Army-style)  

       at Tan Son Nhut  

 

By: Ron Boydston 

525 Combat Evaluation Group 

U. S. Army 

Sept 69—Sept 70  

 

“Go, set a watchman; let him an-

nounce what he sees.” – Isaiah 21:6 

 

I arrived at Tan Son Nhut in the mid-

dle of September 1969, an Army PFC 

trained as a radio-teletype operator 

and assigned to a Signal Corps de-

tachment which was providing com-

munications for a military intelligence 

unit operating in South Vietnam. 

 

Our compound was located in Alpha 

Sector, down the road from the new 

Army mortuary and far from the hustle 

and bustle of the rest of the base. I 

was told that an Air Force unit had 

once upon a time occupied the space, 

which perhaps explained the plumb-

ing in the bathrooms and the 

screened wooden barracks, niceties 

that did not exist in many other Army 

facilities. 

 

And in the Army way, even though we 

were on an Air Force installation, we 

provided our own security, which was 

done by means of three guard towers 

which were manned from 9 p.m. until 

5 a.m. – two watches of four hours 

each. 

 

Being of lowly rank, I was soon added 

to the duty roster of those who had to 

experience this solitary form of night-

life at the base. 

 

Getting ready for guard duty was a 

chance to get dressed up with the 

accoutrements of the field – steel pot 

and helmet liner, flak jacket, rifle (M-

16s were standard issue in the field, 

but we used the M-14, which was 

considerably heavier and had a stiff 

30-caliber kick when fired), equipment 

belt with two ammo pouches (each 

holding two clips), canteen, flashlight 

(with the red lens in place), and gas 

mask. Some of my fellow soldiers 

found that the gas mask case, without 

its designated contents, made for a 

fine portable storage container for 

snacks, cans of soda, and other con-

sumables that would help them pass 

the time. 

 

Once thus attired, and with camou-

flage face paint applied – we had 

learned in basic training that skin has 

a shine that shows up even in the 

dark – we were driven to our as-

signed towers by the duty officer, and 

then climbed the ladder that sepa-

rated us from the earth below, closed 

the hinged door at the top of the lad-

der, and started work. 

 

I would put a clip into my rifle, check 

to see that the safety was on, and 

then would settle in for the next four 

hours of acting as eyes for our unit. 

 

Nights at Tan Son Nhut were restless. 

The base never really slept, since 

military activity continued around the 

clock, including our communications 

center, which was open for business 

24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

But beyond the duty centers, there 

was a certain wakefulness that came 

with life in a war zone, and the dark-

ness was a living thing, with an edge 

to it that was anything but restful. 

Most of the occupants on base may 

have been asleep, or drinking them-

selves into various states of inebria-

tion, but my eyes were just two of 

many that were peering into the shad-

ows, keeping watch for signs of activ-

ity of an unwelcome and unpleasant 

sort. 

 

The guard towers afforded a good 

view of the distant runways, and on 

the first shift the flightline was fairly 

active. Transports would trundle off to 

distant destinations, their props dron-

ing comfortably as they went about 

their business with little fanfare. Now 

and then fighters would take to the 

night sky, their afterburners glowing 

as they gathered speed on their take-

off rolls. Then the candles would be 

snuffed as they became airborne, and 

the jets would become invisible save 

for the thunder of their engines, which 

became more and more muted until 

the sound was swallowed up into the 

darkness. 

 

Beyond the confines of the base was 

the ever-present sound of armament. 

Small-arms fire would chatter inces-

santly from time to time, and the 

pounding of artillery – dull, distant, 

and deadly - would come and go fit-

fully throughout the night. Now and 

then the incandescence of a tracer 

round would flash by like a firefly in 

the darkness, from where I never 

knew, since the shooting always 

seemed to be some distance away. 
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One night while on duty I was treated 

to the sound of thousands of frogs. 

The countryside around the base was 

filled with them; the croak of a single 

frog would be joined by several oth-

ers; then the chorus would swell until 

a mighty frog chorus would be in full 

throat, serenading the night. Then the 

sound would suddenly cease, as if on 

cue, and silence would return until the 

next round of croaking would get un-

derway. 

 

Another night my ears picked up the 

sound of a helicopter flying low and 

slow just beyond the base perimeter. 

Then it came into view, a Huey with a 

giant spotlight on its nose, casually 

poking its way along a road which ran 

parallel to the base fence, its intense 

beam looking here and there, and 

turning the earth below into something 

akin to the light of day. I later learned 

that it was an Iroquois Night Fighter, 

bristling with armament, and that it 

was looking for trouble and well-

equipped to deal with any that it 

found. 

 

Partway through each shift the duty 

officer would make his rounds, and I 

could hear his jeep, with its lights off, 

picking its way along the track that 

connected the towers. We would ex-

change a few words, and then he 

would be on his way, the puttering of 

the motor fading into the other sounds 

of the night. 

 

Staying awake on the first shift was 

not too hard, although I tended to get 

drowsy as the midnight hour ap-

proached. The second shift, however, 

was much more difficult. I would try to 

sleep a couple of hours before going 

on duty, but was never well-rested at 

one in the morning. The pull of sleep 

would grow stronger as the hours 

passed, even though I knew it could 

be a dangerous situation in a place 

where you were supposed to be al-

ways vigilant and alert. The fact that 

we were standing the entire time was 

of some help, but the downward pres-

sure on my eyelids was enormous, 

and I would occasionally lapse into a 

semi-sleep, part of me resting just be-

low the level of consciousness and the 

other part of me ready to spring into 

action if required. 

 

Another item of supreme importance 

that went into the tower with me was a 

little bottle of insect repellant. DEET 

was as important to life on the base as 

mosquito netting, for without it the tor-

ment would be relentless. (I had spent 

the first days in my unit without net-

ting, and was nearly cannibalized by 

bugs of various sorts.) Lathering up 

was the first item of business, and 

throughout my shift I would be visited 

by an endless procession of the little 

bloodsuckers, which would approach 

my face, reconnoiter slowly looking for 

a breach in the barrier, then finally fly 

off in search of greener pastures. 

 

Even though it would later gain a 

reputation as not being good for your 

health, DEET was wonderful stuff in 

Vietnam, and I would splash it on like 

cheap after-shave, very willing to 

spurn the advances of the tiny winged 

females that showed an interest in 

me. 

 

But although it was harder to stay 

awake on the second shift, it was also 

the opportunity to witness the coming 

of the dawn. The darkness, which had 

been pervasive and close, would at 

last begin to soften ever so slightly as 

the first tendrils of the approaching 

day would feel their way through the 

darkness, and the black would be-

come a shade of gray. As the new day 

advanced the night would retreat, and 

the horizon would become brighter 

and brighter, bringing another day - 

another day incountry, another day in 

a very long war, and another day 

closer to going home. 

 

Happily for me, my nights of guard 

duty passed without incident. Some 

months later I became an NCO, hav-

ing attained the rank of Sp4 shortly 

after my arrival, and I left the guard 

towers and night watches to more re-

cent additions to our unit. 

 

But in typical military fashion, my 

nighttime duties did not end. Instead 

of pulling four-hour shifts in the tower I 

now had CQ duty, which consisted of 

sitting behind a desk for the entire 

night in the unit orderly room, with a 

phone nearby, which was to be used 

to wake up the chain of command in 

case of emergency. 

 

The nights were longer, but now I was 

able to sit down, read, write letters 

home, and listen to the radio, all of 

which I would do until my mind got so 

fuzzy that I could do more than sit like 

an olive-drab vegetable, waiting for 

the day to arrive, and the chance to 

stumble off to bed. 

 

And sharing the office with me was a 

poster of General William Westmore-

land, attached to the far wall, looking 

steadily in my direction and continually 

reminding me that ―Service to country 

is a great American tradition.‖ 

 

He was just a paper soldier, but at 

least I had company. 

 

 

 

My Fondest Memories 

 

By:  Tony Tidwell 

460th FMS 

Feb 71—Feb 72 

 

I arrived on scene at Tan Son Nhut 

AB on or about the 13th of Feb. 1971. 

I didn't get settled in for a few days. 

There were briefings I had to attend, 

details to pull, the general run around 

stuff that we all probably had to go 

through. 

 

When I first got to my assignment with 

the 460th Field Maint. Sq. A&E shop, I 

was not immediately put to work. I had 

lost some hearing in my right ear. I 

found that when I was speaking with 

someone, I would have to turn my left 

ear toward them, otherwise they 

sounded like they were mumbling their 

words. Long story short: they sent me 

up to the field hospital at Cam Rahn 

Bay. I was there for only one night, but 

it happened to be the night some of 

our lovely "VC" friends decided to en-

croach upon that lovely swimming 
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beach, located just over some sand 

dunes from the Cam Rahn Hilton, the 

open bay visiting airmen's quarters.  

 

It happened about 2:30 in the morn-

ing. The alarm sirens were blaring 

away, the little gun ships just over the 

sand dunes were blasting away. 

Scared the heck out of me and a 

bunch of others. The worst part was 

they had to close the beach to swim-

ming while the EOD folks cleaned up 

all those little coconut bombs that 

were scattered on the bottom of the 

shallow water. 

 

I would eventually be assigned to 

work in the supply room so as to keep 

my fanny off the flight line and all that 

noise. ‗Nuff said about that. 

 

After being in country for about three 

months, I was encouraged to volun-

teer for one of the MedCap trips. The 

"team" consisted of one of the higher 

ranking male nurses, a doctor or den-

tist, or both, a few medical troops, and 

maybe a few volunteers. 

 

On my first trip out, some of us were 

issued weapons. I was issued a .38 

cal revolver with ten rounds. A few of 

the others were issued M-16s, each 

with one clip of ten rounds. Suppos-

edly, we were going into a sanitized 

area and there were no known enemy 

operations in the area. OK! 

 

We were out about an hours drive 

from TSN. We had set up three or four 

tables, spread out our medical sup-

plies and were waiting for the local 

peasants to bring in their kids, grand-

kids, or whoever they wanted medical 

aid for. 

 

We were set up at the end of a small 

dike, which separated a few of the rice 

paddies. A small trail ran on top of the 

dike. From where we were set up, just 

about 100 yards or so (directly across 

the rice paddy) there was a white 

building (didn‘t know if it was a church, 

school or whatever). There were also 

a few small hooches. 

 

We were there maybe 10 or 15 min-

utes, still waiting for patients. Couldn't 

figure out where they were or why 

they weren't showing up for our atten-

tion. Then all heck broke loose. 

 

The door of that white building flew 

open and this dude, dressed in black 

PJ‘s, tore off down a dirt trail, running 

basically parallel to the dike we were 

beside. He was really making some 

speed, and right behind him were 

three or four dudes in white PJ‘s. It 

didn't take long for the guys in white to 

catch that guy in black. 

 

The dude in black was literally 

dragged back to the white building. 

They drug him inside and the door 

closed. Even at that distance, we 

could hear a lot yelling and screaming. 

The head nurse yelled at the rest of us 

to take up positions along the dike. 

Now was the time for me to get 

scared. I had no idea what the heck to 

do. My little .38 wasn't going to be 

much use if some serious shooting 

started. If the shooting had started, I 

only had ten rounds (plus the six in 

the revolver), so I doubt if I would 

have done a lot of damage. As scared 

as I was, I doubt if I could have hit the 

ground. It was probably no more than 

five to ten minutes, from the time the 

guys in white dragged the guy in black 

back into the building that what 

sounded like a gunshot rang out. 

 

Shortly after that shot, old women and 

men started coming out of the wood-

work. They were bringing their 

"patients" to our tables. No one would 

say anything about what happened 

over in the little white building. We 

didn't ask. 

 

We treated several little boys and girls 

that day. When we had finished our 

business, the big army truck showed 

up and we packed up all the gear, 

loaded it in the truck and headed back 

to TSN. 

 

After we had cleared the area, the 

male nurse gave us the scoop on 

what happened. 

 

Apparently the guy in black was in-

deed a VC and had been captured 

earlier that morning, sometime before 

sunup. He was being held for interro-

gation when he bolted from the build-

ing. Supposedly, the shot we heard 

occurred when the VC tried to push 

his way out of the building, which was 

a school house. The guys in white 

were the local militia troops and did 

the "man in black" in. 

 

I had a wonderful, and yet scary day, 

on my first trip out with the MedCap 

troops. It was wonderful in the sense 

that we were able to interact with 

some of the local peasants. I actually 

felt like I was doing something good, 

to help those folks get on with their 

lives. 

 

I volunteered for several more trips 

during the next weeks. Finally, be-

cause the enemy activity was moving 

closer to the Saigon area, they ended 

the volunteering for those trips. 

 

So, in one day, I experienced the won-

derful feeling of doing something 

good, and at the same time getting my 

pants scared off. 

 

 

 

 

From: Michael E. Cain 

377th SPS 

Nov 67—Nov 68 

I was on the upper floor of the green lou-

vered barracks.  During Tet I was in Delta 

Sector at the end behind the Phantom jet 

bunkers.  I was facing the runway.  The 

night attack turned into a day long attack.  

I remember the celebration party where 

the ladies from the BX entertained us! 

 

From:  Richard I. Dubendorf 

1964th Comm. Group 

Apr 63—Dec 63 

Home: Tent #69 in ―old tent area.‖ Experi-

ences: 1st night ―test‖ of air base security 

by Charlie resulted in my being awakened 

by what I thought was a very early 

―sunrise.‖ It was actually para flares to 

illuminate the area resulting in a short pe-

riod of auto weapons activity then back to 

darkness and attempting to get back to 

sleep. 

NOTATIONS FROM  
APPLICATIONS 
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This is the first of many columns that 

will appear in this space of Revet-

ments over the next few months, and 

it will likely be the least interesting to 

you of anything in the entire newslet-

ter.  However, this column is neces-

sary in an ethical and legal sense and 

will keep you apprised of the activities 

of your Board of Directors.  This as-

sures you that the Board‘s agenda 

and activities are open to scrutiny and 

above reproach. 

 

Tan Son Nhut Association is a grow-

ing, vibrant organization, and we need 

to protect our assets by sheltering 

them from unnecessary taxes and/or 

unwelcome litigation.  We collect 

money in the form of dues, BX sales, 

reunion fees, and donations.  The fact 

that we hold reunions and education 

conferences and other events ex-

poses the Association to possible law-

suit.  Therefore, your board has voted 

to start a process that includes, but is 

not limited to, retaining legal counsel, 

filing for tax exempt status with the 

IRS, setting up trusts or other funds, 

purchasing necessary insurance(s), 

and re-chartering in the State of Vir-

ginia. 

 

Already the Board has approved hiring 

an attorney on retainer for $1,500.00 

per annum.  That is a bargain when 

one considers that attorney fees often 

run $400.00 to $500.00 per hour or 

more.  The attorney has already pro-

vided valuable advice to your officers.  

The Association has a large footprint 

in Virginia. 26 total members and 

three of the four officers reside there, 

and the registered agent duties will be 

taken care of by our attorney with of-

fices in Virginia.  The current Wiscon-

sin Charter of Incorporation will be 

deactivated. We thank TSNA mem-

bers Paul A. Weidenbacher and Rich-

ard W. Lindbeck, our former and pre-

sent Wisconsin agents, respectively, 

for their service.  When requested, 

you served without hesitation or reser-

vation.  The Association is indebted to 

you. 

 

The By-Laws have been changed to 

reflect the resolutions passed by the 

membership at the last reunion.  Now 

all officer and director terms are four 

years, and there are no term limits for 

them.  Changing state of incorporation 

will have little or no impact on the By-

Laws. 

 

TSNA Treasurer, Carol Bessette, has 

finalized the 2010 budget, and your 

Board has approved it for publication 

to the members.  You will find it in the 

―Notes from the Treasurer‖ column in 

this issue of Revetments.  Any mem-

ber may comment on the budget for 

the 30 days period after publication in 

Revetments. 

 

Questions or comments from any and 

all members are welcomed by your 

board.  Please address them to us via 

the P.O. Box address or email ad-

dress on page 1 of the TSNA web 

site. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Chaplain’s Corner 

 

By:  Bob Chaffee 

TSNA Chaplain 

 

Each year for my New Year's medita-

tion I have used the title "A New Year 

Dawns" and each year the meditation 

is prepared before the new year 

dawns.   

 

This year's thoughts and message 

were put on paper even be-

fore Christmas, in fact during the 

cookie and cake baking days.  Bobbi, 

my bride of 60 years and I have col-

lected cook books for most of these 

years and while looking for a specific 

recipe in a 1950's book I came across 

the words that fit this theme and 

more.  The book is from the Hill Coun-

try of Texas.  Most of the contributors 

are descendants of the early settlers 

in this area just north of San Antonio.   

Here is what Mrs. Lange wrote for her 

new year and her America and how 

the year ahead should be prepared. 

  

RECIPE FOR AN AMERICAN 

  

 Sift one cupful of patriotism with 

an equal amount of tolerance.  Stir 

in a heaping tablespoon of ambi-

tion, tempered with a proportionate 

amount of restraint.  Beat well, 

slowly adding the milk of human 

kindness in bountiful meas-

ure.  Fold in a half cup of brotherly 

love mixed with charity.  Flavor to 

taste with Christian, Jewish, Catho-

lic or any desired extract.  Pour 

mixture into a mold and let it rise in 

the heat of competitive spirit.  Bake 

at an even temperature.  Frosting 

may be any desired color:  Red, 

white, brown or yellow.  Serve in 

unity, enough for 140 million peo-

ple. 

    Mrs. Max Lange 

  

She wrote this during the Korean 

War.  We need to "bake" that loaf 

again today.  May God guide us in this 

New Year. 

 

Thoughtful ―Quotes‖ 

 

The shepherd drives the wolf from the 

sheep for which the sheep thanks the 

shepherd as his liberator, while the 

wolf denounces him for the same act 

as the destroyer of liberty.  Plainly, the 

sheep and the wolf are not agreed 

upon a defini t ion of  l iber ty. 

 

Abraham Lincoln 

No man is worth his salt who is not 

ready at all times to risk his well being, 

to risk his body, to risk his life in a 

great cause. 

 

Theodore Roosevelt  

    TSNA SECRETARY’S COLUMN 
 

By:  Dale Bryan 
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TSNA 2010 BUDGET  
       
INCOME 
BX Income      4,000 
Donations 
 General Fund        950 
 Endowment (Legacy)                   350        
  
Interest          100 
Membership Dues     4,300 
Reunion Income               24,000
  
Transferred from Membership Res.   2,000 
 
 Total Income             $35,700 
 
EXPENSES 
Administrative (Discretionary Expenses)  1,000
   
BX Expenses      1,400 
Donations—Other Organization s   1,000 
Membership Administration    2,100 
Membership—Other Organizations      300 
Legal                    1,500
   
Reunion Expenses               19,000 
Revetments      1,100 
Prepaid Dues Transfer     2,000 
 
 Total  Expenses             $29,400 

The TSNA By-laws require that a proposed budget be published 
in Revetments, thus giving members thirty days for review and 
comment. After this time, the Board will formally approve the 
budget. IAW with this provision, the proposed TSNA 2010 
budget is as follows: 

TSNA TREA$URER’$ COLUMN 

 
By: Carol Bessette 

 
 

American mobile guns, 1968 Vietnam 

American lines—Nui Dat, 1968 

The above photos and descriptions furnished by TSNA‘s 
only Australian member, Phillip Greethead. 

 
Rocket Attack on Tan Son Nhut Air Base 

 

by Cal Korf (CK) and Brice Gilson 
 

This rocket attack occurred in late February 1968.  According to Brice, the dates of 19 & 24 February seem about right as 

to when they had the rocket and mortar attacks which lasted 5 or 6 nights in a row.  The major damage as indicated in 

the photos happened on one night, although there was a week's worth of fairly consistent bombardment, always in the 

wee hours of the morning.  These photos were the property of the USAF and were limited in revealing the entirety of the 

damage.  The Air Force was trying to keep a tight lid on specific details and limited access regarding visitation of the 

flight line.  One of the significant disasters was a rocket hit on the mortuary trailers totally knocking out the refrigeration 

system.  These trailers were fairly close to the MIBARS II trailers.  The stench that emanated from the mortuary trailers 

was overwhelming.  In addition to the total destruction of several 101's there was an F-4 and C-130 that were signifi-

cantly destroyed.                                MORE   
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Brice Gilson:  "I remember CK arranged a flight line pass for several of us to drive out to the flight line to see the aircraft 

revetments and parking ramps that were hit.  The one thing I remember most was the RF-4 in the revetment with a dud 

rocket half buried into the PSP under the aircraft‘s wing.  I remember thinking at the time that as the aircraft revetments 

were all lined up in a row, once the VC had the range; all they had to do was crank the mortars across from one end to the 

other.  Later they also found a dud rocket that had penetrated the roof of the 460th headquarters.  I think it was found 

when they were having a change of command ceremony." 

 

CK:  "As an aside to the rocket attack story I can relate the story that resulted in the cessation of the rocket attacks on Tan 

Son Nhut. The night that GEN Creighton Abrams assumed command of MACV from GEN Westmoreland we had a rocket 

attack of 17 missiles (none of which caused significant damage).  The next morning I was in attendance at the morning 

briefing and GEN Abrams told the staff that he wanted the rocket attacks stopped.  The briefers commenced providing the 

stock line that they had been feeding GEN Westmoreland that the VC just came out in the late night, launched the rock-

ets, and disappeared into the night.   GEN Abrams interrupted them and said:  "You didn't hear me, I said I wanted the 

rocket attacks stopped.  Every time one of them lands it chills my ass".  The 460th Wing Cmdr, BG Robert Holbury briefed 

the Wing on the immediate mission.  All three squadrons were given the mission of "mapping" the greater Saigon area 

and they were to fly at 500 feet.  His final instructions were:   "You all be careful out there".  They flew the mission and all 

other air traffic was suspended during the operation.  I believe that MIBARS produced the aerial map and an infantry bat-

talion was detached from III Corps and assigned constant perimeter security for the greater Saigon area.  We did not have 

another rocket landing in the vicinity of Tan Son Nhut or MACV during the duration of my assignment after that." 

 

All pictures below have been provided by Cal Korf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                                 

This aircraft is a destroyed C-130, TET 1968  

RB-57 Canberra, slightly damaged. 

This is part of Military Intelligence Battalion  
(MIBARS) II Complex.  

This is Tan Son Nhut Air Base, Control Tower after TET 1968.  
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The Tan Son Nhut Air Base Chapel, was hit by a 
rocket or mortar, Feb 18, 1968 and burned to the 

ground.  

There was a USAF driver in the cab of this fuel 
truck and he survived 

F-101 remnants sits inside one of the revetments. 

Remains of an expended 122mm Rocket Mortar.  

Tan Son Nhut Air Base 
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New Members 

Mrs. Angela Duncan, daughter of long time member ―Robbie‖ Robertson 
CMSgt. Louis A. Georgieff, 8th Aerial Port Squadron, June 66—June 67 

 
 
 
A note from the Board of Directors: 
 
As Angela joins this great group, it has reminded us all that the ONLY way this organization is going to keep going in years 
to come is for us all to get our ―sons and daughters‖ involved in what this organization is, what it does, what it hopes to do, 
etc. 
 
I could name lots of instances that you could use to get a membership for your son or daughter, brother/sister, etc. (or 
grandchild as Wayne Salisbury did), but what the heck—you shouldn't need a special occasion to get the ball rolling.  Just 
get them a membership and talk to them about what it means to keep this organization going.   
 
And you can also bring them to our reunions.  Angela has been to the last 4 reunions of TSNA, so she is very familiar with 
many of us, and the mission of TSNA.  
 
By the way, her membership was a Christmas present to her father, to HONOR her father for his service to our country.  
That‘s another possibility you might consider. 

TSNA and its officers, directors, employees and agents do not make any guarantees of any kind about the content, accuracy, or 
timeliness of information in the TSNA newsletter, Revetments. The use of information from this newsletter is strictly voluntary and at 
the user‘s sole risk.  TSNA shall not be liable for any damages of any kind related to the information in this newsletter. The opinions 
expressed in the newsletter are those of the authors and do not constitute the opinion or policy of TSNA. 

Tan Son Nhut Association 
P. O. Box 236 
Penryn PA 17564 
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