
Vietnam, Now

Why March 29 Is 
Vietnam Veterans Day

veteransbreakfastclub.org

Combat and Coming Home, 
2003-2004

VBCMagazine 
Stories Unite Us | Since 2008

FREE

WINTER 2023

SUBSCRIBE

How a Cereal Toy Bo’sun’s Pipe 
Helped Launch Apple Computers



D & D Metal Recycling and Auto Salvage and 
Millerstown Pie-A-Part Yard are proud to honor our 

Veterans and the Veterans Breakfast Club. 

A full-service metal recycling service, D & D accepts all types of metal, both ferrous and 
non-ferrous, that may be generated by industrial manufacturing; construction and demolition; 
small commercial entities as well as individual customers. www.DandDAutoSalvage.com 

Pittsburgh/Lawrenceville Yard Tarentum/Fawn Twp. Yard 
6375 Railroad Street 27 46 Sun Mine Road 
Pittsburgh, PA 15201 Tarentum, PA 15084 
Phone: 412-781-9840 Phone: 724-226-1227 
M-F 8:00 AM - 3:45 PM
SAT 8:00AM-11:45AM

M-F 8:00 AM - 4:45 PM 
SAT 8:00 AM - 1  :45 PM 

Family owned and operated at the same location since 2004. We have parts from over 
1200 cars. Our inventory changes frequently, so check out what we have available to meet 
your needs. www.picapartyard.com 

3148 Lardintown Road 
Tarentum, PA 15084 
Phone: 724-224-4777 

Spring/Summer Hours: Mon-Sat 9:00 AM-6:00 PM 



        veteransbreakfastclub.org | 3 vbc

Vietnam, Now

Laura Colbert, Army MP in Iraq

How a Cereal Toy Bo’sun’s 
Pipe Helped Launch Apple
Computers

Derring-Do Aboard the Zaca in 
World War II

6

13

19

21

co
nt

en
ts

Cover: Hien Luong Bridge, DMZ, Vietnam, 2018 
(VBC/Maranie Staab)

VBC Magazine is published quarterly by The Vet-
erans Breakfast Club, a 501(c)(3) non-profit that 
harnesses the power of storytelling in order to 
connect, educate, heal, and inspire. 

200 Magnolia Place, Pittsburgh, PA 15228, (412) 
623-9029 . veteransbreakfastclub.org. For more 
information, contact 
betty@veteransbreakfastclub.org.

© 2023 The Veterans Breakfast Club. All Rights Re-
served. Printed in the United States of America.

features

From the Director

Upcoming Programs

Travel: Vietnam Itinerary 
and Travel Info

The Case of the Wrong Way 
Bullets on the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial’s Three Servicemen 
Statue

Non-Veterans Want to Know: 
Q: What is a Warrant Officer?

Why March 29 is Vietnam 
Veterans Day

In Gratitude

Community: VBC USAF 
Veteran Saves Baby’s Life

Final Salute

Vet-A-Thon Highlights

departments
3

4

11

22

23

24

26

28

29

30

What we call VBC Magazine started over a 
decade ago as a four-page newsletter con-
taining our schedule and some announce-
ments. With this issue, our circulation has 
reached 8,000 in direct mail and another 
7,500 for people to distribute on their own. 
If you’d like a handful or a box, please let 
me know, and we’ll ship them out to you. 
We welcome anyone interested in veter-
ans’ stories to read the stories contained 
here and join us online or in-person for 
any of our storytelling programs. We also 
welcome your responses to what you read 
here. Lt. Col. Carmen DiGiacomo (ret) cor-
rected a mistake the last issue’s “Scuds vs. 
Patriots” article: the 14th Quartermaster 
Detachment, devastated by a Scud attack 
in 1991, was U.S. Army Reserve, not PA Na-
tional Guard. Another reader sent a moving 
note about Sandy Ortega’s story of becom-
ing the first Black female officer in the Air 
Force in 1956: “Your story has impacted me 
deeply. It makes me angry that I was obliv-
ious. You are very much of a heroine to me. 
We are the same age.” Please keep the mail 
coming and let us know if there’s a subject 
or story you’d like to see.

Todd DePastino
Executive Director
(412) 623-9029
todd@veteransbreakfastclub.org
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Online, Virtual, Zoom, and Social Media!
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UPCOMING EVENTS

All programs begin at 7pm ET and are held on Zoom and simulcast to 

YouTube and Facebook unless otherwise noted. Connect to the pro-

grams and find more information at veteransbreakfastclub.org/events

Join live at Zoom: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/6402618738

Watch live on YouTube: youtube.com/veteransbreakfastclub 

Watch live on Facebook: facebook.com/veteransbreakfastclub
Mondays @ 7pm ET
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For the latest 
event schedule, 
scan this QR code!

JANUARY 9: Tin Can Sailors: A Conversation with 
Destroyer Veterans

JANUARY 16: Radar Station Veterans: Those Who 
Served Air Defence of North America

JANUARY 30: Open Conversation: Remembering Tet 

FEBRUARY 1: Glenn Flickinger on the Tuskegee Air-
men (with Upper St. Clair Library)

FEBRUARY 6: Meet Space Force: Talking with Today’s 
Guardians

FEBRUARY 13: Soul Soldiers: Black Vietnam Veterans 
with historian Samuel Black 

FEBRUARY 20: Remembering Iwo Jima Through the 
Stories of One Marine Rifle Company in the Pacific 
with Steven McCloud

FEBRUARY 27: Open Conversation

MARCH 6: A Conversation with Nine Women Wound-
ed in Iraq or Afghanistan, part 1

MARCH 13: K-9 Veterans Day with Military Dog Han-
dlers

MARCH 20: A Conversation with Nine Women 
Wounded in Iraq or Afghanistan, part 2

MARCH 23, 9AM: Conversation with Gwen Strauss, 
author of The Nine: The True Story of a Band of Wom-
en Who Survived the Worst of Nazi Germany

MARCH 27: Open Conversation

MARCH 29: Vietnam Veterans Day Special Event

JAN 9

JAN 16

JAN 30

FEB 6

FEB 13 FEB 20

MAR 6
MAR 13 MAR 23
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Vietnam, now

F E A T U R E Image: Marine veteran Andy Nigut and former NVA soldier embrace at the DMZ.

by Todd DePastino



othing prepared me for the emotional impact of 
our first VBC first trip to Vietnam.

In 2018, the VBC decided to offer a guided tour of 
the country, from Hanoi to the Mekong Delta. Sev-
enteen of us, almost half Vietnam veterans, took 
the trip.

My job was to serve as tour guide, and I felt well-pre-
pared. I’d taught a course at Penn State for many years 
titled, “Vietnam in War and Peace.” I’d interviewed doz-
ens of Vietnam veterans and read a library of books on 
the country and its history.  

But encountering Vietnam—its nat-
ural beauty, ancient culture, vibrant 
economic life--is an overwhelm-
ing experience. I made the mistake, 
when I returned home, of walking in 
the door and announcing to my wife, 
“Our trip was the highlight of my life.” 

I spent the next several days ex-
plaining how my marriage and the 
birth of our children, of course, out-
rank everything.

One of the first things you feel when 
you arrive in Vietnam is the antiquity 
of the culture. There, time is mea-
sured in millennia, not centuries. The 
people who would become known as 
the Viet first emerged in the Red Riv-
er Valley near Hanoi 5,000 years ago 
and built a distinct civilization over 
a couple thousand years. Then, in 
111 BCE, the Han Dynasty moved in 
from China and took over. The Chi-
nese stayed for 1,000 years, enrich-
ing and reshaping what they called 
Viet Nam, literally meaning “the Land 
Beyond the South.” 

Under Chinese rule, the Vietnam-
ese adopted irrigated rice farming, 
the Mandarin system of government 
administration, and Chinese social 
customs. They also learned the art 
of war, as taught by Sun Tzu. This 
last skill, the Vietnamese would turn 
against their occupiers.  

The anti-Chinese insurgency last-
ed for almost a millennium until the 
climactic Battle of the Bach Dang 
River in the year 938 AD. Vietnamese 
guerillas used trickery, booby traps, 
and ambush tactics to defeat a much 
larger Imperial force, driving the Chi-
nese out of the Hanoi-Haiphong river basin. Vietnam was 
now free and independent. But the Dai Viet (Great Viet), 
as the new state was called, was confined well north of 
the future DMZ.

Everything south of the Dai Viet belonged to other 
peoples and civilizations. The Champa, the Khmer, and 
the other ethnic groups Americans would later lump to-
gether as “Montagnards” would become targets of the 
Dai Viet’s own imperial expansion. 

By 1789, the first year of the George Washington ad-
ministration, the southward march of the Dai Viet was 
complete, and Vietnam’s modern boundaries were set.

This long campaign of conquest left a deep cleavage 
between North and South, which remains to this day. 

Those in the North still think of themselves as the real 
Vietnamese, more authentic and true to the heritage of 
the Dai Viet than the polyglot, cosmopolitan, and multi-
ethnic South. The people up North are profoundly patri-
otic and patriarchal, conservative, and traditional. They 
support the government and believe it represents them. 

Unlike in the South, where the one 
party Communist state can often feel 
like an occupying force, in the North 
people feel freer to voice displeasure 
with the government. In Ho Chi Minh 
City, which locals still refer to as Sai-
gon, citizens wouldn’t dare argue with 
a police officer over a traffic ticket. 

We began our trip in Hanoi, the an-
cient cradle of Vietnamese civiliza-
tion. It’s jarring, after a trans-Pacific 
flight, to arrive at Noi Bai Airport, to 
a country that, at first glance, seems 
little changed since the American War 
(as the Vietnam War is called there).

I’ll never forget lining up for customs 
upon arrival, standing next to Andy 
Nigut, a Marine who’d been grievous-
ly wounded and disfigured by a NVA 
rocket in 1968. Our eyes grew wide 
as we approached the glass-shielded 
desk where a uniformed official was 
reviewing passports. The customs of-
ficer was decked out in the same for-
est-green uniform that the NVA wore 
back in 1968, including the pith hel-
met with red and yellow star insignia.

“I don’t like the look of that guy,” 
Andy whispered, probably wondering 
why he ever came on the trip.

After making it through customs 
and retrieving our luggage, we met 
our Vietnamese guide named Kan. 

Kan was also our guide also in 2020 
and will be in 2023. I think anyone 
who has traveled with Kan wouldn’t 
hesitate to name him World’s Great-
est Tour Guide. Fascinated with histo-
ry, curious about the American point 
of view, eloquent in interpreting his 
country us, Kan sought to learn as 

much from us and we did from him. 

Kan grew up near Hanoi, younger son of a peasant 
rice farmer who served in the NVA toting weapons and 
supplies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the Vietnam 
War. As a Northerner—one of the real Vietnamese—Kan 
confessed a hidden kinship with his more cosmopolitan 
Southern compatriots. And, while we were getting to 
know Hanoi, he told us to keep our eyes peeled for the 
essence of traditional Vietnamese culture: Confucianism. 

Vietnam Army soldiers, then (above) 
and now (below) (Claudia Krich)

N
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Our Vietnamese tour guide, Kan, is 
scheduled to be our guide again in 2023.



Confucius was an ancient Chinese philosopher and 
Imperial advisor whose teachings became the basis of 
East Asian civilization. In the centuries before China’s 
conquest of Vietnam, Confucius’s philosophy of ethics 
and code of behavior addressed the central question 
that all great civilizations face: Once you build a power-
ful state and social order, how do you keep it? How do 
you make sure that what you’ve created will endure for 
millennia? 

The answer is a social system that promotes Unity, 
Stability, Harmony, and Order. And these are the ideals 
that lie at the heart of traditional Vietnam.

It would be hard to imagine a more un-American set 
of values. We Americans, historically, have privileged 
Individualism over Unity, Progress over Stability, and 
Liberty over Order. We like to keep moving and chang-
ing, shaking up old patterns and creating new ones. We 
relentlessly chase our dreams and pursue our passions, 
complain about the government and electorally over-
throw our leaders every four years on average. As the 
great observer of the American character Alexis de 
Tocqueville noted in the 1830s, “An American will build 
a house in which to pass his old age and sell it before 
the roof is on . . . he will take up a profession and leave 
it, settle in one place and soon go off elsewhere with his 
changing desires.”

Not so in old Vietnam. Confucianism restrains and re-
stricts. It guides the traditional Vietnamese in all things, 
including the relations between young and old, men 
and women, and citizens and their government.

You see it on the roads in the traffic. The traffic in 
Vietnam in mindboggling, and comprised mostly of 
motorbikes. In a fast-growing economy, people routine-
ly use motorbikes to carry what should normally go in 
box trucks: produce, livestock, kitchen appliances, even 
furniture. Whole families ride together on one bike, all 
helmeted, for that is the law.

As the economy has doubled in size every eight years 
since the 1990s, traffic has grown apace. Streets are 
clogged around the clock. And yet, with so many people 
competing for the same lane, the same slice of asphalt 
at all hours, North Vietnam manages it all without traffic 
lights, stop signs, speed limits, or visible traffic laws of 
any kind. The Vietnamese don’t need them. Rather, be-
cause of Confucianism, they’ve internalized the laws of 
traffic to operate in harmony with its flow.

Indeed, the traffic in Hanoi resembles a school of fish 
or murmuration of starlings. The individual motorbikes 
seem to move in some unspoken coordination, turning, 
separating, and reuniting in improvised motions. 

There are crosswalks, but no one stops for you when 
you use them. Instead, the traffic flows around you like 
a school of sardines, brushing in front and in back as you 
pace your steps to the opposite curb. It’s terrifying at 
first, but you get used to it, and no gets hit or gets hurt.

In Hanoi, there’s no road rage. People beep their horns 
simply to communicate, never to express anger or out-
rage. No one swears or shakes their fists. No one yells 
or makes obscene gestures. Confucianism has powerful 
prohibitions against such behavior, emphasizing courte-
sy at almost all costs. 
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This map shows the territorial expansion of Vietnam 
southward over centuries, from the Hanoi region in the 
North to the Mekong Delta in the South (Night Lantern, 

CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons)

(Boris Laporte, CC BY 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/li-
censes/by/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons)
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In Saigon, where Confucianism isn’t nearly as strong 
and the people are more individualistic, traffic lights and 
stop signs are essential to the preservation of life. In the 
South, people need to be policed because they don’t 
police themselves. 

In Hanoi, people dress modestly. Women don’t wear  
tank tops or show their arms. Men don’t wear shorts. 
You don’t see tattoos, dyed hair, or much jewelry. In-
stead, you see conical hats for women and NVA-style 
pith helmets for men. 

Perhaps the most striking and deep-rooted aspect of 
Vietnamese culture is the strict respect for elders. Your 
age determines how you’re addressed, so Vietnamese 
people are instantly curious to know how old you are. 
It can be awkward, because in United States, it’s not al-
ways considered polite to ask someone’s age, especially 
when you first meet. Vietnamese people know that 
about Americans, but they’re virtually paralyzed in their 
social interaction until they know what to call you and 
how to treat you.

Simply put, in Vietnam, the older you are, the more 
respect and consideration you’re due. 

Complicating matters is the Vietnamese language, 
which doesn’t have pronouns. There are no words for 
“he,” “she,” or “they.” Instead, the Vietnamese refer to 
others by family nouns—“cousin,” “uncle,” “brother,” 
“sister,” “grandfather.” Because of the need for such 
nouns, the Vietnamese language has the world’s largest 
selection of them. There’s even a special word for your 
father’s unmarried younger sister. That’s what kids often 
use for their teachers.

On Day Three of our first trip to Vietnam, Kan ap-
proached me sheepishly.

“Mr. Todd [pronounced toad],” he asked. “How old are 
you?”

“I know why you’re asking me, Kan,” I responded. “You 
need to know my age because you need to know what 
to call me.”

“Yes,” said Kan.

“Well, Kan,” I said, “people say I look young for my age. 
I am 52 years old.”

Kan immediately slapped his hand over his face in em-
barrassment and turned away, shaking his head. 

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” he said repeatedly, unable 
to face me.

“Kan, you thought I was younger, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” answered Kan.

“What had you been calling me?”

“I’d been referring to you as ‘older brother,’” he said.

“What will you call me now?”

“I will call you ‘young uncle’ from now on,” he stated.

* * * * * 

The Vietnamese language is a marvel and a mystery. 
Every word is one syllable only, and there are only twelve 
vowels used to make those syllables. Arithmetic tells you 
that the Vietnamese should run out of possible words af-

ter a few hundred.

And that’s where the tones come in. Because every 
word can only have one vowel sound, the Vietnamese 
language uses six different tones to distinguish vowel 

sounds and, therefore, word meanings. Depending on 
the tone you use, the Vietnamese word ma could mean 
“ghost,” “but,” “cheek,” “tomb,” “horse,” or “rice seedling.” 
If you throw in the many dipthongs and tripthongs, the 
language has hundreds of tonal sounds, many of which 
Americans have never made in speech or song. 

In 1964, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara spoke 
before a Vietnamese audience in Saigon and, echoing 
John F. Kennedy’s Ich bin ein Berliner speech the year 
before, decided to close his talk with a flourish in Viet-
namese. He got the words right, but flubbed the tones. 
Instead of saying, “Long Live South Vietnam,” the audi-
ence heard, “The southern duck wants to lie down.” 

Foreign visitors speaking Vietnamese do so at their 
peril.

* * * * * 

As we moved South, below the former DMZ, we began 
to encounter the actual places where our traveling vet-
erans served. We didn’t see them all. The Central High-
lands are hard to reach. But we visited many, from Dong 
Ha to My Tho. Red Beach and China Beach at Danang 
were luxuriously pristine. The Cu Chi Tunnels stunned us, 
as did its proud display of punji sticks and other bamboo 
booby traps used to harm and kill US servicemembers 
a half-century ago. The Mekong Delta seemed a world 
apart, laced with a bewildering network of canals and 
tributaries. 

But perhaps the most astonishing site was Khe Sanh, 
the grassy plateau fourteen miles south of the DMZ that 
saw a 77-day siege of 6,000 Marines in early 1968. Sur-
rounded by 20,000 North Vietnamese Army regulars, 
pounded relentlessly by artillery, and cut off from resup-
ply, the Marines at Khe Sanh fought a desperate battle 
of survival. Food and water grew short. Some wounded 
couldn’t be evacuated and bled to death. As the enemy 
probed the perimeter, Marines sent small teams into the 
surrounding hills, thick with vegetation, to stop the in-
filtration. Meanwhile, US bombers blanketed the terrain 
with so much ordnance, it almost equaled the tonnage 
dropped on Japan during all of World War II, including 
the two atom bombs. Few battlescapes in history have 
witnessed more devastation than Khe Sanh.
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The six tones used in Vietnamese (Herr Klugbeisser, CC BY-SA 
3.0 <http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/>, via 

Wikimedia Commons)
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That’s why we were shocked to see what it looks like 
today: a serene oasis of grass atop a subtropical moun-
tain rain forest. A soothing breeze accompanied our stroll 
among the remnants of war, as a young couple had their 
wedding photos taken. A 
small museum has large 
aerial photographs which 
our Marines who were 
there in 1968 used to pin-
point their old hooches. 

Since the normalization 
of relations with the Unit-
ed States in 1995, Viet-
nam has stripped blatant 
propaganda from most of 
its old war museums and 
historic sites. But some-
how Khe Sanh missed the 
makeover. It’s one thing 
to claim to have killed 
twice as many Marines 
who were there and over-
estimate the number of enemy airplanes shot down by 
a factor of 197. It’s quite another to trumpet the sinking 
of 80 enemy ships where there aren’t any navigable wa-
terways. 

Another such antiquated museum, quaintly called “The 
17th parallel and the Aspiration for Reunification Exhibi-
tion House” on the DMZ, was the site of one of the most 
moving interactions I’ve ever witnessed. 

Andy Nigut, the wounded Marine 
whose jaw had been shattered in 
1968, was attracting the stares of an 
older Vietnamese visitor to the mu-
seum. The man finally approached 
Andy and gestured to his face. 

“War?” asked the man in English, 
rubbing his hand on his chin.

Andy, realizing what he was being 
asked, affirmed by nodding his head 
and saying, “yes.”

The Vietnamese man nodded 
back as if to say, “me too,” and lifted 
up a pant leg to reveal his own griev-
ous scars of war. Then, he pointed to 
himself and said, “NVA.”

Andy’s eyes widened. The last 
time he’d seen an NVA soldier was 
the day he almost bled-out on a bat-
tlefield down the road. The two old 
warriors--separated by culture, lan-
guage, allegiance--looked at each 
other in silence, as if discovering 
some lost kinship. Then, the Viet-
namese man broke down in tears. 

Without hesitation, Andy reached 
out and embraced him. Fifty years 
earlier, they were trying to kill each 
other in a merciless war along the 
DMZ. Today, at the same spot, 
they were brothers.

 * * * * *

The most surprising thing we heard from En-
glish-speaking Vietnamese who approached us on the 
trip was, “thank you.” Young people especially wanted to 
thank our veterans.

“Thank you for fighting 
for us,” said one young 
woman at the DMZ 
bridge. “Thank you for 
building our country and 
showing us how to live 
freely. Because of you, 
we’ll be a democracy in 
ten years.”

If you walk around Da-
nang and adjust your 
eyesight to soft focus, it’s 
easy to imagine you’re in 
Myrtle Beach or Las Vegas 
or some other resort city 
in the US. Saigon, likewise, 
bristles with proud towers 
of wealth and commerce. 

A city devoted to global trade, Saigon, like Vietnam as a 
whole, has transformed as much as any place on earth 
over the past two decades. In the 1990s, when Kan was 
growing up, Vietnam was the poorest country in the 
Eastern Hemisphere. Today, it’s home to the world’s fast-
est-growing economy. If it continues apace, Vietnam’s 
GDP will crack the global top ten by 2050. And, as Viet-
nam’s youth knows well, much of this leap in the quality 

of their lives is due to their friend-
ship with the United States.

Vietnam, now, can be disorienting 
for American veterans who left the 
war-wracked nation a half-century 
ago, witnessed the Fall of Saigon on 
television in 1975, and watched the 
country’s dismal descent into Com-
munist re-education and collectiv-
ization. Seeing the country today, 
meeting its people, re-visiting its 
past, and imagining its future caused 
us to re-assess what we thought we 
knew about Vietnam and the Amer-
ican War.

Lou Nudi, who served as an Army 
captain in the Delta, recalled lying in 
his cot in 1968 wondering what he 
and his fellow Americans were fight-
ing and dying for in what seemed to 
be a lost cause. As we gathered on 
the motorcoach preparing to depart 
for home at the end of our trip, Lou 
turned to us and said, “Maybe, after 
fifty years, we’ve won the Vietnam 
War.”

At the very least, our trip con-
firmed for me that it’s still too early 
to tell.

One of our travelers, Ray “Doc” Amelio, standing at his Khe 
Sanh hooch site, 1968 and 2018

Marine veteran Andy Nigut and former NVA 
soldier embrace at the DMZ
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VBC VIETNAM TOUR
November 27 - December 11, 2023 • $3,799 land 

(Group Air price will be announced in January 2023)

Join the Veterans Breakfast Club for a two-week guided tour of Vietnam, highlighting the battle zones of the war while 
also exploring Vietnam’s history and natural beauty. We welcome veterans, their families, and anyone to join us. Todd 
DePastino will serve as Historian on the trip, providing the broader history and background of the places we’ll see. We’ll 
also learn from the Vietnam Veterans who will be traveling with us, stay in wonderful hotels, and have fabulous meals 
together. 

If interested, contact Todd DePastino 412-623-9029 or todd@veteransbreakfastclub.org. We’ll get a travel group discus-
sion going by email, Zoom and in-person.

Price above includes everything but airfare: hotels, transportation, tours, and most meals. Group Air price from Wash-
ington Dulles International Airport will be announced in January 2023. 

We’ve designed this trip based on the Vietnam tours we took in 2018 and 2020 with veterans and non-veteran travelers.

ITINERARY

Day 1 Monday, Nov 27: Depart USA. Cross International Date Line.

Day 2 Wednesday, Nov 29: Welcome and “Good Morning, Vietnam” Arrive Hanoi. Meet local guide. Refuel with lunch. 
Keep moving until hotel check in is available. Hop on for an afternoon “cyclo” tour of the Old Quarter of Hanoi. Lunch at 
local restaurant. Short break at the hotel - nap, catch up to social media back home, or wander through the area around 
the hotel. Evening Group dinner at hotel. Overnight Hanoi. Meals: Lunch, Dinner

Day 3 Thursday, Nov 30:  Fifty-four ethnicities - Two thousand years of history - Five decades of civil war. Morning visit 
to the Museum of Ethnology reveals a culture shaped by centuries of kingdoms and conquerors, including the one hun-
dred years of French Colonial rule beginning in the 1800’s and early 20th century emergence of Communism and conflict 
under revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh. Visit to the Museum of Ho Chi Minh Trail. Its imperative to understand the vital 
link provided by this rugged web of rail, roads, footpaths and waterways, over 9,000 miles, utilized by the North Viet-
namese military, through Cambodia and Laos, to transport supplies, troops and equipment from North Vietnam to South 
Vietnam in support of the Vietcong. Attend the Water Puppet Show. Dinner on own. Overnight: Hanoi. Meals: Breakfast

Day 4 Friday, Dec 1: The Imperial City and the “Hanoi Hilton.” Touring begins at the Ho Chi Minh House and the Imperial 
Citadel, dating back to the ruins of a Chinese fortress from the 7th century, designated a UNESCO World Heritage site 
in 2010. Visit the Hoa Lo Prison, which translates to “fiery furnace” or “Hell’s hole.” US servicemen imprisoned there sar-
castically nicknamed it “the Hanoi Hilton.” Drive to Halong Bay, a UNESCO World Heritage site. Evening Group Dinner at 
hotel. Overnight: Halong Bay. Meals: Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner
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Day 5 Saturday, Dec 2: Cruising Halong Bay. Board a tra-
ditional Vietnamese “junk boat” to sail across the em-
erald waters of the Gulf of Tonkin among rock islands 
and pillars and caves where an abundance of marine life 
thrives. Lunch aboard the cruise offers time to fully en-
joy the views, hear the legends of mountain dragons and 
sea serpents, and learn of the geographical history of the 
“Karst” landscape. Return to Hanoi for evening flight Ha-
noi to Hue, duration is one hour. Dinner on own. Over-
night: Hue. Meals: Breakfast, Lunch

Day 6 Sunday, Dec 3:  The Tet Offensive - 1968. From 
January to March 1968, the longest and deadliest battle 
of the Vietnam War waged in and around Hue. Although 
Communist-backed forces were eventually repelled by 
American and South Vietnamese troops, the Siege of 
Hue became a turning point in the war on several levels. 
Explore the locations of combat, where ancient temples 
and pagodas were reduced to rubble, and Medals of Hon-
or were earned. Tour Hue Imperial City, a UNESCO World 
Heritage site, a massive complex known as much for its 
rich architectural heritage as for its impressive landscap-
ing. Marvel at the For- bidden Purple City and Thien Mu 
Pagoda, the tallest religious structure in Vietnam. Group 
dinner. Overnight: Hue. Meals: Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner

Day 7 Monday, Dec 4: Toil and Tenacity in the Tunnels 
to Survive. Heading North to Quang Tri Province, stop 
at battle sites to see La Vang Church, Quang Tri Citadel, 
Ben Hai River, Hien Luong Bridge and the Seventeenth 
Parallel, the former borderline between North and South 
Vietnam. After lunch, continue along the coast, to Vinh 
Moc. As armies fought, and bombs fell, villagers across 
the beleaguered nation sought shelter underground, 
constructing intricate tunnel systems where young peo-
ple fell in love, married, started families... children were 
educated, wounded were treated, and gods were wor-
shiped. The remnants of the Vinh Moc tunnels gives a 
glimpse of how Vietnamese villagers lived for up to six 
years during the height of the US involvement. Other 
tunnel systems were used by the Vietcong, to shelter 
guerrilla fighters; we’ll visit the Cu Chi tunnels near Sai-
gon, later in the tour. Group dinner. Overnight: Dong Ha. 
Meals. Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner

Day 8 Tuesday, Dec 5: The Multiple Enemies along the 
DMZ. Moving west from Dong Ha, visit a place where 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail can be viewed from a bridge. Then 
“conduct a recon” in the shadow of “the Rockpile,” a 700’ 
monolith protruding up from the floor of a narrow valley 
pass. The sur- rounding mountains, with jagged ridges 
and thick vegetation, proved advantageous to “Charlie,” 
using guerrilla like tactics, while the Marines’ ground 
movement was impeded, and helicopter landings so 
perilous that the valley, littered with choppers that had 
crashed, was nicknamed “Helicopter Valley.” While Hue 
was deadly, the Battle at Khe Sanh was savage, a horrid 
mix of Napalm, rice paddies, artillery, and hand-to-hand 
combat. Dinner on own. Overnight: Dong Ha. Meals: 
Breakfast, Lunch

Day 9 Wednesday, Dec 6: Da Nang - Airbase and Ameri-
can Combat Troops.Enjoy the lovely coastal countryside, 
views of the East Vietnam Sea and the Bach Ma Na-
tional Park on our southbound drive to Da Nang. After 
lunch, notice the sagging shapes of decaying Quonset 
huts (access is prohibited) near the former site of the Da 
Nang US Airbase, visible from the road during the drive 
to Marble Mountains. In Da Nang, the Fifth Military Zone 
Museum offers a collection of vehicles, and artifacts left 
behind by the US divisions based in Da Nang during the 
war. After check in, wander the few blocks from the ho-
tel to My Khe Beach, the 30 KM stretch of white sugary 
sand, called “China Beach” by the G.I.’s and used for “R&R” 
during the war. Group dinner. Overnight: Danang. Meals: 
Breakfast, Dinner

Day 10 Thursday, Dec 7: Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon) - Seat 
of South Vietnam’s Government. Morning flight to Ho Chi 
Minh City. After lunch, visit the Unification Palace, where 
the beauty of architecture and gardens shine while the 
wartime communication center and basement “bunker” 
are often overlooked. Nearby, the War Rem- nants Mu-
seum tells the history of the Vietnam War from the per-
spective of the Vietnamese, who endured nearly five de-
cades of civil war. Group dinner. Overnight:Ho Chi Minh 
City. Meals: Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner

Day 11 Friday, Dec 8:  The Mekong Delta - River Patrols 
and Amphibious Operations. A river cruise on the Me-
kong River provides a view of the tangled underbrush, 
dense aquatic grasses and rice paddies that challenged 
the patrolling US “Brown Water Navy.” Today’s Mekong 
region is a densely populated area (17 million) where 
house-boats, jet boats and small cruise ships share the 
waterways with local fisherman and floating markets. 
En- joy the local flavor of Coconut Island, with its intrigu-
ing history as home to a monastery. The guide will spare 
you from the tourist “traps.” Dinner on own. Overnight: 
Ho Chi Minh City. Meals: Breakfast, Lunch

Day 12 Saturday, Dec 9: Guerrilla Warfare in the Tunnels 
- Cu Chi Tunnels. During the war, soldiers with smaller 
frames were asked to be “tunnel rats” and a pay raise 
came with the “position.” Many declined. For those will-
ing, a ruthless adversary awaited. Crawling through the 
narrow passages of the Cu Chi Tun- nels, imagine their 
fear, wary of booby traps and trip wires, blindly hunting 
an enemy that knew the twists and turns of the elaborate 
tunnels. After lunch, stop at the Lacquerware Museum 
to admire a cultural tradition and craft; consult the guide 
before purchasing. Dinner on own. Overnight: Ho Chi 
Minh City. Meals: Breakfast, Lunch

Day 13 Sunday, Dec 10: (B, D) FREE day to Explore Ho Chi 
Minh City. Take in a cultural experience, shop, visit other 
Vietnam-era locations or relax and reflect. Join the group 
for a Final Fare- well dinner. Overnight: Ho Chi Minh City. 
Meals: Breakfast, Dinner

Day 14 Monday, Dec 11: Goodbye, Vietnam Morning - 
Transfer to Airport. Meals: Breakfast

Cross the international dateline, bound for USA.

This VBC Tour will be booked through Gate 1 Travel. Go to https://veteransbreakfastclub.org/travel/ for links to hotels, 
reservation information, and optional travel insurance. Please contact Todd DePastino with questions: 412-623-9029 or 
todd@veteransbreakfastclub.org.

VBC VIETNAM TOUR
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n March 6, 2001—six months before 9/11—I signed 
up for the Army National Guard. I was a freshman 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. I was 
athletic and wanted adventure, and the Guard 
would help pay for school. I never expected the 
adventure I got.

Less than two years later, I was activated as a member 
of the 32nd Military Police Company and then shipped 
to Iraq for what was supposed to be a six-month de-
ployment.

My platoon’s first official mission was to protect and 
oversee the operations of the Al Sha’ab Police Station in 
the northern reaches of Baghdad. It sat in the middle of 
a volatile Shi’a neighborhood adjacent to Sadr City. My 
platoon monitored the station 24 hours a day.

One of my jobs was driving the lead Humvee in 
a small convoy from our company’s camp in the 
Green Zone to Al Sha’ab. Each 45-minute trip was a 
nerve-wracking exposure to some of the worst Baghdad 
had to offer.

Baghdad was the perfect storm of Third World infra-
structure colliding with First World amenities. Highways 
featured people riding on top of cars, families of five 
on mopeds, pedestrians in the middle of the road, and 
donkey carts woven into the traffic. Cars barreled the 
wrong way down streets with utter disregard of lanes or 
lines. Blaring horns. Constant shouting. Garbage cover-
ing every square inch of neighborhoods. An occasional 

dead horse festering in the middle of the road. 

A few times gunshots rang through the air close to 
our convoy, but we cruised on, never knowing if they 
were meant for us or someone else. 

Walking into Al Sha’ab Police Station for the first time 
left me in a state of disbelief. How could professionals 
function in such disrepair and repulsive conditions? 
Garbage surrounded the two-story, tan building. A 
sewage leak in the back released a green, odorous 
liquid. One useless intact window stood out among its 
jagged-edged or nonexistent counterparts. The bath-
room was two holes in the ground, one hole slightly 
resembling a squatting toilet. The other three-inch hole 
emitted a pungent sewer stench I wouldn’t wish on my 
worst enemy.

Baghdad’s lawlessness made a mockery of the local 
police. I once asked one of our interpreters, Nada, why 
no one enforced the laws. She said: 

The Iraqis don’t know how to deal with free-
dom. Once Saddam’s regime was gone, the Iraqis 
thought they could do whatever they wanted. If 
they could get away with it, why not? Why not loot 
the museums and stores? Why not drive down the 
wrong side of the street? Why not drink in public? 

We rotated among five posts at the station: guarding 
the front gate, working the front desk, manning the 
radio, and holding down one of two fighting positions 
inside and on top of the building. 

Each job had its own challenges. At the front gate and 
in the fighting positions, we contended with loitering 
children. Normally, I love kids, but the Al Sha’ab children 
were beyond irritating. Usually, between five and 15 
children stood yelling at our gate. Most wore rags and 
had flies swirling around the sores on their bodies. They 
were filthy and starved for attention. 

It sounded like an elementary school playground, but 
instead of innocent children playing, they were trying 
to distract us. They begged for food, water, money, 
and attention. They yelled in Arabic and broken English, 
screamed nonsense, waved if they thought we were 
looking at them, blew kisses if we made eye contact, 
and brought us dying flowers or dirty candy.

Laura Naylor Colbert

Laura Naylor Colbert appeared on VBC Happy Hour 
back in June to talk about her experiences serving 
with the 32nd Military Police Company in Baghdad 
as part of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003-2004. 
The article below is adapted from her award-win-
ning Sirens: How to Pee Standing Up—An Alarming 
Memoir of Combat and Coming Back Home (Warriors 
Publishing Group, 2019). Today, Laura is an educator, 
business consultant, and Director of Parks and Rec-
reation in Waupaca, Wisconsin, where she lives with 
her husband and three children. Learn more and buy 
the book at https://lauracolbert.com.

O

F E A T U R E Laura Naylor Colbert in Baghdad 2003 (Laura Naylor Colbert)

Combat and Coming Home, 
2003-2004



Because the children would be caught in the crossfire 
if we were attacked, we tried everything to get them to 
leave: yelled, pointed weapons, told them to Ishta―go 
away―and Imshi―keep walking. The Iraqi police even 
threw rocks at them, which caused them to scatter like 
cockroaches, only to return a few minutes later. 

We also worked with and trained the Iraqi police in real 
time. But they did next to nothing. Crashes occurred, 
thefts took place in front of their eyes, and they merely 
looked on, impassively. We’d order them to run out and 
help, but they did so at a snail’s pace. Sometimes, they 
ransacked wrecked vehicles for money.

Residents would occasionally come in and report a 
crime.

My brother kidnapped my daughter.

My husband is prostituting out my pregnant daughter.

The government is trying to steal 
my land, but the Americans prom-
ised I could keep it. 

We’d hand the reports to the Iraqi 
police, who completely ignored 
them. 

I asked an interpreter why the po-
lice never followed up on criminal 
complaints.

“The majority of the complaints 
are made up,” he said, “you shouldn’t 
believe the people.”

“Why would anyone make up such 
lies?” I asked. “What would be the 
point?”

The interpreter just looked at me, 
as though I would never under-
stand, and shrugged.

The radio position was initially 
located inside a Humvee that was 
parked on the front lawn. Ten days 
after arriving in Baghdad, I was out-
side on RTO (Radio Telephone Op-
erator) duty when I had my first real 
war experience. 

An explosion sent me to the floor of the Humvee in 
a flash. Because our Humvees weren’t up-armored, I 
ducked low and slid out of my vehicle to take cover be-
hind the tire well. Staccato bangs indicated a likely drive-
by shooting. As the first shot rang through the air, time 
sped everything into a blur. 

Realizing I had left my rifle sitting in the vehicle about 
seven feet away,  crawled back, snatched my rifle, and 
scooted back to the tire well. 

I was the only MP still outside. My heart pounded and 
head spun with nervous anticipation, wondering what 
my next step should be. Within seconds, my trusted 
team leader emerged to try to kill the henchman who 
was long gone. He asked if I was OK. 

I was more than OK. I was ecstatic.  

We collected ourselves and checked for injuries. Pride 

flooded over me. I had just stepped into the world of the 
front lines. My eyes lit up. I could go home with a bona 
fide war story. 

* * * * * 

By October 2003, our deployment changed radically. 
We went from liberating the Iraqis to occupying their 
cities. And with that occupation came more animosity 
and bloodshed. 

For me, the defining moment of that transition was 
the bombing of the Al Sha’ab Police Station. 

I was lounging outside our hooch in the Green Zone 
on a beautiful October 27th morning, waiting for our 
mission to start. The birds were chirping, the sky was 
dotted with a few fluffy clouds, and the temperature 
was comfortable at 75 degrees.

I had just finished my morning Power Bar and pre-
paring the Humvee for the day’s 
journey to the station. Our gear was 
waiting for us on our vehicle seats.

Two earth-moving explosions 
boomed in the city. One of the 
bombs was close enough to elicit 
a holy shit under our breaths as 
we scanned the buildings across 
the Tigris. But we didn’t pay it too 
much heed. We’d become accus-
tomed to explosions. 

The birds, however, knew better. 
They screeched and took to the 
skies.

Within moments, a voice from 
second platoon came over the 
radio:

We just received an RPG attack 
at the Al Sha’ab police station. 
There are multiple  fatalities.

Without an audible order, we 
threw on our gear, mounted up, 
and drove like hell to the station. 

We accomplished the 45-minute 
drive in 25 minutes. I scraped the side of an Iraqi car that 
took too long to give us the right-of-way, drove down 
the wrong side of the road, jumped over medians, and 
tore through intersections. 

We gasped as we turned onto Al Sha’ab’s main road. 
Within a half hour of the blast, thousands of curious 
men and boys had poured onto the streets, covering 
every square inch of road, like a crowd in Times Square 
on New Year’s Eve. 

The mob parted like the Red Sea as I honked the 
Humvee’s puny horn, and we screamed Ishta out the 
window.

As the bystanders stepped aside, they revealed a 
ruined station still shrouded in smoke and dust. This was 
far more than an RPG. It was a car bomb, and a large 
one.
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On Al Sha’ab roof with almost 70 pounds of 
gear on me in August 2003. The SAW weighs 12 
pounds, the ammo is six on the SAW, and I have 
six pounds of M-16 ammo hanging on my vest 

The vest itself is about 40 pounds. The Kevlar is 
three, and the night vision goggles add a few 
more. You can also see my hip holster for my 

pistol wrapped around my upper thigh. All this 
gear, full uniform, and over 100 degrees on a daily 

basis. (Laura Naylor Colbert)
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One side of the station and our ten-foot security wall 
were gone, along with two houses and at least ten shops 
across the street. Homes and businesses within a four-
block radius had blown-out windows, and shrapnel had 
torn through their walls. 

The destruction was mind-numbing. I could smell burn-
ing rubble, garbage, flesh, and bomb residue. 

We jumped out of our Humvees and pushed our way 
through the crowd toward what was left of Al Sha’ab. 
Ground zero was a 10-foot-deep and 20-foot-wide crater 
yawning from the sandy earth. Surrounding it were four 
heaps of melted metal that were once cars. 

We turned around and went into crowd-control mode, 
pushing bystanders back away from the blast site and se-
cured the area. 

Recovery men dug bodies out of the rubble, including 
those of three young girls. Their fathers sobbed over their 
charred and mutilated bodies, cradling them like babies. 

These were the same children I’d seen swarming around 
the station. 

I surveyed the damage as I went to the roof to pull se-
curity. The building reeked of blood and burning flesh. A 
lone hand lay on the ground, palm up, in the front entry-
way. The walls along the length of the police station were 
snaked with cracks, splattered with blood, and studded 
with shrapnel. The prison door was ajar with a six-by-two-
inch gaping hole in the middle of it. All 60 prisoners had 
escaped. 

Three of our MPs were in the station at the time and 
received the worst of the blast. But they were lucky, com-
paratively speaking. The worst wounds among them was 
a deep head laceration and severed ear. 

Twenty-seven Iraqis had died, including six police offi-
cers. Over 120 others were injured. Insurgents had cho-
reographed three other explosions through the city that 
morning targeting police stations and the Red Cross. 

The following day, we went back to Al Sha’ab and pulled 
security on what was left of our fighting positions, con-
ducted more crowd control, and loaded three truckloads 

of salvageable items. 

The bomb left lit-
tle intact. Media ar-
rived in droves, in-
cluding the BBC, CBS, 
and NBC. While I was 
sitting on the roof-
top pulling guard, I 
watched with caution 
while three different 
men meandered onto 
a roof directly across 
the street and pointed 
something black in my 
direction. The glare of 
the sun, my scratched 
sunglasses, and the 
distance between our 
rooftops made it diffi-
cult to decipher what 
they were pointing. I 
put my finger on the 
trigger and turned my 
weapon to fire. After 
a short time, they left without incident. I found out later 
that day they were photographers. I saw myself sitting on 
the roof when I logged onto Yahoo.com later that evening.

By the third day, my shock had worn off. That night, I 
untied my boots, hung up my weapons, and crashed into 
my pillow, fully dressed. I sobbed into the softness of my 
bed and blanket, shaking my bunk.

* * * * *

Our six-month tour got extended to eight months, then 
twelve, then fourteen. Baghdad got more violent, and so 
did our missions. Mortar and rocket attacks became com-
mon. More IEDs (Improvised Explosive Devices). More 
RPGs (Rocket Propelled Grenades). More car bombs. 
Once, we even got warnings of submarines in the Tigris 
River.

The crowd was still massive the next day. You can see them held 
back by concertina wire, the soldiers on guard in their Humvees 

and the Iraqi Force Protector on the ground. All the windows 
were blown out from the bomb in the visible buildings. (Laura 

Naylor Colbert)

This is the location of the car bomb. 
The water entered the hole due to 
a water line bursting. Notice the 

soldier standing by the crater. All of 
the buildings behind him were two 
stories prior to the explosion. The 

ground was cement, but in this pic-
ture, it looks like dirt. (Laura Naylor 

Colbert)

The building and houses across the street from the Al Sha’ab 
Police Department. Cars lining the road have been blown into 
unrecognizable metal pieces. 10/27/03   (Laura Naylor Colbert)



In early April 2004, Sunni insurgents launched another 
wave of attacks on police stations around Sadr City. Our 
company manned guns and fighting positions around Al 
Sha’ab every day. 

One night, on the way back to the Green Zone, I no-
ticed our team’s Humvees were the sole vehicles on a 
four-lane road with apartment buildings rising 30 stories 
above us. The pulsing rhythm of the heavy tires on the 
pavement was interrupted by what sounded like pop-
corn popping or clapping. From my side mirror, I saw the 
gunners crouch into their turrets. 

We were receiving small-arms fire from the dark win-
dows in the surrounding buildings. The shots sounded 
muffled inside the up-armored Humvee. 

BOOM! A Humvee-shaking explosion detonated be-
hind our convoy, followed by more gunfire. My toenails 
curled in my boots, and my knuckles whitened around 
the steering wheel.

I stepped on the gas pedal hard and hauled ass into our 
checkpoint, called “Assassin’s Gate.” The guards leaped 
out of our way. The serpentine did nothing to slow our 
speed. I needed to get our whole convoy through safely 
before I dared to press on the brake. We pulled over to 
assess the damage. To our surprise, all the soldiers and 
our Humvees were unharmed. 

How many close calls like this could we survive?

The very next night, we took a different route home 
from Sha’ab, but our second platoon didn’t. Unknown to 
us, they retraced the same path of our ambush the night 
before. We learned this only when the second platoon 
leader’s desperate chatter broke radio silence. 

IED . . .There’s so much blood. We pulled Witmer into the 
Humvee from the turret. She’s unconscious and bleeding 
through the nose, but she still has a pulse. We’re rushing 
to the Green Zone CSH [Combat Support Hospital]. 

The red eyes and mournful expressions in the MWR 
(Morale, Welfare, Recreation) room the next morning 
told me all I needed to know about Witmer’s well-being. 

We were grief-stricken beyond words. Our own sweet, 
kind, gentle Michelle Witmer was the first female soldier 
in the history of the National Guard to be killed in action. 
Her face was plastered on CNN and FOX news. 

The next few days were clouded with sadness and re-
sentment. Why didn’t someone tell her squad to avoid 
that route after we were attacked the night before? I still 
live with the guilt of feeling like I could have done some-
thing to prevent Witmer’s death.

As if to break us further, the Army told us days later 
that were yet again extended. I sent this angry email to 
my family and friends: 

Another week of missing home more than I can 
say. This place is taking a toll on me. Hope and mo-
rale have been drained from my system. I’m a pile of 
skin and bones that does what I’m told. It’s hard to 
think for myself anymore. I don’t care. I don’t care 
when mortars hit. I don’t care when an IED goes 
off I’m numb. That’s why they need to get us out of 
here. We have nothing left—mentally or physically. It 
is completely inhumane what they have done to us. 
We have tortured souls. 

I didn’t have a death wish, and in no way did I intend to 
commit suicide, but I was secretly hoping to get hurt—to 
be wounded enough to go home. I didn’t care if I lost a 
limb or suffered a disability; I wanted to be freed from 
the shackles of war. I couldn’t see any other way to get 
out of Iraq. 

I had begun to lose faith in humankind. 

* * * * *

My 32nd MP Company finally ended its tour and took 
off for home in the wee hours of July 25, 2004. We flew 
out of Camp Doha, Kuwait. I’d spent the previous twelve 
days preparing to become a civilian again. 

My steps grew lighter as we unloaded our garbage, 
spare tires, fuel cans, and extra ammo. We really were 
going to leave this dreaded place. We were giddy with 
excitement. 

As I tossed my disposable war gear into the Dumpster, 
I took a last look at the bright blue 99-cent automobile 
funnel I’d carried with me through my whole deploy-
ment. I called it my PUD (Personal Urinary Device). 

Peeing while at war was routine for men, but how were 
women supposed to do it without exposing themselves? 
The funnel was the answer, and it was my constant com-
panion these last fourteen months. I even used it behind 
the wheel while driving, directing the pipe end into an 
empty water bottle. I had some embarrassing misses, for 
sure, but that funnel came to symbolize the pioneering 
role of people like me and Michelle Whitmer, women in 
combat.

I hesitated to pitch such a historic artifact, but before 
I could change my mind, I tossed it over the edge of the 
Dumpster, like Rose throwing The Heart of the Ocean 
over the ship’s side in the movie Titanic. It was time to 
return to my feminine side.

The long flight home gave us time to process our re-
turn. The plane was abuzz with chatter. 
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 An improvised memorial to Michelle Witmer: her helmet 
propped on her weapon, ID tags hanging, boots were below. 

One of the hundreds of soldiers who lined up to salute and say 
goodbye after the Memorial Service.  (Laura Naylor Colbert)
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Do you think they’ll make us turn the plane around? I 
heard that it happened to a different company as they 
were flying over the Atlantic.

How many people do you think will be waiting for us 
when we land? 

I can’t wait to hug my kids.

How many of us are going to suffer from PTSD, do you 
think?

When we landed on the tarmac in Wisconsin, the 
plane erupted into a deafening applause—like a walk-off 
homerun at the ballpark. A crowd the size of a football 
field awaited us.

Of course, the Army made us line up in alphabetical 
order before we disembarked. I kept peering out the tiny 
windows to see if I could catch a glimpse of a familiar 
face.

On the First Sergeant’s cue, they finally opened the 
doors. 

The University of Wisconsin marching band serenaded 
us while we walked down the airplane’s steps. A long line 
of military honchos and Governor Doyle stood at the bot-
tom of the steps to shake our hands. Their faces were like 
a blur. I gazed past their smiles, trying to see my family’s 
instead, but to no avail. The crowd was too massive.

People yelled for their soldiers and held homemade 
signs. Groups chanted their loved ones’ names. The more 
soldiers who emerged from the plane, the louder the 
crowd got. 

Yet, before we could embrace our loved ones, we 
had to hand over our sidearms and rifles at the weap-
on’s truck. For the first time in 16 months, I didn’t have 
to watch, clean, and keep eyes on my weapons. This sol-
itary act felt like a giant leap toward our own liberation 
from active duty. 

Then, I followed the snaking line through the gat-
ed fence and around a bend, and there was my smiling 
mom, front and center.

“Laura! Laura! It’s you!”

A dozen friends and family members showed up to 
welcome me home. We laughed, hugged, kissed, em-
braced. 

The physical contact made me flinch. The intimacy was 
foreign to my war-hardened body. I tried not to show my 
discomfort.

We out-processed and partied over the next five days 
at Ft. McCoy. Then, a psychologist interviewed me about 
my mental health.

We knew better than to reveal anything suggesting 
trauma. Otherwise, they’d keep you at McCoy to verify 
your mental fitness before releasing you into civilian life. 

“Did you see combat?” the doctor asked.

“Yes, but it wasn’t too often.” 

“Did you see any dead bodies?”

“Only from afar. I couldn’t even really tell they were 
dead.”

“Did you suffer prolonged periods of sadness?” 

“No.” 

“Do you feel fully prepared to reintegrate into civilian 
life?” 

“Absolutely.” 

Several days later while standing in formation, on the 
502nd day of our deployment, we were officially released 
from active duty.

My first instinct was not to run home, away from the 
company formation, but to run toward my fellow fe-
males, my new family, my lifeblood. We were overtak-
en by emotion. We stood in a circle and gave each other 
a bittersweet hug. Our eyes were blurry with tears. We 
were all trying to talk at the same time. 

I love you guys.

I never would have gotten through this without you.

* * * * *

A week after I returned home from war, my parents 
and I went to a residential veterans home to visit my aunt 
and uncle. A French and Indian War reenactment was oc-
curring in an adjacent field. We had been sitting outside, 
enjoying the warm sun, low humidity, and the hum of the 
distant boats on the Chain O’Lakes. 

Then, cannons from the reenactment boomed to life. 

The first couple of bombs made me jump, and I could 
feel my heart in my throat. By the fifth, electric waves of 
fear coursed through my system. I could barely hear over 
the rushing noise in my ears. I knew my parents were 
looking at me—concerned—but I couldn’t make eye con-
tact. I was too ashamed of what was happening to me. I 
tried to crawl inside myself to hide. 

As the staccato bangs continued, my fear intensified. 

“We have to get out of here. Now!” I heard myself say. 

I was frozen in place. My body wouldn’t move under 
my command. My parents stood on both sides of me and 
helped me walk to the car. I could barely stand on my 
own. “I’m safe, I’m safe, I’m safe” repeated in my head, 
but my body wouldn’t listen until the cannons were out 
of earshot. 

My parents and I the day I got home. This picture is testament 
that my dad wouldn’t stop looking at me. (Laura Naylor Colbert)
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My parents were dumbstruck. “Are you OK, Laura? 
What can we do?” Their questions continued on the drive 
home. I shook my head—unsure of what to tell them. 

“I’ll be fine,” I said. 

Little did we know how bad it would get.

* * * * *

Military psychologists told us that upon our return we 
may suffer Post-Traumatic 
Stress, and they explained 
the different symptoms 
such as guilt, mistrust, ir-
ritability, social isolation, 
hypervigilance, flashbacks, 
anxiety, and nightmares. 

I refused to admit that 
war had a long-term im-
pact on my life. I was an 
intelligent, strong, and de-
termined person. I was not 
going to let the war beat 
me. I had made it out of my 
initial funk and thought that 
I coming through the worst 
of it. 

But I hadn’t. Over time, 
I lost my happiness. I 
didn’t have control over 
my thoughts and was tor-
mented day and night with 
visions of war. The very 
thought of being happy 
sent me into a whirlwind 
of guilt. My prior life was 
an un-reachable dream. I 
would float in and out of 
reality. I felt buried, caught 
in a layer of dirt where the 
earthworms burrowed and 
the moles sniffed around. 

No one wanted to touch 
my darkness, and I couldn’t 
figure out which way was 
up. 

A roaring siren pulsed 
through my head, get-
ting louder and louder un-
til I couldn’t hear my own 
thoughts. My ears rang so 
loudly I felt like I was in a 
fire truck rushing to the 
nearest emergency at full speed. 

Finally, my older brother, himself a combat veteran, 
got me to the VA. Dr. Amy saw me immediately. She be-
came my savior. My hero. I can never thank her enough 
for what she did for me. For talking to me straight, for 
testing out different meds, for letting me cry and swear 
and laugh, for giving me my life back. 

I continued to see a therapist and a psychiatrist for the 

next five months following my initial visit to the VA. With 
time and patience, I was able to overcome my anxiety, 
my blood pressure returned to normal, and I found my 
cheery disposition. 

But a piece of me was left behind somewhere in des-
olate Iraq. Some days that piece feels like it’s a tiny hole 
in my heart. Other days it feels like it sucks me in whole—
leaving me with nothing but the darkness to stare at and 

relish. Over time, this hole 
has become manageable, 
and that happiness I felt be-
fore the killing fields creeps 
its way back into my being. 

When I look back at war, 
I see myself as someone 
completely different than 
who I am today or who I 
was before I left. 

I take nothing for granted. 
If something goes wrong, I 
know it could always be 
worse. Would I sign up for 
it all again? Yes. I know that 
combat was part of my des-
tiny. It was God’s master 
plan. Many of my accom-
plishments and joys are due 
to my enlistment on that 
fateful March day in 2001. 

I have deeper empathy 
for others. I understand 
mental health disorders 
from my firsthand experi-
ence. I understand how vast 
cultural differences can be, 
and I respect those differ-
ences. I am a new person. I 
can wake up and enjoy the 
simple pleasures of hearing 
a bird sing or a ray of sun 
warming my bed. I know 
what it feels like to be un-
happy and will not settle for 
that unhappiness anymore. 

Life is too short and too 
fragile for complacency. I 
went through hell and back, 
and it has made me a bet-
ter, stronger, and wiser per-
son. 

Adapted from Laura Naylor Colbert, Sirens: How to Pee 
Standing Up—An Alarming Memoir of Combat and Com-
ing Back Home (Warriors Publishing Group, 2019). Buy 
the book at https://lauracolbert.com.

Laura Naylor Colbert, Baghdad 2003

Laura with husband Garrett and children
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n 1966, as war raged in Vietnam, Quaker Oats began 
putting little plastic Bo’sun’s Pipes inside boxes of 
Cap’n Crunch cereal. They called it the “Cap’n Crunch 
Bo’sun Whistle.” According to the legend–and even 
some actual fact–this was the toy that inspired Steve 
Jobs and Steve Wozniak to launch Apple Computer 

Company a decade later.

More on that in a bit.

But first, imagine a little kid today—with the Civil-
ian-Military Divide being as wide as it is—recognizing 
and enjoying a toy Bo’sun’s Pipe (never call it a “whistle”). 
Few children in 2020 would have any idea what such a 
thing is. That’s not because Bo’sun’s Pipes aren’t around 

anymore. They’re 
still used in the Navy 
and Coast Guard. It’s 
because people are 
increasingly discon-
nected from the mil-
itary and unfamiliar 
with its many unique 
accoutrement.

The piercing call 
of the Bo’sun Pipe 
(formally known as 
a “Boatswain’s Pipe”) 
is a sound no sail-

or could ever forget. 
Its shrill tones cut 

through shipboard clatter to signal important announce-
ments and events: mail call, meal time, the arrival of a 
special guest. Each call or “pipe” has a distinctive sound 
signature. If you’ve ever been told to “pipe down,” then 
you’ve been on the receiving end of what was originally a 
bo’sun’s order to get below decks and be quiet.

In 1966, a bunch of big wars–World War I, World War II, 
Korea—was in living memory of many American citizens, 
and about 65,000 young men and women joined the mil-
itary every month. Veterans were everywhere, and even 

little kids knew the call of a Bo’sun’s Pipe.

To John Draper, a twenty-one-year-old Airman First 
Class based at Indian Mountain Air Force Station in remote 
Alaska, the sound of a Bo’sun’s Pipe meant something 
different. Draper was a radar technician and inveterate 
tinkerer. He was also a troublemaker, scheming ways to 
“hack” electronic communication systems. He operated 
a pirate radio station and figured out how to tap into the 
local telephone switchboard so fellow airmen could call 
home for free. That old switchboard system interpreted 
the telephone’s specific sequence of pulses, later tones, 
to connect callers to other telephones on the system. It 
was a network based on audible tone signaling—like that 
of the Bo’sun’s Pipe.

After his discharge 
in 1968, the eccen-
tric Draper worked 
various jobs around 
Cupertino, Califor-
nia, and continued 
hacking AT&T  for 
fun. He joined an un-
derground world of 
“phone phreaks”—a 
strange group that 
used audio tones to 
capture telephone 
lines.

That’s when Draper 
discovered the Cap’n Crunch Bo’sun Whistle. It so hap-
pened that the whistle emitted an audio tone at 2600 
hertz—the precise frequency needed to imitate a tele-
phone operator and take over a trunk line. Simply blow 
the whistle into a telephone receiver and Open Sesame! 
Ma Bell was yours.

I

F E A T U R E

How a Cereal Toy Bo’sun’s Pipe 
Helped Launch Apple Computers

by Todd DePastino

Above: Boatswain’s Mate 2nd Class Jabez Oppong signals the 
conclusion of flight operations with a boatswain’s pipe on the 
bridge aboard the guided-missile destroyer USS Mason DDG-

87 (USN_Rob Aylward)

Bo’sun Pipe

Cap’n Crunch Bo’sun’s Whistle 
(©1971markus@wikipedia.de, CC 

BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons)
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The trick inspired Draper to create the Blue Box, a 
gadget for generating a range of useful telephone hack-
ing tones. This oddball fascination captured the atten-
tion of two nerdy college dropouts, Steve Wozniak and 
Steve Jobs. Wozniak and Jobs tracked down Draper and 
learned how to make Blue Boxes on their own. They end-
ed up selling the gadgets and splitting the profits. It was 
their first business together. 

“I don’t think there would ever have been an Apple 
Computer had there not been blue-boxing,” Jobs later 
said.

While Apple took off, Draper landed in prison on toll 
fraud charges. (He continued to hack behind bars.) In be-
tween arrests, he invented the word processor and the 
computer firewall and helped develop the cordless tele-
phone. In 2018, he published an autobiography, Beyond 
the Little Blue Box. By then, he had fallen out of favor 
at tech conventions because of allegations of sexual ha-
rassment over the years.

You might wonder whatever happened to the cheap 
plastic toys that used to come in kids’ cereal boxes. Some 
time in the 1990s they got replaced by special codes for 
online games –-games that hackers like John Draper 
helped to invent.

John T. Draper demonstrating the Cap’n Crunch Bo’sun’s Whistle 
in 2015 (Sebaso, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons)
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efore he died in 2013, WWII veteran Jack Purcell attend-
ed VBC events and shared his remarkable story of serv-
ing as a Navy officer aboard LST-578 in the invasion of 
Okinawa.

Before Pearl Harbor, Jack was already well known as 
leader of what would become the Jack Purcell Orches-

tra, which would play big band gigs all over the country postwar. 

When Jack joined the 
service, he thought he’d hit 
the jackpot. The Navy as-
signed him exactly where 
he was meant to be: play-
ing first trombone for the 
Navy band in Washington, 
DC. 

Why the Navy suddenly 
and inexplicably changed 
his orders to operational 
sea duty in the Pacific, he’ll 

never know. 

Before shipping out for 
combat duty, Jack was as-
signed to one of the most fa-

mous yachts in history, the Zaca. 

The 118′ Zaca had been built in 1929 especially for railroad 
magnate Templeton Crocker, who sailed it around the South Pa-
cific during the 1930s. After Pearl Harbor, the Navy requisitioned 
it, painted it gray, fitted it with machine guns, and used it as a 
radio ship off the coast of San Francisco to track Japanese ship 
movements. 

One day, while serving as Officer of the Deck on sea patrol, 
Jack spotted a large green ball bobbing in the rough surf. He 
turned to the helmsman. 

“Head for that ball and pick it up with the net!” he ordered. 

Sailors had enjoyed catching these exquisite glass balls for 
sport. They were net floats used by Japanese fishermen in the 
Pacific, even off the coast of San Francisco. 

These hand-blown glass balls sometimes escaped the nets 
and floated out to sea until sharp-eyed sailors spotted them. 

Jack couldn’t explain why they were so prized. “They were 
rare,” he said. “You didn’t see many of them. But the rule was, 
the first man to spot it got it.” 

The helmsman of the Zaca took a pass at the green ball and 
missed. 

Jack ordered him to turn around and try again. 

“Turning around a 118′ schooner isn’t easy,” he said. “It took a 
quarter mile or so to circle around.” 

The helmsman tried again, but the waters were choppy. He 
missed again. 

“If you miss a third time, I’m jumping in to get it myself!” 
warned Jack. 

Sure enough, the helmsman missed and, true to his word, 
Jack stripped down and jumped. He battled the waves for a 
hundred yards to get to the floating prize. As he was doing so, 
his Commanding Officer came topside and peered out into the 
ocean. 

“Sailor,” the skipper de-
manded, “who is that man 
out there swimming?” 

“That’s the Officer of the 
Deck, sir,” the sailor respond-
ed. 

Needless to say, when 
Jack wrestled the ball out of 
the water and over the gun-
wales and presented himself 
dripping but triumphant, the 
Zaca‘s captain wasn’t happy. 

“Now, let me ask you,” Jack 
said to our group, “was that 
brave or stupid?” 

Most of us agreed it was 
stupid. 

“Just to prove that I really did it, I present to you the green 
float!” 

Out of a large shopping bag 
emerged a gorgeous green 
glass ball, which Jack held in 
triumph over his head. He had 
just run across it in his attic 
the other day. He didn’t know 
he still owned it, and the sight 
of it brought back the mem-
ory. 

What happened to the 
Zaca? After the war, the ac-
tor Errol Flynn bought it and 
sailed it around the world be-
fore his death in 1959. It then 
languished, stripped of ev-
erything valuable, in a French 
harbor. 

Sounds of wild cocktail par-
ties emanated from it at night, leading Anglican and Catholic 
priests to conduct an exorcism in 1979. Some years ago, a yacht 
enthusiast bought it, restored it to its former glory, and it now 
sails once again in the Mediterranean. 
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Image: Japanese glass net floats

Derring-Do Aboard the 
Zaca in World War II

Photo taken by Zaca crew 
member of Jack retrieving the 

glass ball (Jack Purcell)

Zaca (IX-73) at anchor in San 
Francisco Bay of Naval Sta-

tion Treasure Island, circa 1943 
(NARA)

Jack with green glass ball 
(VBC)



If you stand at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 
Washington, DC–The Wall–and turn to the southwest, 
you see the haunting image of three uniformed fighting 
men emerging from a grove of trees, looking back at you. 

It’s sculptor Frederick Hart’s Three Servicemen Stat-
ue, dedicated in 1984 as an addendum to the memorial 
grounds. It’s powerful and moving. But it has a flaw: the 
soldier on the left carrying the M-60 machine gun on his 
shoulders has two bandoliers of ammunition facing the 
wrong way, up instead of down.

We’ve discussed 
this mistake several 
times at our Veter-
ans Breakfast Club 
events. I’ve not met 
a soldier or Marine 
yet who says they 
carried ammunition 
with the pointy side 
up. 

A month ago, we 
posted a short vid-
eo of Vietnam Ma-
rine Dan Vaughn 

speaking at one 
of our breakfasts 
(see https://youtu.
be/8zZ01YnQN8c). In 

the video, Dan talks about bringing the wrong way bul-
lets to the attention of a Park Ranger. The Ranger said, 
“Thank you. One thousand of your brothers have told me 
the same thing over the years.”

President and CEO of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
Fund, Jim Knotts, happened to see that video and kindly 
sent me an email confirming that, indeed, the VVMF has 
received thousands of comments from visitors about the 
statue’s bandolier.

Jim attached a copy of a remarkable letter that sculp-
tor Frederick Hart wrote in 1993 to Robert Horton at the 
Department of Interior. Hart defends his choice by say-
ing that service members of different branches and at 
different times used different equipment worn different-
ly. Just as there was no one “Vietnam War”--the war in I 
Corps was totally different from the one in the Delta, and 
the war in 1965 was different from the one in 1972-–so 
too was there no one way a service member suited up 
for work.

You can see the whole letter on our website, https://
veteransbreakfastclub.org/the-case-of-the-wrong-
way-bullets-on-the-vietnam-veterans-memorials-
three-fighting-men-statue/

Despite the artistic license taken by Hart with respect 

to the ammo, the real-
istic Three Servicemen 
Statue is a fitting com-
plement to the uncon-
ventional and abstract 
design of The Wall, 
whose black granite 
panels carve a deep 
scar in the earth and 
reflect visitors’ faces 
behind the names of 
the dead. The statue 
provided balance and 
served as a compro-
mise for those who 
didn’t like the more 
daring design of The 
Wall.

If anyone who ever carried a bandolier of M-60 ammu-
nition in the direction depicted in the statue, please let 
me know. Just don’t tell Dan Vaughn.
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THE CASE OF THE WRONG WAY BULLETS ON THE VIETNAM 
VETERANS MEMORIAL’S THREE SERVICEMEN STATUE

Three Servicemen Statue with up-
side-down bullets (Infantry 351, CC 
BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons)

by Todd DePastino

Vietnam Marine Corps Veteran Dan 
Vaughn at VBC Event

Above: Three Servicemen Statue with upside-down bullets (In-
fantry 351, CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons)
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Above: CWO3 Pollock reviews his crewmates at Coast Guard Station Ea-
tons Neck during his change-of-command ceremony (USCG)

Q: WHAT IS A WARRANT OFFICER?

What Military Officer is not commissioned and, yet, 
also not non-commissioned? 

If you’re like me, you just tilted your head, “Huh?” 

To become a Military Officer, you normally have to be 
awarded a commission, literally, a document from the 
Head of State (King, Queen, President) certifying that 
you have the powers and responsibilities to execute of-
ficial duties in the Armed Forces. Gaining a commission 
involves rigorous schooling at a military academy, such 
as West Point or the Naval Academy, Officer Candidate 
School (OCS), or in the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps 

(ROTC). There are also such things as Battlefield Com-
missions.

In the Army, Marine Corps, Air Force, and Space Force, 
officers usually begin life as Second Lieutenants. In the 
Navy and Coast Guard, officers’ ranks start at Ensigns. 
The pay grade of these junior commissioned officers is 
O-1.

Then, there are military leadership positions acquired 
without a commission. 

Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) are promoted 
through the ranks to become various kinds of Corporals 
and Sergeants or, in the Navy and Coast Guard, Petty 
Officers. These non-commissioned leadership positions 
begin at pay grade E-4 (except Air Force, where they be-
gin at E-5).

Then there is the Warrant Officer. They are considered 
neither commissioned, nor non-commissioned officers. 
Rather, they’ve gained their leadership responsibilities 

by warrant.

Warrant Officers have existed in some form or another 
for centuries. The Warrant Officer Historical Foundation 
says Napoleon used Warrant Officers to communicate 
between his commissioned officers and rank-in-file sol-
diers. In the United States, the Warrant Officer rank was 
created by Congress for the Army during World War I in 
1918.

Warrant Officers (WOs) tend to arise from enlisted 
ranks by virtue of a specific skill, such as piloting aircraft, 
managing Human Resources, or overseeing cyber secu-
rity. They outrank NCOs but remain below commissioned 
officer grade. They’re not quite considered officers, but 
they do hold officer-level power and are saluted as such.

In the United States, WOs can only be found in all 
branches of service, except the Air Force and Space 
Force. The Air Force eliminated Warrant Officers in 1959 
when it created the Senior Master Sergeant and Chief 
Master Sergeant ranks to replace them.

Warrant Officers have their own pay grade that be-
gins at W-1 and ends at CWO-5 (except the Coast Guard, 
where grades run from CWO-2 to CWO-4).

To become a Warrant Officer, you have to attend the 
five-week Warrant Officer Candidate School (WOCS) run 
by the Army out of Fort Rucker, Alabama (Special Forces 
Warrant Officer Candidates attend Special Forces War-
rant Officer Technical and Tactical Certification Course at 
Fort Bragg, North Carolina).

Upon completing WOCS, graduates receive their war-
rants from their branch’s respective Secretary and are 
then attached to a unit.

Moving from W-1 to CWO-2 and above involves receiv-
ing a commission. Technically, the “promotion warrant” is 
a  document denoting the full authority of a commission.

In the Army, where WOs make up less than three per-
cent of personnel, their responsibilities include training, 
organizing and advising on missions, and offering their 
expertise in more than 40 technical areas including intel-
ligence, aviation and maintenance.

The Navy and Marine Corps structures are similar to 
the Army, but with different terminology (because, you 
know, Navy). In the Navy, any enlisted Navy Chief Pet-
ty Officer or above can become a Warrant Officer after 
completing 12 years of service and other requirements. 
They are ranked above all Enlisted Chief Petty Officers 
and junior to all Ensigns. 

Becoming a Warrant Officer means living outside of 
the better-known enlisted and officer ranks . . . and per-
haps living with tilted head responses when you tell peo-
ple your rank.

Warrant Officer Ranks (Wikicommons)

by Shaun Hall
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ietnam Veterans are special. They’re the only vet-
erans who have holiday dedicated to them. March 
29 is designated as National Vietnam War Veter-
ans Day. And the reason Vietnam Veterans have 
been singled out for celebration is because of the 
special trauma they suffered, not in the war, but 

upon their homecoming.

Vietnam Veterans fought a long, brutal, and, over time, 
increasingly unpopular war. It was also politically unsuc-
cessful. So, when the veterans returned home, they were 
met by an ungrateful nation that seemed to blame the 
warriors for a war Americans didn’t like. 

Coming home from war, even in triumph, is hard 
enough. But returning to a hostile homefront inflicts 
more pain than many can bear.

That special pain has shaped our Vietnam Veterans. It 
has made them who they are today. And who they are is 
something extraordinary.

More than any group of veterans I know, Vietnam Vet-
erans are dedicated to serving others who have served. 
Vietnam Veterans are the ones who go to nursing homes 
and sit with aging World War II veterans. They were the 
ones waiting at airports at all hours to welcome service 
members home from Iraq and Afghanistan. They are the 
ones who welcomed Korean War veterans—another ne-
glected group—into their fold. They are our local Hon-
or Guards and Color Guards. Vietnam Veterans are the 
backbone of our veterans community.

That’s why Vietnam Veterans are honored with our 
own special day.

But why March 29? Why was that day selected as Viet-
nam Veterans Day?

The puzzle of the date is an emblem of the larger prob-
lem of the Vietnam War in our collective memory. Viet-
nam is a difficult war to commemorate. Even historians 
have a hard time determining when it began or even pre-
cisely ended.

The American Civil War, by comparison, is easy to date: 
it began on April 12, 1861, with the firing upon Fort Sum-
ter, and it ended four years later on April 9 with the Sur-
render at Appomattox. Similarly, we all know that World 
War II began for this country on December 7, 1941, and 
ended with the Japanese Surrender on August 14, 1945.

Vietnam doesn’t have such neat bookends. Or rath-
er, it has too many bookends. The war sprawled across 
decades with varying intensity. One could say the war 
began in 1946, when the US first aided the French effort 
to take back their colony against Ho Chi Minh’s indepen-
dence movement. Or, you could point to 1954, when the 
French pulled out of Vietnam and handed over the strug-
gle against Ho to the US.

The following year, 1955, the US ramped up its support 
for the Republic of Vietnam, an independent non-Com-
munist government in the South. The air war against 
North Vietnam began in 1964. US ground operations 
were authorized and launched in 1965. Which of these 
dates marks the true beginning?

When I taught the Vietnam War, I told my students to 
consider March 8, 1965 as a handy “start date” of what 
we think of as the Vietnam War. That was the date that 
3,500 Marines from the 9th Expeditionary Brigade land-
ed on Red Beach Da Nang. They were the first US troops 
officially authorized to conduct offensive operations on 
the ground in Vietnam. These Marines kicked off a policy 
of “escalation,” gradually increasing the fight against Viet 
Cong insurgents and their North Vietnam Army allies. 

Escalation ended up drawing out the agony of Viet-
nam. It failed to win the war. Saddled with negative con-
notations, March 8 would be an unworthy date for hon-
oring our Vietnam Veterans.
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Ribbon from the Vietnam Service Medal awarded by the United 
States Department of Defense (Wikimedia Commons)

WHY MARCH 29 IS  
VIETNAM VETERANS DAY
Todd DePastino



The end of the Vietnam War is much clearer. On April 
30, 1975, Saigon fell to Communist forces, marking North 
Vietnam’s final triumph over the US-backed government 
of South Vietnam.

But by that time, the US had withdrawn from the fight-
ing. And April 30 stands as a date of mourning for many 
Vietnam Veterans. It was the day that the ultimate po-
litical goal of the war—to maintain South Vietnam’s in-
dependence from the North–was irretrievably lost. Not a 
good day to honor US veterans of that war.

What about other important dates of the war? January 
31, 1968, when the Tet Offensive began? Or the Cambodi-
an Invasion of April 29, 1970? Or the Operation Lineback-
er I air campaign in the spring of 1972 or Linebacker II the 
following December?

None of these will do as commemorative events. Each 
battle or operation associated with these dates was di-
visive. Each sparked dissension at home. And whatever 
tactical success they achieved ended up being over-
shadowed by the strategic defeat that followed.

Without an unambiguously positive battle or surrender 
date to commemorate, we’re left with the more obscure 
date of March 29, 1973. What happened on that date in-
spired the creation of National Vietnam War Veterans 
Day.

March 29 was the date specified in the “Agreement 
on ending the war and restoring peace in Viet-Nam,” 
the treaty signed in Paris between the United States 
and North Vietnam (along with the Viet Cong and South 
Vietnam) on January 27, 1973. The Paris Peace Treaty 
stated plainly that the US would conduct “a total with-
drawal from South Viet-Nam of troops, military advisers, 
and military personnel” within sixty days. In other words, 
American forces would exit the country by March 29.

And, in fact, on March 29, 1973, American forces official-
ly deactivated the Military Assistance Command-Viet-
nam—MACV—which had guided the US war effort since 
1962. 23,000 remaining service members furled unit 
flags, packed belongings, and filed aboard airplanes and 
helicopters for flights out of country. Only some civilian 
advisors and Marine guards for the embassy stayed be-
hind.

March 29 is a good choice for Vietnam Veterans Day. 
It focuses attention on the homecoming, the distinct 
experience that defines the Vietnam War generation of 
veterans. It gives us a chance to say “Welcome Home” 
to a group of veterans who never got the reception they 
deserved when they returned to the United States.

Dark days followed March 29, 1973, both in Vietnam 
and here in the US. But commemorations like Vietnam 
Veterans Day have a healing power, even these many 
years later. And that should be our focus this day.

U.S. Army soldiers and U.S. Air Force airmen board a plane bound 
for the United States in  March 1973 while representatives of the 

four-power Joint Military Commission observe. (USMC)
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Typescript of front page of Paris Peace Treaty 
signed January 27, 1973
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THANK YOU TO THE FOLLOWING FOR YOUR RECENT DONATIONS!
I N  G R A T I T U D E

Darlane Abel 
Tony Accamando 
Skip Alberts 
Mike Allen 
Wanda Allsop 
Ron Angelelli 
Anonymous 
Anonymous 
Anonymous 
Anonymous 
Steve Appleby 
Barry Arbaugh 
Bill & Pam Armitage 
Tom Atkins 
John Bacha 
Bill & Suzy Bailey 
Cynthia Baker, In memory of Uncle Jack Wat-
son, USMC
Jane Balzer 
Kelly Barber 
John Barber 
William O. Barnard III, In memory of John 
Opeka, Jr., Lillian Opeka, Robert Williams, 
William O. Barnard, Jr.
Larry Belcastro 
Al Bellini 
Bill Beran 
Dean Bierkan 
Brian & Irene Binash 
Ed Blank 
Clem Blazewick 
Bill Boswell 
Jim & Ginny Braun 
Flo Brazo 
Darryl Brednich 
Bill Breidenstine 
Ray Brendel 
Steve Brittian 
Tyler Britton 
Les & Denise Brody, In honor of all those who 
proudly took the solemn oath
Andy Broniecki 
Bruce Brown 
Edward Brown 
Jim Brown 
Jim & Lorraine Bruni 
Rebecca Brunot 
Bob Buckler 
Larry Burke 
Don Campbell 
Cyndie Carioli, In memory of Jack Watson
Lydia Casmer 
Mike Cherock 
Jeff Chojnicki, In memory of Walter E. Cho-
jnicki, SSgt US Army, and Kent Robert Cho-
jnicki, Sp4 US Army
Kate Chojnicki 
Jean “Sam” Christie 
Dan Cinowalt 
Rob Clarke 
Ray Colamarino 
Kathy Colbert 

Ken Collier 
Leon Collier 
Marvin Connaway 
JoAnne Cook 
Ruth Crocker 
John Cuddy 
Paul Cupp 
Yvonne Cywinski, In memory of Vietnam 
USAF veteran Ronald K. Cywinski
DAV Chapter 55 
Connie Davis 
Thomas Decker 
Jerry Dehoney 
Jerry & Amy Dering 
John Desiderato 
Vic DiCarlo 
Ray Diehl 
Pat Doherty 
Raymond Dombrosky 
Danna Drescher 
Larry Dunn 
Duquesne Light 
Joe Dyga 
Bill Ebitz 
Beverly Eddy 
Nick Edinger 
David Estes 
Joe Fabrizio 
Gene & Mary Jo Falsetti 
Ed Faust 
Beth Feather 
Cliff Fejfar 
Jessie Ferrari 
Tom Fife 
Howard Fisher 
Bob Flaige 
John Fleckenstein 
Bob Fleming 
Kathy Flood 
Marilyn Focer 
Stan Foster 
Jim Frank 
Jane Frankel 
Thomas Franus 
Larry Friend 
Robert & Ann Fronduti 
Rosemary Futrovsky 
Gerry Gaetjens 
Ray Galiffa 
Mike Garritan 
Michael George 
Diane George 
Joan Gill 
Suzy Gilliland 
Jo Ann Glad 
Andrew Glaid 
Tom Glance 
Mark Gleeson 
Laura Goossen 
Marshall Gordon 
Warren Goss 

Glenn Goss, In memory of WWII veteran Cal-
vin Goss
Don Goughler 
Dale & Idamae Gower 
Dave Graver 
Rosemary Gregg 
Mary Ann Gross, In memory of Alvin C. Gross, 
WWII
Rene Guzman 
Pierre Haan 
Drew & Jen Haberberger 
Keith & Linda  Hall 
George Hamilton , Inc. 
Thomas “Ace” Hanzes 
Kikuo Harada 
Brent & Ann Harder 
Barb Harris 
James & Mary Ann Hartigan 
Paul Hauser 
Melinda Heinritz 
Judi Held 
Paulette and Wes Hemmings, In memory of 
Jack Watson
Jim Hill 
Patrick Hodge 
Donna Holupko 
Chuck Holzer 
Helen Hughes-Smith, In memory of Vietnam 
Veteran Thomas Scott Smith
Jim Jamieson 
Stephen Jasko 
Jefferson Middle School 6th Grade 
Chuck Jenkins, In memory of L/Cpl Edmund 
Rozanski KIA Sept. 4, 1967 Opr. Swift Delta 1/5 
Semper Fi
Chuck Jenkins, In memory of L/cpl Gilbert 
Salazar, KIA, Sept. 4, 1967 Opr. Swift Semper Fi
Elwin Jimmo 
Soloman Jones 
Jerry Jones 
Larry & Anita Jones 
Vicki, Bill & Brian Kaminski, In memory of Navy 
veteran Bill Packosky
Joe & Cassie Kanick 
Alvin Keller 
Michael & Peggy Lynd Kelly 
Burt Kennedy 
Joan Keoney 
Sam Kerns 
George King 
Jerry Kintigh 
Dave & Diane Kirsch 
Robert Kissinger 
Ray Kondas 
Roxy Korchynsky 
Joe Kotarba 
Doug Krall 
William L. Krayer 
Gerard Kunic 
George Kutcher, In memory of WWII veterans 
Florence Mertz, USN Nurse, and Louis Mertz, 
USMC



THANK YOU TO THE FOLLOWING FOR YOUR RECENT DONATIONS!
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Frank & Gail Kwolek 
Gordon Lam, In memory of Jack Watson
John Lednak 
Jean Lenhardt, In memory of USAF veteran 
Bob Lenhardt
Lois Lisac 
Josiah Lockley 
Al Longden 
Julia Lucas 
Rich & Dianne Lynch 
David Mackay 
Bob Maddamma 
Lou Mafrice 
Maryann Magra 
Joseph Mance 
Joe Mancuso 
Margaret Marple, In memory of Vietnam 
Navy Veteran Ronald David Marple
Peg Marple, In memory of Vietnam Navy 
Veteran Ronald David Marple, USS War-
rington 
Fred Martin 
John Mary 
Dana Mastropietro 
Dan Mathews 
Alex McClinchie 
Mac & Deb McClintock 
Calvin McConnell 
Thomas McCormack 
Mark McCullough 
Charlotte McDaniel 
McKees Rocks Historical Society 
Dan McMahon 
Mose McNeese 
Sue Means 
Gus Melis 
Bud Merrihew 
Bill Milberger 
Scott Millen 
Doyal & Dianne Miller 
Evelyn Miller 
George & Robin Millerschoen 
George Milman 
Audrey Moeller, In memory of Louis B. Sper-
ber, WWII USMC
Muffie Moore 
Ceri Morgan 
John Morrison 
Thomas Motyl 
Dennis Moyer 
Marjorie Mulvey 
Barbabra Myers-Karp, In memory of Donald 
J. Myers, WWII
Ray Neff 
Joel Nelson 
Rick Novosel 
Lawrence Nydes 
Thomas E. O’Rourke 
Robert Olinger 
Dave & Connie Orient 
Sandra Ortega 

Robert Pacek 
Gus Pagonis  
Rick Pahler 
Tony Pallatto 
Thomas Pappas 
PASFAA 
Steve Patarcity 
Robert Patton 
Laurie Pearl 
Pennsylvania Banner Users Group 
Chuck Percherke 
Richard Pescatore 
Albert Pindel, Sr. 
Pirates Charities 
Carole Popchock 
Bill Presutti 
Bush Prisby & Nancy Cabot Prisby, In memo-
ry of Jack Watson
Betty & Tom Proulx 
Leslie Przybylek, In memory of Jack Watson
Jim Puhala 
Quaker Valley Football 
Robert Ramming 
Beverly Rannigan 
Vincent & Geraldine Rattay 
Dr. James M. Rausch 
Carl Rectenwald 
Mary Louise Regan,  In memory of Helen & 
Dute Kramer
Thelma Richardson 
Chad & Carol Rittle 
Jim Roberts 
Linda Roberts 
Bill Rooney 
David Rosensteel 
Dan Rota 
Ron Saatjian 
Lou Sanchez 
Richard Sand 
Frank & Mollie Santucci, In memory of WWII 
Veterans Robert H. Saxman (Navy, USS 
Electra) & Lt. William Saxman KIA 3/7/45(Air 
Corps) 
Steve Schultz 
Ron Schwartkopf 
Jerry & Edie Schwedler 
Raymond & Carol Seifert, In memory of Jack 
Watson
Stephen Shaw 
Robert Sigmund 
Bill & Carol Silver 
Lee Silverman 
Steve Silverman 
Carol Skillern 
John Slagel 
Russell Smith 
William Sobona 
John Sonetti 
Specified Systems, Inc., In memory of Jack 
Watson
Daniel Spinazzola 

Bill Spych 
Ron Stachevich 
Robert Stakely, In memory of Jack Watson
Steve Kuzma, In memory of Helen D. Kuzma, 
WAC, and Stephen B. Kuzma, CW4
Richard Stewart 
Lynn Strezeski 
Alison Strome 
Wayne Szmyt 
Dan Telep 
Dennis & Carol Terry 
Howdy & Dee Thielman 
Thomas Jefferson Middle 
School Faculty 
Andy Tibus 
Natalie Tissot 
Margaret Titus 
Chalres & Mary Ann Tkach 
Rana Grossman Tonti, In memory of WWII 
veteran Major Hi Grossman
Dave Trimble 
Jeff Underwood 
Bruce & Patty Unks 
Harry Van Riper 
Dan & Cheryl Vaughn 
Renee & Tom Very, In memory of Korean War 
USN veteran Henry Goertler
Harry Vilsack 
Vitalant 
Patrick Walsh 
Jim Walters 
Steve & Becky Wanovich 
Brad Washabaugh 
Phillip H. Waters 
Jack Watson 
Sue Watson, In honor and memory of my 
dad, Jack Watson. Semper Fi.
Sue Watson 
Chuck Wazenegger 
Frank Weider 
Patricia Wendell 
John White 
Mary Louise White 
Marian Wild 
John & Judy Williams 
Joe Wisniewski 
Jeff Witherel 
Jim Wojcik 
Larry Woods, In memory of Jack Watson
Ron Worstell 
Charles Wright 
Ben Wright 
Charlie Wright 
Chuck Yanchak 
Gerry Yaztken 
Tom & Betty Zelinsky 
Bob Zelleznick 
Larry Zreliak 
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uick action and old Air Force training made youth 
football coach Kristian Clayton a genuine hero last 
August, after he saved a baby choking on a plastic 
soda cap.

Coach Clayton had just given his players a break 
from drills during an all-day camp at a field in Vander-
grift, PA, thirty miles northeast of Pittsburgh. As the kids 
were getting drinks, and Kristian was sitting with another 
coach, they heard screams erupting nearby.

“Help me!”

Kristian stood up and scanned across the field, over to 
his players, and across the street.

“Help me!” came the cry again. “He’s not breathing!”

Kristian saw a woman on her front porch holding a 
bundle. He ran 50 yards through a hole in the fence and 
took the limp baby from his mother’s arms. 

“Instinct and training kicked in,” Kristian explained on 
our VBC Happy Hour back in August (https://youtu.be/
Mp09C1Tl0os). He immediately began administering a 
juvenile Heimlich Maneuver. But after ten compressions, 
there was still no breathing. Whatever was obstructing 
the windpipe was lodged tightly. So, Kristian turned the 
child over and carefully felt around the boy’s mouth and 
throat. After what felt like minutes, he reached as far as 
he could and managed to push the cap to the side and 
allow some air through. Then, he popped the cap out. 

The boy started crying and screaming, which were 
sounds of joy to the stricken mother. She credits Kristian 
for saving her baby’s life.

Two details make the life-saving heroics especially mi-
raculous. First, the baby had a rare condition, a laryngeal 
cleft, an abnormal opening between the larynx and the 
esophagus. That hole in the child’s throat made it unlikely 
the cap would ever be removed without extreme mea-
sures.

Secondly, Coach Clayton’s football team normally 
practices in the evening and was only there that after-
noon for a special once-a-year summer camp. On almost 
any other day, there would have been no one at the field.

Kristian Clayton, age 45, joined the Air Force in 1995 be-
cause of a prank. During his senior year in high school, 
a friend jokingly signed Kristian up as interested in the 
military during Career Day. An Air Force recruiter showed 
up at the school and called Kristian out of class. 

“When they told me there was a recruiter in the office 

waiting for me, I thought 
they meant a football re-
cruiter,” he said.

Kristian heard the re-
cruiter out and decided 
the Air Force was a good 
fit. He served as an Air 
Force medic until 1999.

“This old sailor salutes 
you,” said Vietnam vet-
eran Donn Nemchick to 
Kristian on VBC Happy 
Hour. 

Donn speaks for us all. 
We’re proud to have you 
as part of our community, 
Kristian!

Q

Kristian Clayton on VBC Happy 
Hour in August 2022

C O M M U N I T Y

VBC AIR FORCE VETERAN KRISTIAN 
CLAYTON SAVES BABY’S LIFE
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Fred Brendel
WWII Air Corps

Ray Catullo
Cold War Air Force

Ronald K. Cywinski
Vietnam Air Force

Gerard Driscoll
WWII Merchant Marine

Ted Flora, Sr.
WWII Army

Henry Goertler
Korea Navy

Harry Kloss
WWII Army

Russell Miller
WWII Navy

Ed Oehmler
Cold War Navy

Bob Szoszorek
Vietnam Army

Bob Szoszorek

TO THOSE WHO RECENTLY 
PASSED, WE SALUTE YOU.

F I N A L  S A L U T E

veteransbreakfastclub.org/scuttlebutt

New episodes 
every other 
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Gerard Driscoll

Fred Brendel
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Hour in August 2022
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Army Colonel Kenny Mintz talks about his four deploy-
ments to Afghanistan and Iraq and his seven-month 
3,000-mile walk across America after his retirement 
from 34 years as an Army Infantry officer.

National Veterans Art Museum (NVAM) Curator Megan 
Owoc shares the mission and art of NVAM from Chica-
go, Illinois. NVAM exhibits over 2,500 works of art in-
spired from military service.

SPECIAL VISIT FROM CANADIAN WORLD WAR II D-DAY 
VETERAN JIM PARK!

Veterans from Vet-A-Thon sponsor FedEx Ground share 
their stories of service.

Seth “The Speaker” Miller talks about leadership, his 21 
years of Air Force service, and overcoming obstacles to 
get what you want in life.  

Leading Service Record Historian Bill Beigel tells us 
how to research the veterans in your family.

Kelly Crager, historian at the Vietnam Center & Archive 
(VNCA) at Texas Tech University, shares what’s held at 
VNCA and BIG plans for a National Museum of the Viet-
nam War.

USAF veteran Lloyd Knight and USMC veteran Kevin 
Horgan talk about Atlanta’s veteran community and 
how their organization, VETLANTA, helps not only vet-
erans but Atlanta as a whole. 

Our favorite Army Captain, Ryan Ahl, leads a conversa-
tion about the Army, past and present.

Army veterans Phyllis J. Wilson and Marilla Cushman of 
the National Military Women’s Memorial tells us about 
the fast-growing segment of the US military: women. 
Hear inspiring stories and what’s happening at the Me-
morial.

Gregory Williams and other veterans talk about the Mu 
Beta Phi Military Fraternity and the Black military ex-
perience.

OORAH! The long-awaited Marine Corps Hour with 
Brad Washabaugh and Mak Kelly. They speak with Tom 
Hastings about Operation Praying Mantis against Iran 
in 1988.

VBC Board President and Navy submarine veteran Mike 
Cherock, along with Todd DePastino, half delirious from 
the day’s events, lead a final conversation about Field 
Ball (an obscure Naval Academy sport), Djbouti, and the 
plan to makeover the US Marine Corps.

HOUR 1

HOUR 2

HOUR 3

HOUR 4

HOUR 5

HOUR 6

HOUR 7

HOUR 8

HOUR 9

HOUR 10

HOUR 11

HOUR 12

On November 11, 2022, the VBC held its second annual 
Vet-A-Thon, a marathon online conversation with vet-
erans of different backgrounds, ages, and branches of 
service from around the country. You can check out all 12 
hours, broken out by hour, on the VBC YouTube Channel: 
https://youtu.be/0fk8FTUEn2g

H I G H L I G H T S

Bill BeigelAngela Hasip-Farris Brad Washabaugh Gregory Williams Jim Park

Megan OwocKelly Crager Phyllis J. Wilson and 
Marilla Cushman Ryan Ahl Seth Miller



Proud to serve veterans in 
our communities with free 
counseling & support 
designed to help all 
veterans quit smoking, 
vaping, or using chew.

Visit tobaccofree.adagiohealth.org or call 
1-800-215-7494 to get connected with our 
Tobacco Free Adagio Health team. 

Other services we offer include:

• Trauma informed women’s health services 
for veterans

• Specialized care navigation services for 
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• Free breast and cervical cancer screening 
for income-eligible patients

• WIC service and benefits (in select 
counties)
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