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You know you’re getting old when the 
things you experienced as current events 
are now discussed as history. Such is the 
case for me with the late Cold War, when 
the seeming equilibrium of the USA-USSR 
relationship gave way to the earth-shak-
ing events of 1983. Those who served in the 
military then remember the tension and hy-
per-vigilance accompanying every routine 
flight and maneuver, every exercise and 
test. Yet, the veterans of the 1980s often 
say they served in “peacetime.” This issue of 
VBC Magazine reminds us just how close we 
came to World War III in the 1980s. It also re-
minds us how important it is to highlight the 
service of those who experienced first-hand 
some of less-well-remembered history be-
tween Vietnam and 9/11: Beirut 1983, Gre-
nada 1983, Panama 1989, Mogadishu 1993, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 1993, Haiti 1994 and so 
on. Over the past six months, we’ve devoted 
several programs to these conflicts, inviting 
veterans who don’t often talk about their 
service to educate us about what they saw 
and did. The Veterans Breakfast Club’s slo-
gan is “Every veteran has a story.” We take 
that seriously, and we call upon veterans of 
all eras, ages, and branches of service to let 
us know about the work they did and the 
things they experienced. The military leaves 
a permanent mark on all those who serve. 
Our job at the VBC is to understand that leg-
acy and share it as broadly as possible.

Todd DePastino
Executive Director
(412) 623-9029
todd@veteransbreakfastclub.org
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For the latest 
event schedule, 
scan this QR code!

All in-person events begin at 8:30am and include breakfast for $15pp unless otherwise noted. RSVP to 
betty@veteransbreakfastclub.org or 412-623-9029. Events will be added. 
See veteransbreakfastclub.org/events for updates.

IN PERSON, FACE-TO-FACE

FRIDAY, March 29, 6:00pm-8:00pm: Senator John Heinz History Center (1212 Smallman Street Pittsburgh, PA 15222) 
FREE 50th Anniversary Vietnam Veterans Day Celebration and Recognition Event. Details on page 6.

WEDNESDAY, April 3, 8:30-10:30am: Seven Oaks Country Club (132 Lisbon Rd, Beaver, PA 15009)

THURSDAY, April 11, 10:00am-12:00pm: National Submarine Day Tour of the USS Requin (SS-481) and submariners’ stories, 
Carnegie Science Center (1 Allegheny Ave, Pittsburgh, PA 15212), Registration required: veteransbreakfastlclub.org/events

FRIDAY, April 12, 11:30am-1:30pm: Jewish Community Center of Youngstown (505 Gypsy Lane, Youngstown, Ohio 
44504) $10 suggested donation 

TUESDAY, April 16, 8:30-10:30am: Christ United Methodist Church (44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

WEDNESDAY, April 24, 8:30-10:30am: Christ Church at Grove Farm (249 Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

MONDAY, April 29, 8:30-10:30am: Bucks County Community College, Gallagher Room, Rollins Building (275 Swamp 
Road, Newtown, PA 18940) FREE breakfast, courtesy Bucks County Community College Veterans Club and Bucks 
County Department of Veterans Affairs

SATURDAY, May 4, 8:30-10:30am: University of Pittsburgh-Greensburg (The Hempfield Room, Chambers Hall, Greens-
burg, PA 15601) $10 pp 

TUESDAY, May 21, 8:30-10:30am: Christ United Methodist Church (44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

WEDNESDAY, June 5, 8:30-10:30am: Seven Oaks Country Club (132 Lisbon Rd, Beaver, PA 15009)

FRIDAY, June 14, 11:30am-1:30pm: Jewish Community Center of Youngstown (505 Gypsy Lane, Youngstown, Ohio 
44504) $10 suggested donation 

WEDNESDAY, June 19, 8:30-10:30am: Christ Church at Grove Farm (249 Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

TUESDAY, July 9, 8:30-10:30am: Christ United Methodist Church (44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

WEDNESDAY, August 7, 8:30-10:30am: Seven Oaks Country Club (132 Lisbon Rd, Beaver, PA 15009)

FRIDAY, August 9, 11:30am-1:30pm: Jewish Community Center of Youngstown (505 Gypsy Lane, Youngstown, Ohio 
44504) $10 suggested donation

TUESDAY, August 20, 8:30-10:30am: Christ United Methodist Church (44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)



ONLINE EVENTS

Mike Cherock, President Founder and CEO of AE Works, Ltd. US Navy, 1989-1996

Mak Kelly, Vice President Property & Casualty Consultant, Henderson Brothers, 
Inc., United States Naval Academy (2010), US Marine Corps, 2010-2018

Glenn Flickinger Founder, The Alternative Board President, Flickinger & Consul-
tants, LLC

H. Lamont Gourdine Managing Director, Victory Strategies, US Naval Academy, 
1991-1995, US Navy, 1995-2019

Hughes Turner Philanthropist & Venture Capitalist, Retired, US Department of 
Veterans Affairs US Army, 1975-2004

Brad Washabaugh Retired VPP of RTI International, Retired US Marine Corps, 
1976-2005

VBC BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Todd DePastino, Executive Director

Shaun Hall, Director of Programming

Betty Karleski, Community Engagement

JoAnn Rizzo, Communications

VBC STAFF

WEDNESDAY, August 28, 8:30-10:30am: Christ Church at Grove Farm (249 
Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

WEDNESDAY, October 2, 8:30-10:30am: Seven Oaks Country Club (132 Lis-
bon Rd, Beaver, PA 15009)

TUESDAY, October 22, 8:30-10:30am: Christ United Methodist Church (44 
Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

WEDNESDAY, October 30, 8:30-10:30am: Christ Church at Grove Farm (249 
Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

WEDNESDAY, November 6, 8:00am-12:00pm: Rivers Casino (777 Casino 
Dr, Pittsburgh, PA 15212). $5 pp for breakfast, annual VBC Veterans Week 
Celebration

SATURDAY, November 9, 8:30-10:30am: University of Pittsburgh-Greens-
burg (The Hempfield Room, Chambers Hall, Greensburg, PA 15601) $10 pp.

FRIDAY, November 15, 11:30am-1:30pm: Jewish Community Center of 
Youngstown (505 Gypsy Lane, Youngstown, Ohio 44504) $10 suggested 
donation 

WEDNESDAY, December 4, 8:30-10:30am: Seven Oaks Country Club (132 
Lisbon Rd, Beaver, PA 15009)

WEDNESDAY, December 11, 8:30-10:30am: Christ Church at Grove Farm 
(249 Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

SATURDAY, December 21, 8:30-10:30am: Christ United Methodist Church 
(44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

Mondays and Thursdays at 7pm ET. 
Join and watch past programs at 
veteransbreakfastclub.org/events.
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BLETCHLEY

DUXFORD “BATTLE OF
BRITAIN” AIR SHOW

Travel with the VBC to trace the footsteps of WWII bomber, fighter,
and ground crews as they fought the Battle of Britain and the Air
War over Europe. We’ll have Gold Passes for the legendary Duxford
Battle of Britain Air Show (first since 2019), visit the 100th and 95th
Bomb Group Museums and airfields, plus tour Bletchley Park, the
Churchill War Rooms, Battle Of Britain Uxbridge Bunker, the Royal
Airforce Museum, St. Paul’s Cathedral, St. Clement Danes, and
other sights.

7 nights accommodations 
8 Breakfast, 4 Dinners, 1 Afternoon tea
Motorcoach transportation
Airport transfers
Onboard tour manager & historian Glenn Flickinger as guides!
Museum, airshow, and other admissions 
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Tour 2024

September 11-19, 2024
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                            $1,209 Group Air from Newark
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by Todd DePastino

F E A T U R E

H istory often happens when we’re not paying attention.

That was the case in the early 1980s, when even those 
serving in the US military were largely unaware of how 
close we came to nuclear exchange and World War III with 
the Soviet Union. Even the President of the United States 

didn’t recognize the danger until after the fact. When Ronald 
Reagan discovered the truth, he shifted course and helped bring 
the Cold War to an end.

The second week of November 1983, Soviet intelligence de-
tected what they thought were US preparations for a nuclear 
attack. Fearing a debilitating first strike, Russian officials mobi-
lized for their own preemptive assault, putting their entire ar-
senal of 11,000 nuclear warheads on maximum readiness. Their 
goal was to destroy US missile silos before they could activate. 

What prompted Soviet fears was a highly realistic NATO com-
mand post exercise named Able Archer, part of the larger Au-
tumn Forge and Reforger (“REturn of FORces to GERmany”) war 
games held every year in Western Europe since 1969. 

Days after Able Archer concluded, the Soviet state-run news-
paper Pravda complained that NATO’s exercises “are becoming 
increasingly difficult to distinguish from a real deployment of 
armed forces for aggression.” 

We now know this remark wasn’t a mere observation. It was 
a warning: when weapons of mass destruction are on hair trig-
gers, the slightest ambiguity in intention-signaling can mean 
the difference between status quo and annihilation.

The nuclear scare of Able Archer 83 wasn’t a one-off near-mis-
calculation, but the culmination of tensions that had been 

building for years. Changes in leadership, increased military 
adventurism, heightened rhetoric, a renewed arms race, and a 
growing gap between the thriving West and the declining East 
all contributed to the crisis. 

In 1983, we came as close to nuclear war as any time in our 
history, including the Missiles of October in 1962.

The Cuban Missile Crisis, in fact, had marked a turning point in 
the Cold War. The brinkmanship of those thirteen days spooked 
both sides. The following year, the US and USSR began cooper-
ating as never before, first by establishing a “hotline” between 
the Kremlin and the White House and second by signing the 
Limited Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.

The Nixon administration sought even warmer relations with 
the Soviets. Nixon’s special National Security Advisor, Henry 
Kissinger, referred to his superpower approach as détente, a 
French word meaning “relaxation.”

Indeed, by the time Nixon left office, tensions between the US 
and USSR had relaxed considerably. Nixon’s breakthrough visit 
to Mao’s China in February 1972 was followed by a historic trip 
to Moscow three months later to meet with Soviet General Sec-
retary Leonid Brezhnev. That summit, which continued through 
two more face-to-face meetings, yielded the Anti-Ballistic Mis-
sile and Strategic Arms Limitation (SALT I) agreements, as well 
as a host of deals over trade, human rights, scientific coopera-
tion, and oceanic exploration. 

There was even a great Nixon-Brezhnev toast to peace fol-
lowed by a spontaneous Brezhnev bear hug. The era of con-
frontation, as Nixon later wrote, had been replaced by one of 
negotiation.
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It didn’t last. 

President Jimmy Carter abandoned Nixon-Kissinger’s realpo-
litik (a hard-nosed geostrategic approach to foreign policy) in 
favor of a more high-minded attitude. Referring to the United 
Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, Carter 
condemned un-democratic allies like Chile, El Salvador, and 
Nicaragua. He also sharply criticized the Soviet Union for its vi-
olations of free speech and worship and repression of political 
dissent. 

Soviet leader Brezhnev, so visibly affectionate with Nixon, 
never warmed to Carter 
and threatened to walk 
out of further arms control 
talks (SALT II). 

Then, at the end of 1979, 
the Soviet Union invaded 
Afghanistan to support a 
pro-Soviet government 
there. In retaliation, Car-
ter placed an embargo on 
grain exports to Russia and 
pressured the US Olym-
pic Committee to boycott 
the 1980 summer games in 
Moscow.

The Soviets consoled 
themselves that Carter, at 
least, wasn’t a warmon-
ger. The President claimed 
to believe in détente, and 
he certainly disapproved 
of committing US troops 
abroad unless it was abso-
lutely necessary. Carter had 
also publicly condemned 
traditional American an-
ti-Communism, the obses-
sion that had led the coun-
try to Vietnam. 

In other words, Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter never 
saw our nation’s mission 
as defeating Communism 
or containing its spread 
around the world. 

President Ronald Reagan 
emphatically did. A staunch 
anti-Communist since his 
days as president of the 
Screen Actors Guild in the 
1940s, Reagan sought not 
to contain Communism 
but actually to roll it back 
by evicting pro-Soviet gov-
ernments in Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America.

Reagan took Carter’s moral 
critique of the Soviet Union 
and supercharged it with an-
ti-Communist rhetoric, a dramatically increased defense bud-
get, and a willingness to flex American muscle overseas.

On January 20, 1981, Ronald Reagan took the oath of office, 
inaugurating what historians sometimes call the Second Cold 
War.

***

Four months after Reagan moved into the White House, Leo-
nid Brezhnev stood before a closed meeting of KGB officers and 

told them détente was dead. President Reagan, he said, was 
bent on destroying the Soviet Union.

The speaker who followed Brezhnev at the podium, KGB head 
Yuri Andropov, hit even harder. Reagan, Andropov explained, 
was erratic and unpredictable. It was likely that the Americans 
were planning a preemptive nuclear strike against the Soviet 
Union. 

The situation was so dire, Andropov went on to say, that he 
was launching a new global intelligence gathering program de-
signed specifically to detect NATO preparations for nuclear war. 

Its name was Operation 
RYAN, an acronym for Ra-
ketno-YAdernoe Napade-
nie, or “nuclear missile at-
tack.” Some agents called 
the operation “VRYAN,” the 
V standing for the Russian 
word vnezapnoe: surprise.

Operation RYAN’s ral-
lying slogan was “Do not 
miss the moment when 
the West is about to launch 
war.”

The history of Operation 
RYAN is an object lesson 
in confirmation bias. That 
is, Soviet agents collected 
only information that could 
be interpreted to support 
Andropov’s preexisting be-
lief that the US was plan-
ning a first strike. The KGB 
used pretzel logic to twist 
even the most innocuous 
observations—what time 
office lights went out at 
the Ministry of Defence in 
Whitehall or the status of 
blood drives in London—to 
bolster the case for a pre-
emptive first strike.

Soviet experts in the 
West ascribed such ex-
treme fears to “tradition-
al Russian paranoia.” But 
the Soviet Union’s sense 
of foreboding in the early 
1980s had both historical 
roots and contemporary 
triggers. 

Every one of the 27 mem-
bers of the Soviet Politburo 
was old enough to remem-
ber June 12, 1941, when Hit-

ler launched a surprise attack 
on the Soviet Union, the larg-
est ground invasion in histo-
ry. The Red Army was caught 
flat-footed, and the German 

Wehrmacht swept east, slaughtering millions and coming with-
in 14 miles of Red Square.

And Hitler’s was only one of five major attacks from the West 
in 500 years, each coming when Russian power was compro-
mised or ill-prepared to meet the existential threat. 

Soviet leaders judged the new post-détente era of 1981 as one 
of those historical moments of maximum danger. The Soviet 
Union, they believed, had become vulnerable to defeat. 
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Leonid Brezhnev, left, proposes a toast at the State Department 
after signing a U.S.-Soviet cooperation deal in 1973 (AP)

Politburo of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union members” Soviet poster, 1977



Soviets called it the “Correlation of Forces,” a pseudo-scientif-
ic Marxist-Leninist examination of the historical moment, con-
ducted regularly to gauge progress in the uneven but, in their 
view, inexorable march to World Socialism. The Correlation of 
Forces was a broad and visionary statement of the world situa-
tion at any given time. It provided a guide for policy and action.

Things had looked great back in the 1970s, when revolutionary 
gains in Vietnam, Angola, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua 
heralded a rising socialist tide in the Third World.

But now, the Correlation of Forces had turned against that 
tide, and Soviet world leadership was appearing to wane. The 
West claimed advantages in technology, economy, and inter-
national prestige. The US setback of the Vietnam War hadn’t 
prevented the development of new and powerful weapons. 
Neither had it broken NATO nor stopped CIA and other covert 
capitalist operations around the world. 

The Soviet Union was spending an enormous percentage of 
its GDP on nuclear weapons to the detriment of its domestic 
economy. Soviet leadership’s grip 
on the socialist world seemed to 
be loosening. Nationalist and eth-
nic-driven allegiances inside the So-
viet sphere, including both the Soviet 
Union itself and its satellite states in 
Eastern Europe, hadn’t evaporat-
ed after decades of “Russification.” 
In fact, as with the Polish Solidarity 
movement, non-Russian populations 
of the Eastern Bloc were showing 
increased restlessness, viewing the 
Soviet Union more as an unwelcome 
imperial master than a protecting 
ally.

In light of the 1981 Correlation of 
Forces estimate, Ronald Reagan’s 
election signaled that the United 
States had awoken to its advantages. 
Reagan came into office and imme-
diately began poking the bear, not 
only with his anti-Soviet rhetoric but 
also with a series of off-the-books 
military operations intended to pro-
voke the Soviets and probe gaps in 
their defenses. 

Americans called them psycholog-
ical warfare operations or “PSYOPs.” 
They were conducted by air and sea and 
involved violating Soviet air space and 
territorial waters. They began shortly 
after Reagan took office and followed no discernable pattern 
or obvious purpose, other than to spook the Soviets and reveal 
vulnerabilities. 

The US sent bombers over the Arctic Circle and fighters along 
the Asian periphery. Air maneuvers ratcheted up, then stopped 
just as suddenly, only to restart.

“It really got to them,” one high-ranking US official recalled. 
“They didn’t know what it all meant. A squadron would fly 
straight at Soviet airspace, and other radars would light up and 
units would go on alert. Then at the last minute the squadron 
would peel off and return home.”

An unclassified CIA intelligence monograph, Ben F. Fisher’s A 
Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare, confirms the 
devastating psychological impact of these operations on the 
Soviets. 

Fisher details the special effectiveness of the naval opera-
tions. In August and September of 1981, a massive NATO carrier 
group led by the USS Eisenhower (CVN-69) transited the stra-
tegic Greenland-Iceland-UK (GIUK) gap—the only Atlantic sea 

route to the Soviet Union—largely undetected. The NATO ships 
and planes used radio silence, emission controls, radar jamming, 
phony radar transmissions and a host of other concealment and 
deception measures to thwart Soviet surveillance and launch 
simulated attacks on Warsaw Pact forces in Europe. They even 
were able to evade satellite monitoring and managed to “de-
stroy” Soviet planes during air refueling.

Then, a secret detachment of four ships peeled off the con-
voy and entered the Barents Sea, just off Russia’s strategic Kola 
Peninsula (Murmansk), and stayed there for nine days. It was an 
unprecedented violation of Soviet defenses. 

US operations grew bolder. American intelligence ships col-
lected information while patrolling close to Crimea in the Black 
Sea and along the coast in the Baltic. Attack submarines under 
polar ice simulated strikes on their Soviet ballistic missile coun-
terparts. The US, it seemed, was able to roam at will, and the 
Soviets were at a loss to respond.

The most devastating infiltrations came in April-May 1983 
during FleetEx 83, a massive Navy 
exercise in the North Pacific. Three 
aircraft carrier battle groups made 
up of 40 ships, 300 aircraft, and 
23,000 crewmembers moved from 
the Aleutian Islands toward the Ka-
mchatka Peninsula in the Russian Far 
East. The Soviets jealously guarded 
the Kamchatka Peninsula, home of a 
warm-water ballistic missile subma-
rine base. The US armada ventured 
toward the base to provoke a Sovi-
et reaction that could then be stud-
ied by the US Office of Naval Intelli-
gence. 

The first week of April, several 
Navy F-14 Tomcat fighters took off 
from the USS Enterprise and the USS 
Midway and overflew a Soviet mili-
tary base on the Kurile Islands south 
of the peninsula. The mission was to 
simulate a bombing raid. 

The Soviets failed to provide a 
timely response to the air space vio-
lations. It was a crushing humiliation.

The Kremlin protested the incur-
sions, launched retaliatory over-

flights in the Aleutians, and fired their 
top Far East Air Defense officers. Then, 
it ordered its new Air Defense com-

manders to place the Kamchatka Peninsula and the Kuriles on 
maximum alert. 

As the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral James D. Watkins, 
remarked in a Congressional hearing in 1983, the Soviets “are as 
naked as a jaybird [on the Kamchatka Peninsula],. . .  and they 
know it.” 

If that was true, Russia’s only defense was its nuclear arsenal. 

***

FleetEx 83 was just one episode in a cascade of crises that 
pushed the US and USSR to the brink of nuclear war in the third 
year of the Reagan administration.

A month before FleetEx, President Reagan spoke at the Na-
tional Association of Evangelicals convention in Orlando. His aim 
was to urge religious leaders to reject the nuclear freeze move-
ment. But it was the extreme rhetoric Reagan used—calling the 
Soviet Union “an evil empire” and “the focus of evil in the mod-
ern world”—that caught the world’s attention. 
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The GIUK gap in the North Atlantic, showing 
international boundaries as of 1983 (CIA)



The Cold War, Reagan declared, wasn’t a mere realpolitik 
standoff between rival Great Powers. It was a holy crusade of 
right vs. wrong, good vs. evil, with no neutral ground.

Two weeks later, the President announced the Strategic De-
fense Initiative (SDI), an ambitious proposal for an invincible 
shield against intercontinental and submarine-based ballistic 
missiles. SDI involved far-out plans for lasers, particle beams, 
supercomputers, and advanced materials and technologies that 
didn’t yet exist. Both supporters and detractors of the expensive 
project called it “Star Wars,” a movie reference that combined 
Reagan’s Hollywood past with his “Evil Empire” rhetoric and 
faith in speculative technology.

Most scientific and defense experts dismissed SDI as fantasy. 
But the Soviets didn’t. They saw Star Wars as a profoundly de-
stabilizing weapons system.

The only thing that had prevented World War III was nuclear 
deterrence, known colloquially as  “Mutually Assured Destruc-
tion” (MAD). First strikes were 
unthinkable because they 
would inevitably trigger fatal 
counterstrikes. 

But, Moscow figured, if 
the US could create a dome 
of protection around itself, 
nothing would deter it from 
attacking Russia with impu-
nity. The only solution was to 
hit the US before SDI was op-
erational.

Yuri Andropov, now Gener-
al Secretary after Brezhnev’s 
death in 1982, found some so-
lace in SDI being years away 
from deployment. 

Not so with the new Persh-
ing II Intermediate Range Bal-
listic Missiles, which the US 
announced were tested and 
ready for delivery to West 
Germany before the end of 
1983.  

The Pershing II was faster 
and more accurate than its 
predecessor, the Pershing 1a, 
and far more of an immedi-
ate threat than SDI. The Sovi-
ets believed--inaccurately, it 
turns out—that the new mis-
sile could hit Moscow six min-
utes after launch. That would give 
NATO the opportunity to decap-
itate the Soviet Union, prevent-
ing retaliation. A preemptive first strike of its own might be the 
Kremlin’s only shot at survival. 

***

On September 1, 1983, Soviet Air Defenses on the Kamchatka 
Peninsula were on high alert. Still stung by the FleetEx 83 in-
cursions in April, they were determined to secure the region for 
the test flight of a new Intercontinental Ballistic Missile, the SS-
25, scheduled to land at the Kura testing range. US intelligence 
knew of the test and dispatched an RC-135 reconnaissance air-
craft to the area to capture whatever information it could about 
the new weapon.

The test never happened, and the RC-135 left the area. As 
it departed, a commercial passenger airliner, Korean Air Lines 
(KAL) Flight 007 carrying 269 passengers from Anchorage to 
Seoul, crossed paths with it and strayed into restricted Soviet 

air space.

KAL 007’s autopilot navigation system was either not work-
ing, or the crew had failed to switch it to the proper mode. The 
plane drifted off course across the Kamchatka Peninsula and 
then over the Sea of Okhotsk. 

Soviet MiGs scrambled to intercept it. A malfunctioning early 
warning radar system made it hard for the Soviets to identify 
and keep track of the plane. Confusion and near-panic reigned 
at Soviet Far East District Air Defense Forces Command as it 
struggled to confront the intruder.

KAL 007 crossed into Russian air space a second time over 
Sakhalin island just north of Japan. A Soviet Sukhoi Su-15 inter-
ceptor aircraft finally made visual contact with the Boeing 747. 
The fighter pilot could see it was a civilian plane. But he suspect-
ed the Boeing was a mask for a military mission. 

Air Defense command ordered the Su-15 to shoot the foreign 
plane down, even as it re-entered international air space. The 

interceptor positioned itself 
under the 747 and fired two air-
to-air missiles into the passen-
ger plane’s fuselage.

KAL 007 spiraled into the 
Sea of Okhotsk killing everyone 
aboard. 

In his televised address to 
the nation four days later, Pres-
ident Reagan did all he could to 
inflame Soviet fears:

My fellow Americans:

I’m coming before you 
tonight about the Korean 
airline massacre, the attack 
by the Soviet Union against 
269 innocent men, women, 
and children aboard an un-
armed Korean passenger 
plane. This crime against 
humanity must never be 
forgotten, here or through-
out the world. . . . It was an 
act of barbarism, born of 
a society which wantonly 
disregards individual rights 
and the value of human life 
and seeks constantly to ex-
pand and dominate other 
nations.

From his sickbed-soon-to-
be-deathbed, General Secretary 
Yuri Andropov issued a lengthy 
denunciation of the United 

States, condemning Reagan’s “outrageous militarist psychosis” 
and blaming him for the shootdown of KAL 007.

Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei A. Gromyko, a diplomat since 
World War II, remarked that tensions with the US following the 
KAL 007 tragedy were higher than at any time he could remem-
ber. 

“The world situation,” he said, “is now slipping toward a very 
dangerous precipice . . . Problem No. 1 for the world is to avoid 
nuclear war.” 

***

Able Archer 83 began on November 7 as the culminating exer-
cise of Autumn Forge. The NATO war game tested the alliance’s 
ability to wage war on the Great European Plain in the event of 
the Warsaw Pact’s invasion of West Germany. 
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Actual and planned flight path of Korean 
Air Lines Flight 007 on September 1, 1983 (CIA)



 

Reforger was the penultimate component of Autumn Forge. 
It was a grand show of resolve that rattled nerves in Moscow, 
airlifting 19,000 US troops and 1,500 tons of cargo to Europe un-
der radio silence. The Soviets never saw them coming.

Then, Able Archer. Unlike Reforger, Able Archer took place 
behind closed doors at NATO Command, Control, and Commu-
nications centers, from the Supreme Headquarters in Belgium 
through subordinate commands throughout Western Europe. 
Able Archer wasn’t intended to intimidate the Kremlin, but to 
rehearse the final escalation from conventional to nuclear war.

Soviet intelligence routinely monitored the annual Able Ar-
cher exercise. But, in 1983, as documents declassified in 2015 
demonstrate, Soviet analysts were alarmed by how little infor-
mation they could gather. With new encryption techniques, the 
US made Able Archer 83 more opaque than its predecessors. 

One US intelligence report later explained that the command 
post exercise that year had introduced “special wrinkles, which 
we believe probably fueled Soviet anxieties.” 

Such wrinkles included the loading of dummy warheads, 
communications with Washington and London, and an unusu-
al volume of transmissions at command centers throughout 
NATO. Unlike prior versions of the drill, Able Archer 83 saw the 
progression of US forces from normal to maximum readiness, 
DEFCON 1, the highest state of alert.

On November 8, KGB headquarters sent urgent messages to 
agents throughout Europe to report on indications of an im-
pending nuclear attack. Other Warsaw Pact intelligence services 
joined the effort. Their suspicion was that Able Archer would be 
used as cover for a decapitating first strike.

Meanwhile, Soviet air bases grounded their planes to prepare 
for combat activity. The only flights were 36 intelligence sorties 
to track US ground and naval movements. Soviet Air Force units 
loaded their fighters and bombers, reviewed their target assign-
ments, and put them on 30-minute alert to “destroy first-line 
enemy targets.”

The Soviet Army cancelled leaves and also its traditional par-
ticipation in the grain harvest. According to CIA analysts, the 
Soviets likely also armed their ICBM missiles and prepared them 
for launch.

This activity didn’t go undetected by US intelligence. Briga-
dier General Leonard H. Perroots, the Assistant Chief of Staff for 
Intelligence, US Air Force Europe (USAFE) at Ramstein AFB took 
note of the unusual escalation. A technical anomaly especially 
got his attention: the Soviets had equipped their airplanes with 
electronic countermeasure jamming pods. These were usually 
left off because they caused balance problems. 

Perroots’ analysts explained: the pods indicated the Soviets 
were loading special munitions, probably nukes.

Perroots spoke to his superior, USAFE Commander, Gen-
eral Billy Minter. “I told him we had some unusual activity in 
East Germany that was probably a reaction to the ongoing  
ABLEARCHER,” he later wrote.  

The intelligence chief had no proof of the Soviet alert-Able 
Archer connection. It was just a guess. Perroots advised Minter 
not to respond in kind with further escalation.  

An intelligence report of the war scare would later character-
ize Perroots’ recommendation as “a fortuitous, if ill-informed, 
decision.” 

Perroots’ gut instinct may have averted nuclear war.

***

A few weeks after Able Archer, the White House received 
word of the Soviet war scare during the exercise. The informa-
tion came via the CIA, by-way-of the British MI6, by-way-of a 
Russian KGB double agent named Oleg Gordievsky. National 

Security Adviser Robert McFarlane delivered the news to the 
President with a healthy dose of skepticism. There’s little re-
cord of Reagan’s response. 

But, it just so happened, the President had been quietly re-
thinking his hardline approach to the Soviets. On October 10, 
one month before Able Archer, Reagan had previewed the ABC 
television movie The Day After about an American town wiped 
out in nuclear war. In his diary, Reagan noted the film was “an-
ti-nuke propaganda.” Still, he admitted, “It’s very effective & left 
me greatly depressed.” It confirmed his resolve “to see there is 
never a nuclear war.”

Before The Day After, nuclear war had seemed an unthinkable 
abstraction to Reagan, something not remotely likely to happen 
and, therefore, not worthy of serious consideration. Now, for the 
first time, Reagan consented to a Pentagon briefing on the im-
pact of such a real-life cataclysm. 

Those in the Situation Room that day described the President 
as “chastened.” Reagan wrote in his diary, “A most sobering ex-
perience with Cap W. [Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberg-
er] & Gen. Vessey [Chair of Joint Chiefs of Staff General John 
Vessey] in the situation room—a briefing on our complete plan 
in the event of a nuclear attack.” 

Reagan instructed the Department of State to set up back 
channel communications with the Soviet Union to minimize the 
risk of misunderstandings or faulty intention-signaling. “I feel 
the Soviets are so defense minded, so paranoid about being at-
tacked that without being in any way soft on them we ought to 
tell them no one here has any intention of doing anything like 
that.”

In early 1984, CIA Director William Casey presented Reagan 
with an extensive report on Soviet thinking and zeroed in on So-
viet fears of a US first strike. 

“Do you suppose they really believe that?” Reagan asked. “I 
don’t see how they could believe that--but it’s something to 
think about.” 

Think about it, he did. 

In his memoirs, Reagan wrote of his Cold War transformation 
in late 1983:

Three years had taught me something surprising 
about the Russians: Many people at the top of the 
Soviet hierarchy were genuinely afraid of America 
and Americans. Perhaps this shouldn’t have surprised 
me, but it did . . . During my first years in Washington, 
I think many of us in the administration took it for 
granted that the Russians, like ourselves, considered 
it unthinkable that the United States would launch a 
first strike against them. But the more experience I 
had . . .  the more I began to realize that many Soviet 
officials feared us not only as adversaries but as po-
tential aggressors who might hurl nuclear weapons 
at them in a first strike . . . Well, if that was the case, 
I was even more anxious to get a top Soviet leader in 
a room alone and try to convince him we had no de-
signs on the Soviet Union and Russians had nothing 
to fear from us.

In 1984, nudged by election-year polls showing public fears of 
nuclear war, Reagan began to pursue his own version of détente 
with the Soviet Union. He relaxed his anti-Communist rhetoric 
and looked for opportunities to work with the Soviets.

A big one came unexpectedly following the death of Sovi-
et General Secretary Yuri Andropov’s successor, Konstantin 
Chernenko, after only one year in office in March 1985.

Desperate to avoid appointing another geriatric, ailing leader, 
the Soviet Politburo selected the youngest man in its midst, a 
54-year-old visionary named Mikhail Gorbachev. CONTINUED P. 13
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Gorbachev recognized the rot at 
the core of Soviet society, a prob-
lem he said went far beyond an 
unfavorable “Correlation of Forc-
es.” He wanted to restructure the 
whole system (perestroika) and 
introduce openness and transpar-
ency to governing (glasnost). He 
never imagined his reforms would 
explode the Soviet Union.

Neither did Reagan. Gorbachev 
engaged the President like no oth-
er adversary had. And Reagan, for 
his part, pushed the new Soviet 
leader to go further with his re-
forms.

Over a series of summits, the 
Soviet Union agreed to arms con-
trol and the loosening of Moscow’s 
grip on Eastern Europe. They even 
agreed in principle to abolish all 
nuclear weapons. 

At the final summit, in Moscow 
in May 1988, a journalist asked 
Reagan if he still considered the 
Soviet Union the evil empire. “No,” 
he replied, “I was talking about an-
other time, another era.”

That other era had been just five 
years earlier, during a year of Cold 
War peril that surely holds lessons 
for us today, if only we choose to 
learn them.
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The Other Close Call of 1983
Just past midnight on September 

26, 1983—25 days after the downing 
of Korean Air Lines Flight 007—Lt. Col. 
Stanislav Petrov of the Soviet Air De-
fense Forces may have saved the world 
through his inaction.

Petrov had just come on duty as com-
mander of the satellite control bunker 
at Serpukhov-15 , a military installation 
62 miles south of Moscow. The bunker 
was a key nerve center of the Soviet 
Union’s new early warning system, Oko 
(Russian for “Eye”), which monitored 
North America for possible Interconti-
nental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) launches. 

Minutes after settling into his chair, 
an alarm pierced the quiet room. A usu-
ally dull panel of buttons, switches, and 
screens began pulsing with the com-
mand Запуск! – “LAUNCH!”

The new computer system, designed 
to interpret data transmitted by the So-
viet satellites, had detected the launch 
of a single Minuteman ICBM from the 
United States. The warhead was sched-
uled to land inside the Soviet Union in 
12 minutes.

Petrov’s first response was to assume 
a computer malfunction, false alarm. 
But then, the siren blared again, an-
nouncing another ICBM launch. Then, 
another alarm. Then, another. In the 
span of a few short minutes, the Unit-
ed States, it seemed, had launched five 
nuclear missiles, the dreaded first strike 
of World War III.

Oko relied on a strict and rapid re-
porting of the launch up the chain of 
command: Petrov to headquarters, 
headquarters to general staff, general 
staff to Yuri Andropov, who would ap-
prove a retaliatory strike.

But instead of picking up the phone 
and initiating the sequence, Petrov did 

nothing. 

“I had a funny feeling in my gut,” he 
would later say.

The computer system had been 
rushed into service, and Petrov didn’t 
trust it. Also, Soviet radar defenses, 
which only detected missiles once 
they were over the horizon, couldn’t 
corroborate what the satellites were 
reporting. Finally, Petrov had always 
understood that when the US launched 
its first strike, it would be massive. Not 
five missiles, but hundreds, intended to 
decapitate the Soviet state.

So, five minutes after the first siren, 
Lt. Col. Petrov decided not to report the 
alarms. Then, he sweated it out. For an 
excruciating 15 minutes, Petrov waited 
to learn the fate of his gambit. If the 
warheads struck, Petrov had doomed 
his country. If they didn’t, he may have 
saved it.

An investigation afterward found that 
the false alarms had been caused by a 
rare atmospheric condition, related to 
the autumnal equinox, causing the sun 
to reflect off high altitude clouds over 

North Dakota, which the satellites re-
ported as ICBM launches.

For his heroic inaction and defiance 
of protocol, Petrov was rewarded with 
an intense interrogation and a repri-
mand that sidetracked his career. He 
was reassigned to less sensitive duty 
and not given promotions.

The world learned of the Petrov Inci-
dent in 1998, after a Soviet general pub-
lished memoirs describing it. Over the 
next two decades, the legend of Stan-
islav Petrov would grow, and the qui-
et pensioner would be drawn from his 
Moscow apartment to collect awards 
and recognitions across the globe, in-
cluding the United Nations. In 2014, a 
documentary film about him came out 
titled “The Man Who Saved the World.” 

“I’m not a hero,” says Petrov in the 
film. “I was just at the right place at the 
right time.”

Stanislav Petrov, ca., 1983

Serpukhov-15
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Inspiring VBC Magazine’s focus on the 1983 War Scare this 
issue was our 40th anniversary conversation with former Intel-
ligence Officer and author Brian J. Morra on VBC Happy Hour 
back on October 30. We talked with Morra about his experienc-
es that year and his book, The Able Archers. The Able Archers 
is a historical-fiction thriller that’s been optioned by Legendary 
Entertainment for film and television.

Morra conducted extensive research into recently declassi-
fied documents to write the book, but he also had a front-seat 
view of 1983’s nuclear brinksmanship as Chief of Intelligence 
Analysis for US Forces Japan at 
Yokota Air Force Base.

He was there when the Sovi-
et Union shot down Korean Air-
lines Flight 007 on September 1, 
and he led an early investigation 
into the cause. Things were so 
tense, even the inquiry almost 
sparked nuclear confrontation 
with the Soviets.

Two days after the shoot-
down, Soviet Air Defense mis-
takenly judged a US Navy EP-3 
reconnaissance aircraft circling 
over the Flight 007 crash site 
as spying on Russia. Two MiG-
23 fighters were dispatched to 
shoot the EP-3 down. 

The EP-3 crew detected the 
threat and went into an evasive 
dive toward the ocean. Mean-
while, US Air Force General Charles L. Donnelly, commander of 
US forces in Japan, ordered four F-15s to intercept the MiG-23s. 

Amidst the radar clutter caused by the wave tops, the MiGs 
lost the EP-3, which escaped to Japanese air space. But the 
F-15s found their marks and were ready to engage the MiG-23s.

Donnelly wisely ordered the pilots to break off and resume 
their patrolling orbit. 

Brian Morra was there when another general officer chal-
lenged Donnelly’s decision to backdown. 

“I don’t think I’ll start World War III this afternoon,” said Don-
nelly in response.

Morra’s intelligence team, along with others, determined the 
shootdown of Flight 007 was a tragic error, not an international 
atrocity. But Washington had its own narrative, and President 
Reagan condemned the demise of the passenger plane as a 
“massacre” and an “unfounded attack.”

Morra also served under Leonard Perroots, the Air Force gen-
eral who convinced his superiors and NATO not to escalate in 

response to the Soviet mobilization during the Able Archer ex-
ercise. 

In order to write a fictional account of 1983 that was faithful 
to history, Morra wanted to disclose a lot of information that 
had been classified for decades. The manuscript was put to 
close scrutiny by the Pentagon and US intelligence agencies 
and cleared without a single redaction. The book is the first in 
a projected series of thrillers that will take readers through the 
end of the Cold War.

On our VBC Happy Hour, Brian Morra suggested several les-
sons we should take from the 
Able Archer War Scare. 

First, “meaningful commu-
nication between adversaries 
is essential.” If there had been 
communication between the 
adversaries in 1983, tensions 
would not have escalated as 
high. Such communication is 
what savd the world during the 
Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.

Second, decisions need to 
be made calmly and without 
emotion. One principal danger 
is reacting too quickly, before 
all the facts are known and the 
risks calculated. Good leaders 
aren’t swayed by the emotional 
demands of their peers or sub-
ordinates. 

Third, know your enemy. You 
don’t know the danger unless you are familiar with your adver-
sary’s preoccupations and patterns of behavior. “Perroots relied 
on his experience and gut in response to the Soviet reaction to 
Able Archer 83,” Morra explained. 

And, finally, “mirror imaging of one’s adversary is extremely 
dangerous.” The self-knowledge of Washington, DC, leadership 
in the 1980s was that “America doesn’t do Pearl Harbors.” That is, 
we don’t do sneak attacks unprovoked and would never launch 
a nuclear first strike at will. But just because we believed that 
about ourselves didn’t mean the Soviets did also. In fact, the 
Soviets did believe that the US was fully capable and willing to 
start a war.

Brian J. Morra is a former Air Force Intelligence officer and 
retired senior aerospace executive. You can find out more and 
order The Able Archers (Koehler Books) at https://brianjmorra.
com. You can read an excellent article by Morra, “The Near Nu-
clear War of 1983” in Air & Space Forces Magazine (December 2, 
2022): https://www.airandspaceforces.com/article/the-near-
nuclear-war-of-1983/

US Air Force Veteran and 
Able Archer Brian Morra
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On January 22, the Veterans Breakfast Club invited five vet-
erans of “Operation Just Cause” to share their memories of the 
Invasion of Panama in 1989-1990. One of those guests was LTC 
Mike Russell, who took part in “Task Force Bayonet.” 

A key pillar of the operation, Bayonet featured the 193rd In-
fantry Brigade doing battle with the Panama Defense Forces in 
the urban hub of Panama City. 

Mike talked about the fierce fighting and mentioned that, as 
Company Commander, he later recommended several soldiers 
for Bronze Stars with the “V” devices (for Valor) during actions 
that occurred between December 20th and 25th, 1989.  

As the recommendations moved forward for approval, they 
were altered and mishandled. The photo above shows four 
soldiers who did finally receive their awards 34 years after-the-
fact. (Mike is third from the left).

Unfortunately, three enlisted men who deserved awards 
did not receive them. And LTC Russell no longer recalls their 
names.

Mike believes those awards should not have been turned 
down. Major General William L. Thigpen (on the left in the pho-
to), Commanding General of the US Army South, agrees and is 
trying to track down the three soldiers.

We are hoping readers of VBC Magazine can help identify 

the three deserving enlisted men who have not yet received 
medals. 

The three men were enlistees in MOS 95B, assigned to the 108 
Military Police Company, 503 Military Police Battalion, 16th Mil-
itary Police Brigade, out of Fort Bragg, NC.  They were assigned 
to the 193 Infantry Brigade as part of Task Force Bayonet, con-
ducting combat operations in downtown Panama City, Panama.  

The award recommendations were submitted from the 108 
MP Company to 503 MP Bn, where they were improperly down-
graded. By regulation, the recommendations should have gone 
forward to the XVIII Airborne Corps Commanding General for 
final decision.

Readers with information on the identities of these soldiers 
should contact LTC Mike Russell at mike@mikerussellatlanta.
com.

Mary Patricia “Pat” O’Connell served for 25 in the US Army and 
Army Reserve, retiring in 1993 as a Lieutenant Colonel.

You can watch the VBC program on “Operation Just Cause” 
at veteransbreakfastclub.org/operation-just-cause-the-inva-
sion-of-panama-1989-1990/

SEARCHING FOR THREE “OPERATION JUST CAUSE” 
PANAMA VETERANS TO RECEIVE AWARDS
Mary Patricia O’Connell, LTC. USAR, Ret

N E W S

Four former U.S. Army Soldiers receive the Bronze Star Medal 
with “V” device at the U.S. Army South holiday ball, Dec. 8, 2023. 
The valorous awards were upgraded from Army Commenda-
tion Medals and presented for their heroic actions during Op-
eration Just Cause in 1989. Pictured from left to right: Maj. Gen. 
William Thigpen, commander of U.S. Army South; former Army 
Capt. Linda Bray, 988th Military Police Company; retired Army 
Lt. Col. Mikel Russel, former commander of the 108th MP Com-
pany; former Army Capt. Kimberly Brodbeck, former platoon 
leader with 988th MP Company; retired Army Lt. Col. Robert 
Mackey, former platoon leader with 108th MP Company; and 
Command Sgt. Maj. Ronald Graves, Army South senior enlisted 
advisor. 

We salute the 
Veterans Breakfast 
Club as they 
capture the history 
of the men and 
women who served 
our country.

Our wish is to respect yours…

4201 Brownsville Road
Pittsburgh, PA 15227
John F. Slater, Supervisor

412.881.4100
johnfslater.com



Vietnam travelogue:
Observations from the 2023 VBC Tour

n November and December, 21 of us—including five veter-
ans who had served in-country during the war—traveled 
to Vietnam, from Hanoi and Halong Bay in the North to 
Saigon and the Mekong Delta in the South. Vietnam is a 
beautiful and often bewildering place, ancient in history 

and now yoked to American history and memory. The country 
presents to the traveler more than can be absorbed. Below are 
select notes from the trip, not so much highlights but insights 
gathered day-by-day.

Day 1 Hanoi: Vietnam 
is about as far as you can 
travel from the United 
States. It’s literally half-
way round the world. So, 
most of us who landed in 
Hanoi on November 28 
for our two-week tour of 
Vietnam put in 24-hours 
or more to get here. That 
made us giddy and loopy, 
a good state for encoun-
tering the always fasci-
nating and often strange 
capital of the country we 

once called enemy.

The first day begins with 
a “cyclo” ride through the ancient Old Quarter on what was once 
known as a “rickshaw.” If you can put aside any post-colonial 
reservations about being peddled around by a poor, thin man 
in sandals and a pith-helmet, you get to enjoy front-row tour of 
Hanoi’s chaotic street life. The odds are excellent you won’t get 
hit by a motorbike buzzing past you, front and back, and, in fact, 
the whole experience is strangely serene.

Hanoi is the ancient cradle of Vietnamese civilization, the 
heart and soul of the country, where it all began thousands of 
years ago. It’s the most Vietnamese part of Vietnam and re-
mains, despite the nation’s emergence as a tiger economy at 
the forefront of 21st century globalization, a deeply conserva-
tive, patriotic, and patriarchal place. You still see men (in green 
pith helmets) and women (in straw conical hats) from the coun-
tryside peddling fruits and vegetables, ducks and chickens on 
the streets at all hours. Little flashy clothing or consumer ex-
travagance.

The air quality in Hanoi is noticeably terrible. I connected to 
wifi and tried to see the Air Quality Index on a common weather 
app. “This content is no longer available in your area” was the 
message. The government has banned the Weather Channel 
app, I believe, for reporting the air quality here.

Someone in our group asked our guide the reason for the bad 
air. He uttered the one-word source of blame you often hear in 
response to the nation’s problems: “China.”

Our guide Kan, a proud 
native of Hanoi who ad-
mits, when pressed, he’s 
actually partial to Saigon, 
surprised me at lunch 
when he declared that 
Americans had never had 
eaten proper pho, the noo-
dle soup that is the nation-
al dish of Vietnam.

“Not true,” I said. Pho is 
very popular in the US and 
is probably my wife’s fa-
vorite meal. 

“But you’ve only had the 
kind of pho they make in 
the South,” Kan pointed out. 
“And that is not the real pho.”

He went on to explain that most Vietnamese-Americans 
come from the South, home of the former Republic of Vietnam 
(RVN) which the US defended from the North in the Vietnam 
War. In the South, he said, people adulterate pho with all kind 
of add-ons like basil, lime, sugar, bean sprouts, and anything 
else that might mask the blandness of the broth. Northerners 
strip pho down to its bare essentials: broth, rice noodles, beef 
or chicken, and a light sprinkling of green onion. Nothing more 
is needed because cooks spend hours getting the sweet flavors 
of the bone marrow into the broth. Southerners, he suggested, 
don’t have the patience for that kind of diligent cooking.

The national drink is beer, and the Vietnamese consume lots 
of it. Each city boasts its own slightly different popular lager. 
In Hanoi, the beer is Bia Ha Noi, and it’s served every lunch and 
dinner. Bia Ha Noi‘s slogan states plainly why people drink beer 
with every meal: ““Vị Bia làm nên sắc Tết.”

Google translate gives this interpretation:

If you enter the Vietnamese phrase without the diacritical 
marks around the Latinate letters, which indicate tonal distinc-
tions, you get a blunter translation:

I

F E A T U R E

 16  vbc | SPRING 2024

by Todd DePastino

Army veteran Bryan Barnes heading 
out on a cyclo ride

Pho Ga, Vietnamese Chicken 
Noodle Soup



After lunch came the Vietnam Museum of Ethnology dedicat-
ed to the 54 official ethnic groups that call the country home. 
Vietnam’s immense ethnic and linguistic diversity is a problem 
for Vietnamese nationhood. It took centuries to unify the Viet-
namese Empire–the Dai Viet–because so many 
non-Vietnamese people lived within the bor-
ders, especially in the Annam Mountain range 
that separates Vietnam from Laos. 

Anyone who has lived in a mountainous 
area–whether it be Switzerland or West Vir-
ginia–knows that such terrain breeds isolated 
communities that fiercely defend their inde-
pendence and don’t trust outsiders.

Many of these ethnic minorities–such as the 
Khmer, the Hmong, and the Muong, collective-
ly referred to as “Montagnards” (Mountain Peo-
ple)–sided with the Americans in the Vietnam 
War. And many were also present in Vietnam 
long before the majority Viet or Kinh ethnic 
group appeared there. 

Now, at the museum, these minorities are 
celebrated–though often in muted and conde-
scending tones–as part of the unique heritage 
of Vietnam, a land of “unity in diversity.” None, 
however, is described as “indigenous,” lest it 
have a claim to independent statehood.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail Museum is a once 
proud, now dated, home to an enormous 
number of one-of-a-kind artifacts that most 
Americans would probably look right past, 
but our veterans find mesmerizing. After all, 
much of the US effort in the Vietnam War 
was “interdiction”–stopping the flow of men 
and materiel down what the Vietnamese call 
the “Truong Son Strategic Supply Route.” The 
Vietnamese credit their success in keeping 
the Ho Chi  Minh Trail open with winning the 
war.

The spine of the route was formed from 
pre-existing mountain footpaths that peo-
ple had used for centuries to travel the rugged 
mountains straddling Vietnam, Laos and Cam-
bodia. In one of the greatest achievements 
of military engineering in world history, the 
North Vietnamese Army (including our guide’s 
father) transformed those old paths into a vast 
network of trails and even paved roads. An 
estimated 300,000 full-time workers labored 
round the clock to maintain the trail under tri-
ple-canopy trees in a primeval rain forest.

In 1965, the CIA and Army Intelligence es-
timated that 200 tons and 50 people a day 
were arriving in South Vietnam on the Trail.

Because of that, western Vietnam and Laos 
became the most bombed places on earth. 
Three times as many bombs were dropped on 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia than dropped 
by all sides in World War II. By the end of the 
war, Laos itself saw a mission dropping a pay-
load on it every 8 minutes, round the clock, 7 
days a week, for nine years. You can still see 
the craters in the Vietnamese countryside to-
day. Where water tables are high, the holes 
now serve as duck ponds.

Hanoi’s immense pride in the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
and the respect it garners from Americans show at the museum. 
There’s a “hey, look how we beat you!” kind of excitement to the 

exhibits. Around back, there’s an elaborate memorial to some 
10,000 Vietnamese who died on the Trail. It’s a vast undercount. 
The real number is maybe ten times higher. And most died not 
from bombs, but disease and starvation.

Today, the Ho Chi Minh Trail is a four-lane 
highway in some places, and the whole net-
work is still being improved and widened as an 
alternative to Highway 1, the main artery from 
North to South.

The day ended with a remarkable dinner 
at the home of a three-generation extended 
family. The family welcomed us, told us a little 
about themselves, and served an overwhelm-
ingly abundant meal featuring items both fa-
miliar and strange. They also served us shots of 
their homemade rice and ginger wines. Not for 
the faint of heart or stomach. 

Our travelers may end up saying that eve-
ning with the beautiful Vietnamese family was 
a highlight of the whole trip. And it was only 
the first day.

Day 2 Hanoi: One immediate difference I 
noticed in this year’s trip to Vietnam is the ab-

sence of Chinese tourists.

In 2018 and 2020, we shared our hotels, 
tourist sites, and the streets with large groups 
of well-dressed Chinese vacationing in Viet-
nam. The sumptuous hotel breakfast buffets 
were strictly segregated—sometimes even by 
floor. The American buffet had Danish, om-
elets, cereal, and sausage. The Chinese buf-
fet had congee (rice porridge), fried rice, cab-
bage, meat and noodle dishes, and all sorts of 
unrecognizable items.

This year, the food is still there, but the Chi-
nese are not. The occasional Russians we saw 
back in 2020 are also gone.

Instead, there are many more Indians, 
South Koreans, Taiwanese, and West Europe-

ans than ever before.

I asked our guide about the lack of Chinese 
tourism. He told us the issue was the infa-
mous Nine Dash Line Map. This is the map 
China uses to claim territorial waters and a 
host of islands—the Spratly and the Paracel–
in the South China Sea (what the Vietnamese 
call the East Vietnam Sea).

The problem with the map, from the Viet-
namese point of view, is that Vietnam has 
sovereignty over some of these islands, not 
China. Same goes for Brunei, Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, and the Philippines, all of whom reject 
the Nine Dash Line Map.

China, for its part, banned the Barbie mov-
ie in 2023 because it briefly showed a map of 
China without the Nine Dash Line.

Last year, China started putting an image 
of the Nine Dash Line Map on its passports (it 
had also done so in 2012). In response, Viet-
namese border officials refused to stamp the 
passports and admit the Chinese as tourists.

Banning Chinese tourists is an extreme move, 
especially given how much the Vietnamese 

economy depends on tourism from their northern neighbors.

“It is hard,” says our guide, “but it is a matter of sovereignty.”
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Vietnam Family Dinner

Vietnam Veteran Nick Edinger 
enjoys the national drink of Viet-
nam on the first day of our trip

China’s Nine Dash Line Map



That sense among the Vietnamese that its sovereignty is al-
ways in peril, always threatened, not only by the giant empire 
to the north, but rivals near and far, explains much about the 
culture and the people.

One of the day’s visits was to Hoa Lo Prison, the infamous “Ha-
noi Hilton” where 591 US POWs were tortured until finally re-
leased in 1973.

The museum doesn’t emphasize this American connection to 
the prison complex. Instead, it focuses on the 
colonial history, when the French created Hoa 
Lo to detain, torture, and execute Vietnamese 
rebels and revolutionaries.

Hoa Lo Prison is a grim place—its very name 
means “Fiery Furnace”—a double meaning 
capturing its origin as a place of brick firing as 
well as the hell it became.

It’s hard to look at the staged photos of 
smiling American POWs decorating Christmas 
trees and playing games, as if they were en-
joying a respite from war. There’s no mention 
of torture or how the years of solitary confine-
ment bred ingenious methods among the US 
servicemembers to communicate with each 
other and boost morale.

John McCain’s flight suit is on display. But 
you wouldn’t know it unless someone told 
you ahead of time. The Vietnamese removed 
McCain’s name from the display as a token of 
honor and appreciation to him for his role in 
spearheading diplomatic relations between 
the US and Vietnam in the 1990s.

I think it’s no dishonor putting McCain’s 
name on his flight suit display, but perhaps 
the Vietnamese view it as a demeaning war 
trophy. Or, perhaps, they attach some shame 
to McCain’s POW status.

McCain, of course, was shot down right 
over Hanoi in 1967. There’s a marker next to 
the lake where he landed.

Can you spot the error on the monument?

One final stop for the day: a winding walk 
through narrow alleys of the Ngoc Ha neigh-
borhood opened up on a small pond called 
the Huu Tiep Lake. In one corner of the pond 
sticks out the rear landing gear and undercar-
riage of an American B-52 bomber. It’s been 
there since it was shot down on December 18, 
1972 as part of the so-called Linebacker II or 
Christmas Bombings.

There’s a plaque with limited information, 
some of it incorrect.

The airplane–tail number 56-0608, call sign 
“Rose 1”–took off from U-Tapao Air Base in 
Thailand. While flying over Hanoi, an SA-2 sur-
face-to-air missile hit the plane, and part of 
it crashed into the pond. Two of the six crew 
members (navigator Richard Cooper and gun-
ner Charlie Poole) were killed in action. The 
rest survived, held as POWs until 1973.

Day 3 Halong Bay: Our morning excursion in Halong Bay was a 
welcome respite from the bustle and war stories of Hanoi.

Halong Bay is a UNESCO World Heritage site and visual won-
der. Two-thousand islands (officially 1,969, the year of Ho Chi 
Minh’s death), each draped in thick foliage, stand like soldiers at 
attention throughout the bay.

These tall, narrow limestone towers are called “karsts,” a geo-
logical formation caused by eons of erosion (they are not rem-
nants of volcanic eruptions). Sailing among the closely grouped 
towers is dizzying. Exhilarating, also.

This being Vietnam, the green karsts are not just beautiful 
limestone formations. They are dragon pearls sent as obstacles 
to confuse and defeat Vietnam’s enemies.

“Ha Long” means “descending dragon.” The Vietnamese peo-
ple, according to mythology, are themselves 
dragon descendants. Back in time immemori-
al, so the story goes, the Viet Emperor called 
upon Mother Dragon to repel invaders in Ha-
long Bay. Mother Dragon and her children an-
swered the call and incinerated the enemy to 
the last.

To help keep the Vietnamese safe, Mother 
Dragon and her children spit teeth-pearls-em-
eralds into the bay, leaving behind what are 
today the karsts. They remain there as a cur-
tain against future attack.

In fact, Halong Bay did play a key role in re-
pelling Chinese invasions.

The first came in 938 CE, when the Han 
Dynasty invaded Vietnam up the Bach Dang 
River from Halong Bay. Vietnamese general 
Ngo Quyen was waiting for them with an in-

genious plan.

First, Ngo ordered telephone-pole-like 
spikes to be driven into the river bed, then 
tipped with iron points. Then, at high tide, 
when the spikes were deep under water, he 
lured the Chinese fleet upriver. He assembled 
a small attack armada, exposed it to the Chi-
nese, and then had the armada flee upstream.

The Chinese gave pursuit. Then, the tide re-
ceded, and a strong outward current pushed 
the enemy’s ships downstream so they were 
impaled on the poles which were now close 
to the water surface.

The Han were sitting ducks. Flame-throw-
ing archers emerged from the shoreline and 
ambushed the Chinese fleet.

No one knows exactly how large these an-
cient forces were that clashed on the Bach 
Dang River, but estimates range from 50,000 
on the Chinese side to 500,000. The Han forc-
es lost half their army and navy that day and 
retreated to Halong Bay.

This was the great battle that won Viet-
namese independence from more than 1,000 
years of Chinese rule.

The Vietnamese would use this very same 
tactic 350 years later in 1288 when the Mon-
gol Empire, led by Kublai Khan, tried to con-
quer the Dai Viet (Great Viet), the Vietnamese 
empire established after independence. Once 
again, the enemy sailed up the Bach Dang 
River, and once again, the Vietnamese un-

veiled a masterpiece of guerilla tactics, saving the Dai Viet from 
Chinese conquest.

Such sanguinary stuff was far from our minds as our travel 
group cruised Halong Bay. We looked for monkeys on the is-
lands, waved at vendors and fishermen on the water, and spot-
ted two karsts that, from the right angle, looked like kissing 
chickens.
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Close-up of John McCain 
monument in Hanoi

B-52 Lake

Kissing Chickens
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Day 4 Hue: Our attention turned once again to war in Hue, 
which burst into the American consciousness like a flash gre-
nade on January 30, 1968, the first day of the Tet Offensive.

Violating the truce for the Lunar New Year holiday—Tet, in 
Vietnamese–the Viet Cong (VC) and North Vietnamese Army 
(NVA) launched a massive coordinated attack across all of South 
Vietnam, hitting every town, city, and military installation in the 
country. At least 84,000 enemy insurgents 
and soldiers participated in the uprising. Some 
US-supported strongholds fell, others almost 
so. Americans back home watched television 
with horror as VC “sappers” penetrated the 
outer courtyard of the US Embassy in Saigon.

But, while the news media and even the US 
military focused on securing Saigon, the real 
story was unfolding further north in Hue.

The VC and NVA concentrated one of its 
largest forces on Hue, a city of learning and 
worship that had been spared fighting since 
the beginning of the war. In fact, it was some-
thing of an Open City, where both sides re-
spected the spiritual and intellectual inde-
pendence of the residents and thus avoided 
drawing them into battle.

That changed on Tet. Thousands of enemy 
fighters, who had infiltrated days before, rose up 
and slaughtered anyone who opposed them. 
They did so on both sides of the Perfume Riv-
er, which split Hue into the old walled citadel 
to the north and the new modern university 
city to the south.

Within hours, Hue was occupied, and the 
flag of the VC, the National Liberation Front, 
flew over the citadel’s massive flag tower.

It would take over three weeks, thousands 
of buildings flattened, and an unknown num-
ber killed before Hue was back in South Viet-
namese and American hands again. The Battle 
of Hue City, 1968, was the largest of the Viet-
nam War.

We walked the battleground, which is the 
city itself, and saw some ghostly remains: an 
old air field control tower, the blasted brick of 
the citadel walls, and the Truong Tien Bridge, 
damaged during the battle and not repaired 
until the 1990s.

But the most fascinating residuals of the ca-
tastrophe of Hue are the improvised shrines, 
easy to overlook, that perched on stone walls, 
metal utility boxes, even at the bases of trees 
everywhere.

Sometimes they’re elaborate, with kum-
quats, cigarettes, and cans of Coca-Cola laid 
as offerings. Most often, they’re just incense, 
carefully placed in a cup or vase and lit as an 
offering to those who died on these streets.

Incense burning is universal and reflexive in 
Vietnam. People do it any time, any place, but 
mostly in the morning in front of their homes. 
“With a sincere heart, I offer this stick of in-
cense,” is the incantation as the long red stick is lit and a prayer 
is said.

Americans call them ghosts, but the Vietnamese refer to 
them as spirits, and they’re everywhere. When people die, they 
slip this veil and live beyond sight or sound, but they’re often 
felt, and they’re never far away.

Especially present are spirits of people who were ripped from 

life suddenly, violently, and without preparation for the after-
life. These unquiet dead need to be appeased, and they need 
to stayed connected with us. And the Vietnamese don’t make 
distinctions between enemy and friendly dead. The Americans 
who died in Hue during Tet–they are also honored.

We gathered after our tour at the well-known DMZ Bar, just 
a block from our hotel. Opened in 1994, the year the US and 

Vietnam normalized relations, the DMZ at-
tracts foreigners but also some locals who 
enjoy the DMV relief map on the ceiling and 
colorful cocktails and the ever-present Huda 
Beer. Huda is the favorite beverage here in the 
Hue-Danang corridor, and its name reflects 
the connection to both cities.

After Happy Hour, we enjoyed an unusual-
ly elegant dinner, supposedly inspired by the 
royal heritage of Hue as the seat of the Nguy-
en dynasty. The food presented as whimsical 
works of art. Some judged it the best food 
we’ve eaten so far.

Day 5 DMZ: The Demilitarized Zone–the 
DMZ–stretched across the narrow waist of 
Vietnam, 30 km north of Hue City, cutting the 
country into two states along the 17th Parallel, 
much as the DMZ at the 38th Parallel does to-
day in Korea.

It was never intended to be a national bor-
der. The Geneva Accords of 1954, which ended 
the First Indochina War between France and 
Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh forces, called for two 
“temporary re-groupment zones.” Like boxers 
going to their corners, the Viet Minh estab-
lished the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in 
the North while the anti-Communists forged 
a new state in the South, eventually called the 
Republic of Vietnam.

The Accords scheduled national reunifi-
cation elections in the summer of 1956. They 
never happened. The US-backed President of 
South Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem, made sure 
of that. So, in 1960, Communist insurgents 
and others in the South created the National 

Liberation Front, which Diem derided as “Viet 
Cong”–slang for “Vietnamese Communists.” 
They launched a war to overthrow the Diem 

government and begin some kind of reunifi-
cation with the North.

The final collapse of the Saigon govern-
ment on April 30, 1975, erased the DMZ and 
prompted the creation of a new state, the So-
cialist Republic of Vietnam, which remains the 
government today.

The Hien Luong Bridge is the most prom-
inent icon of the former DMZ. It was blown 
up by the US in an attempt to stem cross-
ings from the North. After reunification, the 
Vietnamese rebuilt it as a Bailey Bridge. We 
walked across, North to South, and took some 
fun pictures.

On our drive back south, we slowed down 
to check out the former site of Camp Evans, 

created in 1966 by the 3rd Battalion, 26th Marines, and taken 
over later by elements of the 1st Cavalry Division and the 101st 
Airborne Division.

The brother of Kathy Jo Wells, one of our travelers, served at 
Camp Evans for one hard year with the 1st Cav. He was a loving 
and dutiful brother, but that year changed him. He died trag-
ically soon after returning home, and the family never healed 
from the loss.

The old air field control tower in 
Hue citadel

The “three amigas”--Debbie Bus-
singer, Peg Deibel, and Kathy Jo 
Wells--straddle the 17th Parallel 

on the Hien Luong Bridge

Kathy Jo reflects on her brother’s 
service as we pass Camp Evans
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You can’t stop at the site, and you can’t take photos because 
it’s now occupied by the People’s Army of Vietnam. But we 
slowed down enough for our traveler to look at the place where 
a large piece of her brother was left behind.

Day 6 Khe Sanh: Back in the 1980s, Mt. Lebanon High School, 
south of Pittsburgh, had a great mound of landfill in the rear we 
called “The Rockpile.”

It was flattened on top into a rectangle and used as a practice 
field. During track season, discus, shotput, 
and javelin throwers did their thing up there.

One day, during practice, a classmate with 
older brothers tapped me with back of his 
hand and pointed up at the throwers.

“The Rockpile was named after a place in 
Vietnam,” he said. “My brother told me that.”

The reference was lost on my 15-year-old 
self in the 1980s, but in the 1960s, when the 
stadium was built and the landfill mound cre-
ated, everyone would have understood it.

The Rockpile entered the nation’s vocabu-
lary in the fall of 1966, when news outlets be-
gan reporting on the extraordinary battle be-
tween the Marines and the NVA for this lone 
Gibraltar of the jungle just 10 miles south of 
the DMZ.

Rising almost 800 feet straight up from the 
rainforest floor, it was a limestone karst, like 
those in Halong Bay. But this one was posi-
tioned perfectly for reconnaissance. From the 
peak, you could see five river valleys, as well 
as the East Vietnam Sea, Laos, and into North 
Vietnam.

The Marines fought ferociously in July 1966 
for this perch, then, when the perimeter was 
secure, established Camp Elliott there.

Atop The Rockpile sat electronic surveil-
lance equipment and a small crew. The peak 
measured 40 feet by 17 feet at its widest. It 
had to be supplied by helicopter, which could 
only hover, not land, when the weather was 
clear enough.

Time magazine ran an article about The 
Rockpile in the fall 1966. Life also published 
photos. The extreme, even freakish conditions 
of life atop The Rockpile left an impression on 
readers.

They also made their mark on those who 
served near the DMZ along the Route 9 cor-
ridor, which ran and still runs from Dong Ha 
in the east to the Laotian border in the west. 
For these servicemembers, The Rockpile was 
a towering landmark, instantly recognizable 
and useful for orienting yourself on the valley 
floor.

We stopped on Route 9 at The Rockpile to 
take photos and talk about the effort made and the lives lost in 
its conquest and defense.

The tiny village of Khe Sanh is only a 15 miles south west of 
The Rockpile. It sits at the base of another promontory, where 
the Marine Corps occupied and enlarged a combat base in 1966.

Three-miles square and almost 2,000 feet above sea level, the 
Marine base at Khe Sanh occupied a less strategic location than 
The Rockpile. But it could accommodate more troops. Most his-
torians now believe the 6,000 Marines placed at Khe Sanh were 
there as bait.

The head of the US Military Assistance Command Vietnam 
(MACV), General William Westmoreland, figured the NVA would 
not resist the opportunity to lay siege to so many Marines, so 
isolated and so far from reliable resupply.

He was right.

The NVA staged three divisions around the plateau–22,000 
men–and attacked on January 21, 1968. For the next 77 days, 
they rocketed the combat base while trying to infiltrate from 

the surrounding jungle forests.

The NVA cut Route 9. All resupply had to be 
done by air.

Life inside the Khe Sanh perimeter descend-
ed into World War I-like conditions. Trenches 
and sandbags shielded Marines from some of 
the rockets, but supplies on the plateau ran 
low. Wounded Marines died from blood loss 
before they could be evacuated. Water had to 
be rationed.

Meanwhile, the US diverted air power to 
Khe Sanh to bomb enemy positions. Over 
100,000 tons of bombs were dropped by 
American aircraft and 158,000 artillery rounds 
fired in defense of the base.

In April, the NVA seemed mostly to vanish. 
In July, the Marines evacuated the area. Both 
sides claimed victory.

Touring Khe Sanh is always a highlight, 
though its impact is subtle and dependent, 
in some ways, on the knowledge of what un-
folded here in 1968. One of our travelers said 
it was like visiting Flanders Fields in Belgium 
and France. Looking at the beautiful scen-
ery, you’d never guess what happened there 
unless you knew the names Ypres and Pass-
chendaele.

At Khe Sanh, the trenches are gone, and so 
are the sandbags. But the Vietnamese have 
carted up abandoned US military vehicles and 
equipment, including a C-130, for display.

In truth, the former Khe Sanh Combat Base 
is a serene oasis of tropical rainforest, flanked 
by coffee fields and speckled with roaming 
chickens.

One of the delights of visiting Khe Sanh is 
the journey there and back. Laos is a stone’s 
throw away, and up in the mountains the 
dominant ethnic group is the Bru people, not 
the Vietnamese. Their wooden stilt homes 
stand out, as does their affinity for Americans.

As we rode up to tour a portion of the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail, this Bru farmer escorting his 
water buffalo signaled to us. I’m grateful to 
Valerie Brendel for catching this photo.

Day 7 Danang: A quick poll of our travelers at 
the end of Day 7 was almost unanimous: they 

wanted more time in Danang.

I don’t blame them. If I had to choose one place to live in Viet-
nam, it would be Danang. It’s considered Vietnam’s cleanest and 
most livable city.

It’s also thriving. Centered at the halfway mark on Vietnam’s 
coastline, Danang has an extraordinarily diverse economy that 
includes colleges and universities, tourism, a bustling seaport, 
textile manufacturing, and high tech production and software 
engineering.

The Rockpile

Danang, Vietnam

A Bru Montagnard farmer shows 
his love
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But it also has 20 miles of sandy beach and somehow couples 
all its vibrant economic activity with a relaxed vacation-town 
vibe. It’s like South Florida with a dash of Myrtle Beach and San 
Jose.

During the Vietnam War, Danang was a small city that only 
boomed because of the overwhelming American presence 
there, anchored by the massive US air base. Danang was the 
main welcome center for American servicemembers arriving 
in-country for their tour of duty. They also came to Danang for 
R&R to enjoy the famous China Beach.

We did the same, standing on the exact 
stretch of beach that served as the R&R Cen-
ter. It’s beauty is breathtaking.

Four of our veterans spent time in Danang, 
and two were stationed here. Terry Choate 
was a Navy Corpsman assigned to the Ma-
rines in Danang. He patrolled from the base 
of Marble Mountain across from the Marble 
Mountain Air Station.

Nick Edinger served with the 1st Logistical 
Command right next to the R&R Center on 
China Beach. I took a quick selfie with Nick on 
the beach where he played volleyball almost 
daily–yes, Nick had good duty, which 101st 
Airborne veteran Bob Anckaitis never lets him 
forget.

Each was thrilled to see the place again, 
military buildings all replaced with resorts, 
hotels, restaurants, and stores.

We made two special stops along the way. 
You can call them photo opportunities, but 
they were more than that.

The first was to the Phu Bai Internation-
al Airport, built by Navy Seabees as Phu Bai 
Combat Base back in the 1960s. It was taken 
over by the NVA in 1975 and today serves as 
one of Vietnam’s smaller but busy airports.

In 1970-1971, Vietnam veteran Rich Doerr 
was Officer-in-Charge (OIC) of the Phu Bai 
Signals Support Detachment, which served 
the 101st Airborne Division. It was here, with 
just a couple months left on his tour of duty, 
that he opened a package from his wife, played 
the cassette tape enclosed, and heard the 
crying voice of his one-month old baby for the 
first time.

We stopped to take a quick photo of Rich 
before a police officer asked us to move along.

The next stop was on a more remote moun-
tain road in the hills near Phu Bai. We were 
searching for the location of Fire Support Base 
(FSB) Tomahawk, where Bob Anckaitis served. 
Most FSBs were so remote, you can’t get to 
their coordinates easily today. Tomahawk was 
perhaps the only FSB supplied by road.

We found the location and snapped a photo 
of Bob at the entrance to the base, which is 
now re-enveloped by nature.

Our travelers would agree that the highlight 
by far of our trip to Danang was dinner at Bamboo Bob’s Cafe, 
where we were met by our host, Rob Carscadden, the one and 
only Bamboo Bob himself.

Bamboo Bob Coffee is a company with a powerful social mis-
sion and vision. It supports only family farms and Direct Trade, 
eliminating middlemen and allowing money to go directly to 
support community programs in Vietnam and the farmers and 
families that grow the coffee. It’s the product of Rob’s extraor-

dinary business acumen and love of Vietnam, which is now calls 
home. Watching him interact with our group and honor our vet-
erans was moving, and the American-style pizza and cheese-
burgers he served were welcome and abundant.

I’d known Rob for over three years, but this was the first time 
I met him in-person. He’s a charismatic but gentle force, orches-
trating a busy restaurant while connecting with everyone there. 
A whirlwind of fascinating people buzzed through the cafe on 
their motorbikes.

Take Amira, for example. She’s opening the 
first Soul Food restaurant in Danang, if not 
Vietnam. She’s 28-years-old and from Pitts-
burgh’s North Side. Army veteran Ray Bren-
del, also from the North Side, posed for a pho-
to with her.

Day 8 Saigon: Officially, it’s Ho Chi Minh City. 
But no one calls it that. For residents and most 
Americans, it remains Saigon, the former cap-
ital of the defunct Republic of Vietnam and, 
today, the dynamo powering Vietnam’s tiger 
economy.

We landed at Tan Son Nhut International 
Airport–another one of those American-de-
veloped properties since reclaimed by Viet-
nam–and felt the blast of heat when we de-
planed.

After lunch it was off to the former Presi-
dential (now, “Independence”) Palace, the 
seat of South Vietnam’s government and 
home to President Nguyen Van Thieu during 
the Vietnam War.

It’s an elegant and graceful building, beau-
tiful but not grandiose. The palace is modern-
ist architecture as its best, balancing East and 
West, indoor and outdoor, horizontal and ver-
tical. It’s not anything like the Baroque French 
buildings that had served the imperial court 
with ostentation.

And yet, it says something of the Com-
munist Party’s spartan taste and Vietnam’s 
austere past, that the government treats the 

palace like some kind of exposé of South Viet-
namese autocratic decadence. Casting the 

beautiful Independence Palace as akin to one 
of Saddam Hussein’s golden-walled follies is 
misleading. The building in Saigon is not ex-
cessive, but a worthy home for an aspiring 
state.

My favorite part of the palace is the base-
ment bunker, where everything is as it was 
on April 30, 1975, when an NVA tank crashed 
through the palace’s front gate and ended the 
Vietnam War for good.

By that time, Vietnam’s President Nguyen 
Van Thieu had fled to Taiwan with 30 tons of 
luggage, handing the office over eventually to 
former ARVN General Duong Van “Big” Minh.

Minh reportedly greeted his conquerors by 
saying, “We have been waiting for you so that 
we could turn over the government.”

The ranking NVA officer replied, “You cannot give up what you 
do not have.”

You can almost feel the terror and confusion in the sweltering 
war rooms as the NVA moved ever-closer to Saigon in mid-April. 
Stacks of American radios and other communication equipment 
line the walls, as do telephones and large maps of South Viet-
nam.

Bob Anckaitis at FSB Tomahawk

Amira, a young American entre-
preneur in Danang, Vietnam with 

veteran Ray Brendel

Rich Doerr at Phu Bai
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After Independence Palace came the War Remnants Museum. 
The museum was founded almost immediately after the Fall of 
Saigon in 1975 in the building that had housed the US Informa-

tion Agency. Its original 
name says a lot: “Exhibi-
tion House of American 
and Puppet State War 
Crimes.”

It’s a museum of war 
crimes. It’s ghastly and 
gruesome, humanity at 
its worst on three floors, 
two rooms per floor.

I lingered outside 
among the courtyard col-
lection of US guns, planes, 
helicopters, tanks, and 
bombs–the best assem-
blage I’ve seen. Traveler 
Andy Glaid and Vietnam 

veteran Jerry Augustine instructed me in the differences be-
tween the M41 and M48 tanks and the comparative virtues of 
the 155mm and 105mm howitzers.

Most arresting is the bomb display, anchored by a giant bar-
rel-shaped shell–the BLU-82. At 15,000 pounds, it remains one 
of the largest conventional bombs in the world. It was devel-
oped for the Vietnam War and first used there in 1970.

At the War Remnants Museum, the signage correctly iden-
tifies the weapon and details its destructive capacity. What it 
doesn’t mention is that the BLU-82–nicknamed the “Daisy Cut-
ter”–was used primarily to clear landing zones and fire support 
bases. Dropped from C-130s by parachute, they were designed 
to explode outward three-feet above the ground so as not to 
create a crater. They could be, and occasionally were used as 
anti-personnel weapons during the Vietnam War, but that 
wasn’t their primary purpose.

That kind of nuance is absent at the War Remnants Museum, 
whose purpose is to show how the United States harnessed its 
technological abundance to devastate a country and its people. 
Anything that might seem like exculpatory evidence is exclud-
ed. Also absent is any reference to the US-backed South Viet-
namese government as an independent or autonomous entity. 
It is simply the “puppet.”

In other words, there’s a lot about the US war effort in Vietnam 
left out. And there’s no explanation about why the US fought the 
war to begin with.

Visitors are instructed to start at the top and work their way 
down so they can ease into the trauma. The top floor exhibits 
are “Historical Truths,” a broad overview from French coloniza-
tion through the American War, and the expertly-crafted “Re-
quiem,” about photographers killed in Vietnam. The next floor 
down focuses on the work of two Japanese photographers, Ishi-
kawa Bunyo and  Goro Nakamura, who captured some of the 
American War’s destruction.

The gut punch comes the next floor down with two exhibition 
rooms labeled “War Crimes” and “Agent Orange Aftermath.”

“War Crimes” tells stories of atrocities mainly through grue-
some photographs of charred bodies and severed body parts, 
some being held up by American service members as trophies. 
There are descriptions of flame-throwers and cluster munitions, 
mines and napalm.

The “War Crimes” exhibit contains many small arms, including 
the M60 machine gun, which Jerry Augustine used in Vietnam. I 
preferred chatting with Jerry about the artifacts to gazing at the 
horrific war photos on display.

One alcove is devoted to the infamous Thanh Phong Raid led 
by Navy SEAL and former US Senator Bob Kerrey. Kerrey’s ac-
count differs from those of other witnesses, but everyone ac-

knowledges that up to 20 non-combatants, including women 
and children, were shot and stabbed to death by Kerrey’s SEAL 
team in the remote Mekong Delta village. 

The My Lai Massacre also gets ample treatment, as it should. 
The museum makes lavish use of Ron Haeberle’s infamous pho-
tos of the March 16, 1968 event, when as many as 504 non-com-
batants were meticulously executed (and several raped) by two 
infantry companies of the Americal Division.

As if these atrocities weren’t enough, across a courtyard is a 
graphic menagerie of human deformities caused by Agent Or-
ange, the herbicide used by US forces to defoliate suspected 
enemy hiding places, rice paddies, and infiltration routes.

The dioxin in Agent Orange continues to afflict those ex-
posed to it, including US service members. More controversial 
is whether and how dioxin damage can be inherited. Scientists 
haven’t been able to confirm that dioxin alters DNA of those ex-
posed in ways that can affect the genetic material passed to 
their children and grandchildren.

But the War Remnants Museum expresses no doubt: Agent 
Orange continues to impair those born in Vietnam.

Photos of grotesque disfigurements and disabilities litter the 
Agent Orange exhibit. There’s also two large jars containing still-
born fetuses in formaldehyde, one having two heads.

One of our travelers said she broke down and cried in that 
room. She wasn’t the only one to shed tears.

Museum visitors end up staggering through “War Crimes” and 
“Agent Orange Aftermath” as if in a daze. Most of the tourists 
there are European, and it’s hard, as an American, not to feel 
their glances as slightly accusatory.

The unstated founding purpose of the War Remnants Muse-
um is to justify Vietnam’s one-party Communist rule.

“This is why we fought the war,” the exhibits seem to say, “and 
why Vietnam needs us for protection.”

With Vietnam’s economy prospering and living standards ris-
ing, the Communist Party relies less on the War Remnants Mu-
seum’s story of the Vietnam War to justify its rule. Perhaps the 
day will come when the museum will smooth the jagged edges 
of its Chambers of Horrors and present less shocking displays.

Day 9 Mekong Delta: We often say there was no one Vietnam 
War. There were many.

A unique version of the war was fought in the Mekong Delta, 
today’s destination.

The Mekong Delta juts out from the southern end of Vietnam’s 
curvilinear land form. It’s an anomalous part of the country, a 
one-of-a-kind ecosystem, 50-feet, on average, below sea level, 
and crisscrossed by thousands of canals and streams. The rest is 
largely mangrove, swamp, and marsh. During the rainy season, 
70% of its land is covered by water.

Yet, this seemingly uninhabitable terrain is home to 20% of 
Vietnam’s population. It’s also the agricultural powerhouse that 
has fed the country for generations.

The rice grown in the Delta accounts for 10% of all rice shipped 
globally. It’s also home to Vietnam’s largest fisheries, much of its 
coconut, and a lot of its commercial fruit production.

Our first stop was the old provincial capital of My Tho, 70km 
southwest of Ho Chi Minh City on National Route 1. From there 
we boarded a boat and chugged downstream—at least, I think it 
was downstream—to Ben Tre, Vietnam’s coconut-growing cap-
ital.

A local resident named “Cute”—that’s what it sounded like to 
us—described life in the Delta and also showed us how the Del-
ta’s “coconut candy”—a sticky, taffy-like confection—is made.

We then boarded sampans—large canoes—while a boat pilot 
steered us down impossibly narrow canals.

Independence Palace in Saigon, 
home of the old South Vietnam-

ese government
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Buried deep within the Delta, sheltered above by arching 
palm-like foliage and dense vegetation on either side, you get a 
sense of how impossible it would be to fight a war here.

In the 1960s, there were at least 30,000 Viet Cong insurgents 
living in the Delta. The only way you could find them is if they at-
tacked you. No wonder why some of the US’s most imaginative 
tactical innovations—like the joint Army-Navy Mobile Riverine 
Force—happened right here, to fight guerillas 
in the Delta.

The Mekong Delta faces imminent peril. By 
the end of the century, this whole jutted land-
scape could be gone, drowned by the ocean, 
which wages war daily on the Delta.

The only thing that has saved the region 
from disappearing under water is the 150 mil-
lion metric tons of sediment deposited from 
upstream each year. To stay above water, the 
Mekong Delta must keep adding sediment in 
a desperate race against ocean tides.

The fundamental problem is that the Me-
kong River begins 3,000 miles away on the 
Tibetan Plateau. The river snakes through five 
countries—China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, 
and Cambodia—before emptying out in Viet-
nam.

That means Vietnam is last in line. China 
has pinched the fresh water flow over the 
past two decades by building 10 massive hy-
droelectric dams on the Mekong River. These 
dams also create reservoirs that trap the sed-
iment that the Delta depends on for survival.

With less fresh water and alluvial soil wash-
ing downstream, the Mekong Delta is sinking 
under the salty East Vietnam Sea (South China 
Sea).

Making matters worse are the Vietnamese 
themselves, who harvest the Delta’s sediment 
for sand used to make concrete.

If you care to see one of the great and most 
diverse ecosystems in the world, you should 
probably do so soon before Vietnam’s agricul-
tural powerhouse disappears forever.

Day 10 Cu Chi: Today, we head to enemy 
country, 35 miles northwest of Saigon to a place 
once known as the “Iron Triangle.”

Before 1966, this was the capital of South 
Vietnam’s Viet Cong insurgency.

The Viet Cong weren’t just present here. 
They ran the place. They were the village 
leaders, staffed the schools, and collected the 
taxes. Much of the early American war effort 
in Vietnam focused on eradicating the Iron 
Triangle.

Our stop was Cu Chi Tunnel Ben Duoc, a 
tourist destination with much the same per-
spective as the Ho Chi Minh Trail Museum in 
Hanoi. Visitors get to marvel at the ingenuity 
and determination of the Viet Cong, with some 
sadistic-looking booby trap displays thrown in.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail, in fact, emptied west of 
Cu Chi, putting the region at a strategic cross-
roads where vast amounts of weaponry were 
stored and distributed.

In an attempt to take control of the region, the US built one 
of its largest bases in Cu Chi to house the 25th Infantry Divi-
sion. Sabotage and theft became an immediate problem on the 

base, even though there was no evidence of the perimeter be-
ing breached.

The Cu Chi Base Camp had been erected on top of an enemy 
tunnel system so extensive that its complete mapping was un-
known even to most Viet Cong.

The Cu Chi Tunnels stretched over 250 miles from the west-
ern outskirts of Saigon to the Cambodia border. The tunnels had 

bunkrooms, hospital rooms, kitchens, and 
even a few classrooms. And there were es-
cape hatches and trap doors everywhere.

The soil of Cu Chi is unique, allowing easy 
digging by hand but hardening when exposed 
to air.  It was also permeable enough to al-
low a bit of oxygen to pass through, meaning 
you could live underground with a minimal 
amount of ventilation.

Countering the tunnels were so-called 
“Tunnel Rats,” GIs who entered deep holes 
with a knife, a .45, and a flashlight. Once in-
side, the soldiers dodged booby traps, scorpi-
ons, snakes, and, of course, enemy guerrillas.

Greeting visitors at Ben Duoc is an eerie 
“Planet of the Apes”-type tableau of wrecked 
American guns and vehicles, including Ar-
mored Personnel Carriers, a tank, and a C-130 
with tall trees grown around it.

Our guides—dressed like Viet Cong gue-
rillas–then led us down a trail. You could see 
immediately see how hard the soil gets when 
compacted. You also see leftover B-52 bomb 
craters, reminding you that this part of the 
country was absolutely bulldozed—literally—
in order to make the region uninhabitable for 
the Viet Cong.

We were led to a thatched pavilion housing 
a light-up map showing the tunnel network 
and a diorama looking like a human ant farm 
that depicted the rooms and levels within the 
tunnel system. Also shown were the dead-
ends, escape routes, and zigzags added to 
confound American Tunnel Rats.

There are a few tunnels accessible to tour-
ists. They’ve been widened to accommodate 
American-sized bodies. Several of us crawled 
through. We each emerged shaking our heads 
wondering how anyone could live under-
ground like that.

Along the way were displays of diabolical 
booby traps, including the infamous bamboo 
“punji sticks,” and mines made from re-pur-
posed unexploded America ordnance.

The trail then took us to a relaxing jungle 
spot where our Viet Cong guides served us 
pandan tea and cassava.

We started back from Cu Chi and passed 
through some old rubber plantations where 

rubber was still being harvested. I thought of 
some of our veterans, like Ron Worstell, who 
fought in rubber tree farms like this. For ev-
ery tree damaged, he told me, the US Army 
had to pay the Michelin company $1,000.

How do you fight a war like that?

Day 11 Saigon: Our last full day in Vietnam was a free one. 
Since our hotel was located in District 1—the very heart of the 
city—there were many options for spending the day within a few 
blocks. CONTINUED P. 29

One of our guides, dressed as a 
Viet Cong, demonstrates a hid-
ing place in the tunnel system.

“Cute” speaking on board our 
boat. Note her khăn rằn around 
her neck. It’s a checkered black-

and-white scarf distinct to 
the Mekong Delta. During the 

Vietnam War, Viet Cong guerril-
las adopted it as their signature 
garment. So did the infamous 

Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.

Part of the strange display greet-
ing visitors to the Cu Chi Tunnel 
Ben Duoc is an inexplicable faux 

tire clock reading 11:15.



I’m a brat. 

My father was a retired, career-military lieutenant colonel in 
the US Air Force. He served in World War II as a fighter pilot, exit-

ed after the war, but returned to the 
military after the Korean War and 
the birth of his first two children. He 
remained in the Air Force for twen-
ty-four years and raised four “brats” 
while serving. 

Years have passed, maybe de-
cades, since I thought about being 
a military brat. 

Recently, I canvassed other so-
called “brats” to learn about their ex-
periences and compare them with 
my own. Although the eleven of us 
hail from different military branches 
and formative years that span the 
1950s to the 1980s, we have much in 
common.  

When brats are asked the seem-
ingly simple question, “Where are 

you from?” we answer with a version of, “Well, ah,” followed by 
a long pause. 

In my case, I say, “Well, ah, [pause] I was born in California.” 

Before the asking party has a moment to think I have any 
lasting association with The Golden State, I continue, saying. 
“But I only lived there nine months.” If their quizzical look per-
sists, I add, “I was a military brat.” That seems to suffice, but pi-
geon-holes me.

So, what makes a brat a brat?

#1 We Have No “Roots” 

Everyone I spoke with agreed they grew up with a sense of 
being “different.” At some point, we realized that not being from 
the town we were in at the time was a large part of that differ-
ence. As Jim Roberts remembered, everyone in the small town 
in West Virginia where he lived knew everyone else. “When my 
grandmother looked at someone,” he said, “she could see their 
entire family tree.” Jim left me with the vivid image of his grand-
mother looking at me or any one of us with a very puzzled ex-
pression.

#2 We Can Pick Up and Move at a Moment’s Notice 

But not being from “there” also meant the tiny roots we spread 
were easily uprooted and replanted, for some of us every couple 
of years.

As we settled into a new home—wherever the military decided 
to send us—we knew that home, too, was temporary. We were 
“there” until the day our parents said we were leaving. Then, the 
movers came, packed up our belongings, placed them into a gi-
ant Allied Moving Van, and drove away. The family filed into our 
station wagon and set off with games of “I Spy” and a route map 
to the first in a series of orange-roofed Howard Johnson motels. 
Later, when my father took an assignment in Europe, we had the 
privilege of crossing the Atlantic in first class on an Italian ocean 
liner. For four years, we had maids, a cook, and a gardener. But 
my parents kept us grounded, and we did not come away with 
a sense of entitlement.

#3 We Make Friends Quickly 

But moving often meant we had known no one for more than 
a year or two. With each move, we had to make friends quickly, 

which wasn’t as simple as it sounds for everyone. 

Debbie Morris remembers, “We were always the new kid in 
class and dressed and looked different—having adopted what-
ever the customs were from 
where we had moved. We 
had difficulties fitting in with 
the established cliques.” 

When I met my college 
roommate, I remember 
thinking, “She’ll be my new 
best friend.” Soon, however, 
I learned I was just her room-
mate. Her true best friend 
was back in Houston, where 
she was born and grew up. 

As a consequence, we 
were our own best friends, 
which may have made some 
of us more introverted and others more outgoing. But when we 
did make friends, it was with a genuine desire for camaraderie 
no matter how long it lasted. Having spent much of his child-
hood with other brats, Bernie Lee added a slightly different per-
spective. “We grew to trust our [brat] friends,” he says, “and had 
each other’s back.”

#4 We Mind Our Elders 

Maybe our childhood friends had met a military brat or two 
and found them to have an attitude. 

Maybe that child was ill-mannered, immature, spoiled. But 
us? No. 

We didn’t live in a household like Ben Meecham’s in The Great 
Santini, but we knew the answer to an adult’s question was, 
“Yes, Sir,” or “No, Ma’am.” And we knew not to ask “Why,” or 
plead, “But . . .” No meant No. Period. Riley Gazzaway recalled, 
“You got up when you were supposed to get up, you ate when 
you were supposed to eat, did your chores to the best of your 
ability, and you never questioned your mother.” 

#5 We Embrace Differences

Difficulties aside, be-
ing raised in a military 
family had its upsides. 
One was the opportunity 
to live in different plac-
es. We were exposed to 
other cultures with their 
own ways of living and 
thinking—whether state-
side or abroad. 

At home, race played 
a much subtler role in 
our lives than it did in 
the civilian world. 

Bernie Lee, who is 
Black, says his father left the military for a short period, but could 
not find a comparable position as a civilian and so returned to 
the service. Bernie attended both integrated and segregated 
schools and lived mostly in diverse communities, once in a four-
plex with Irish, Italian and Hispanic neighbors.
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by Rona Simmons

Morris with fatherSimmons aboard Italian 
ocean liner with father

7 WAYS MILITARY BRATS 
ARE DIFFERENT

Lee, Bernard Sr. in the Army



Jim, who spent much time as a child on military bases, says 
he never knew there was such a thing as race. Then, when his 
family moved to a new town, he noticed signs above public wa-
ter fountains designating them for use by race. It flew in the face 
of everything he’d been taught or experienced. “On or off base, 
everywhere we went, everyone had been the same.” 

Regardless of our environment, we learned the similarities be-
tween people we met and respected the differences. Given the 
opportunity we embraced foreign customs and learned a for-
eign language. Living abroad gave us a better sense of what was 
going on in the world. That awareness stayed with us into adult-
hood and made us more informed, curious, and well-rounded 
than most people we meet.

#6 We Miss Our Fathers and Are in Awe of Our Mothers

Growing up in an era without a major shooting war, I was for-
tunate to move with my family when my father was reassigned, 
even overseas. He was never absent from home. 

Others, like Steve Arnold, weren’t so fortunate. His father was 
often at sea and so he missed out on many father-son activities.. 

“Five hundred men might be 
away at a time, so everyone 
on base was in the same sit-
uation. With five hundred 
wives left behind, the Navy 
mothers had a large support 
group around them.” 

Still, Steve never ques-
tioned the military family 
life and never thought of his 
father’s absence as a hard-
ship. He wrote to his father 
and received letters and 
photos in return. What could 
be more fun for a child, af-
ter all, than to welcome your 
father home, his arms full of 
gifts from faraway places?

One of my aha moments 
from these conversations 
was realizing how important 
my mother was to our up-

bringing. Our mothers had to fill both parents’ shoes. They had 
to handle the household finances and take charge of getting 
children to school, to doctors, and to extracurricular events, like 
today’s “soccer moms,” but on steroids. 

For example, Alec Fraser’s mother found herself faced with 
taking him and his sister to Europe on her own. With one young 
child in each hand, she traveled to New York, crossed the Atlan-
tic, arrived in Germany, and somehow found the right train to 
their destination.  

Mothers also had to meet the service’s often unspoken but 
none-the-less significant expectations for military wives. They 
had to participate in the women’s club or officers’ wives’ club, 
entertain, and be capable of welcoming a corporal, colonel, or 
general into their home. 

Most of all, they had to maintain discipline at home when 
their husbands were away. Sue New’s mother filled that role 
without blinking, but had to take charge permanently after Sue’s 
father was killed in action in Vietnam. “She was a good discipli-
narian,” Sue says. One life lesson Sue learned from her was, “If 
you did something, you did it the right way. If you didn’t, you 
did it again.” 

Note: Those I interviewed grew up before mothers became 
the career-military parent and endured long periods separated 
from their families. I leave it to the next generation of brats to 
weigh in on the impact of growing up under a male-led house-
hold. 

#7 We Will Always Be Brats

Growing up military leaves a deep imprint that’s never quite 
erased. We are and will be nimble, respectful, and informed. In a 
sense, we’ll always be military brats. 

Debbie Morris admitted, “I still want to move every three 

years, and I’m a very good packer. But now, I just rearrange the 
furniture.” 

Others observe that we have also tried to share our values—
our love for our country and respect for others—with our chil-
dren. 

Chris Fraser said he 
advised his children to 
do what they do best, 
whether or not they 
joined the military. But, 
if they joined, he said 
(with a chuckle), he ad-
vised them to become 
an officer. “Life’s a lot 
better as an officer.” 

Several of those I 
spoke with followed in 
their father’s footsteps. 
Bill Gibson served and 
had the privilege of be-
ing his father’s pilot on 
four separate occasions, 
three in Korea and one at home in the US. 

Terry Wade said one of the proudest moments of his life was 
being sworn into the Coast Guard by his father. 

In turn, both Bill and Terry passed on their fond memories and 
pride in service to their children. Bill’s son joined the military 

and served as a JAG officer. 
Terry’s daughter served five 
years in the Navy, and his 
son eight in the Army. 

Today, the phrase “mil-
itary brat” is on the outs, 
nudged aside by the more 
respectful “military family” 
and “military children.” And 
today’s military brats seem 
to have more support than 
we ever had: social media 
groups, a museum (military-
familymuseum.org), and a 
whole month of the year 
(April) dedicated to them. 

For me, the children of 
our military will always be 

different, something they will cherish. Most of all, my fellow 
“brats” will always hold a special place in my heart.

Rona Simmons is author of several books, including Images 
from World War II: The Art of Jack Smith (Cyrilla, 2016), The Oth-
er Veterans of World War II: Stories from Behind the Front Lines 
(Kent State University Press, 2020),  A Gathering of Men (Koe-
hler Books, 2022), and the forthcoming No Average Day: The 24 
Hours of October 24, 1944. She also hosts and manages author 
events and literary festivals in her “home” state of Georgia. She 
can be reached at ronasimmons.com.
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Leo Buchser
Cold War, Army

Bob Buckley
WWII, Army

Ron Gower
Vietnam, Marines

Norm Hogg
Cold War, Coast Guard

Francis Hynds
Cold War, Coast Guard

Bob Lehner
WWII, Army

Bill Lowe
Vietnam, Army

Angus MacDonald
Korea, Army

Gus McDonough
Vietnam, Army

“Tall Joe” Mlanic
Vietnam, Army

Dick Oddi
Cold War, Navy

Robert Pacek
Vietnam, Army

Paul Platek
Cold War, Army

Dan Pultz
Vietnam, Marines

Charles “Dr. Knowledge” 
Reichblum

Cold War, Army

Bill Saslaw
WWII, Air Corps

Al Skorupka
Cold War, Army

Phil Spano
Cold War, Army

Warren Timmons
WWII, Navy

Carl Truss
Vietnam, Marines

Tom Wiley
WWII, Air Corps

Helen Zeppenfeld
Cold War, Navy

TO THOSE WHO 
RECENTLY PASSED, 
WE SALUTE YOU.

F I N A L  S A L U T E

Francis Hynds

Tom Wiley

Carl TrussCarl Truss

the domino theory at 70
On April 7, 1954, President Dwight Eisenhower answered 

a press conference reporter’s question about the impend-
ing defeat of the French at Dien Bien Phu in Indochina with 
the first articulation of what would become known as “The 
Domino Theory.” 

The theory would drive the escalation of the Vietnam War 
over the next two decades.

At the press conference, Ike spoke fewer than 150 words 
on the subject, and his answer included as much about 
Indochina’s tin, tungsten, and rubber as it did the famous 
“falling domino” principle of Communist expansion. But 
the domino image took hold. It offered a vivid mechanical 

framework for under-
standing why the United 
States should care about 
an armed struggle tak-
ing place 9,000 miles 
away from home.

The Domino Theory 
stated simply that Com-
munist victory in one 
country or region would 
spark neighboring re-
gions to rise up against 
pro-American govern-
ments, which would 

lead to more victories 
and further insurgen-
cies. By keeping the 
first domino upright—

in this case Vietnam—the US could prevent Laos, Cambo-
dia, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, and even India from suc-
cumbing to Communist takeovers.

So, was the Domino Theory correct?

Most historians say it wasn’t, citing non-Communist Thai-
land, Malaysia, and Indonesia as proof. If Vietnam was the 
first domino, and it turned fully Communist on April 30, 
1975, shouldn’t its neighbors have turned Red also?

Advocates for the Domino Theory point to neighboring 
Laos and Cambodia, which tipped Communist after the Fall 
of Saigon.

One can point to earlier regime changes around the world 
that suggest the theory has some validity. North Korea fell 
in 1948, then China in 1949. These two countries’ war against 
the US and South Korea inspired the Vietnamese’s struggle 
against the French. The Vietnamese then assisted the Com-
munist Pathet Lao in Laos, and so forth.

President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
(NARA)



the domino theory at 70
There’s only been one study I know of that attempts to analyze 

the Domino Theory over centuries to see how it holds up as a 
predictive index. Two economists (not historians), Peter T. Lee-
son and Andrea M. Dean, reported the results of their research 
in American Journal of Political Science in 2009. I tried to read 
it, but quickly gave up. Any scholarship that explains its method 
this way is far above my pay grade:

In the end, what’s probably most important about the Domi-
no Theory was not its accuracy, but the hold it had over the US 
foreign policy establishment through at least four Presidential 
administrations. The theory might have saved Western Europe 
from Communism by inspiring NATO and the Marshall Plan. It 
also protected Japan, the Philippines, and South Korea from 
Communist takeover. But, the theory’s run of success ended in 
Vietnam.

In retrospect, said McNamara, “we should have begun our 
withdrawal from South Vietnam [in 1965]. There was a high prob-
ability we could have done so on terms no less advantageous 
than those accepted nearly six years later–without any greater 
danger to U.S. national security and at much less human, politi-
cal, and social cost to America and Vietnam.”

It stands to reason that success in one place 
might spur success nearby. Argentinian revolu-
tionary Che Guevara thought as much when he 
foresaw “two, three, many Vietnams” following 
from the success of Ho Chi Minh.

Political activist Noam Chomsky, a fierce oppo-
nent of the Vietnam War and critic of American 
foreign policy, has argued that dominoes do fall 
after successful revolutions because poor people 
in other countries see the results and ask, “why 
not us?” He called it “The Threat of the Good Ex-
ample.”

Perhaps when we ask if the Domino Theory was 
correct or not, we’re really asking if the fight in 
Vietnam was justified in terms of US national secu-
rity. It’s striking that the biggest proponent of the 
Domino Theory during the war, Secretary of De-
fense Robert McNamara, later confessed, “I think 
we were wrong. I do not believe that Vietnam was 
that important to the communists. I don’t believe 
that its loss would have lead – it didn’t lead – to 
Communist control of Asia.”

The problem with using mechanical theories of 
history to guide foreign policy is that we have no 
way to test them ahead of time. History doesn’t 
allow for controls or the isolation of independent 
variables. You can’t subject it to the scientific 
method. Things happen all at once, one time only. 
Then, new things happen in new contexts. Noth-
ing is repeated precisely the same. You can dis-
cern patterns, but only broadly, over time.

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara pointing to 
a map of Vietnam at a press conference in April 1965 

(LoC)
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Gwyn Cready 
Alex Criego 
Ruth Crocker 
Paul Cupp 
Rich Curnow Jr 
Cynthia Daley 
John Daley 
Charles Dallachie 
Bill Davenport 
Edward Davison 
Ted Debiak 
Bruce Decker 
Harry & Margaret Deitzer 
Dennis Del Bianco 
Jon Delano 
Mel DeMars 
Jerry & Amy Dering 
Jerry Dering 
Ray & Karen DeSanto 
Victor DiCarlo 
Carmen Digiacomo 
Paul Dimtroff 
Pete DiNardo 
Disabled Veterans Solutions - The em-
ployees of Disabled Veteran Solutions 
are proud to support the VBC.
Valerie Ann Disora 
Richard Doerr 
Pat Brannigan Doherty 
Raymond Dombrosky 
Dale Leigh Doran 
Joseph Dornbrock 
Joseph Dressel 
Mary Jo Dressel 
Larry Dunn 
Bill Ebitz 
Beverly Eddy 
Nick Edinger 
Nicholas Edinger 
Margaret Elmore 
Ken & Pat Embers 
William English 
Rick Erisman - In memory of WWII 
Veteran Tom Wiley
John Erskine 
David Estes 
Robert Eyer 
Joseph Fabrizio 
Helen Fallon 
Gene & Mary Jo Falsetti 
Robert Fark 
Gary Farole 
Fred Farren 
Harold Faust 
Edward Faust 
Beth Feather 
Federation of War Veterans 
Cliff Fejfar 
Dighton Fiddner 
David Fields 
Michael Finke 
Howard Fisher 
Bob Flaige 
John Fleckenstein 
Robert Fleming 
Stephen Foreman 
Jane Frankel 
Larry Friend 
Amy & Robert Fronduti 
Ann Gaadt - In memory of George S. 
Gaadt
Robert Gaertner 
Joseph Galluze 
Rose Gantner 
Bryan Gardner 
Fran Gargotta 
Michael & Patricia Garritan  
Diane George 
Sharon George 
Kathryn & Rodney Gerhart 
Chris Gibson 

Joan Gill 
JoAnn Glad 
Andrew Glaid 
Mark Gleeson 
Russell Glenz
Larry and Barbara Googins 
Marshall Gordon 
Joe Goritz 
Ron Gorman 
Warren & Mary Goss 
Don Goughler 
Marie Graham 
Kristy Graver - In memory of Jason 
Hunt, who was working to reopen the 
Perrytown Tavern in Ross.
David Graver 
Ralph Greer 
Rosemary Gregg 
Joan Gregory 
John Gregory 
Joan Gregory 
Arthur Gresh 
Christopher Grilli 
Mary Ann Gross 
Joseph Gruden 
James Gunsallus  - In Memory of Nor-
man Hogg
Pierre Haan 
Jen & Drew Haberberger 
Roxanne Hale 
William Hall 
Joseph (Sonny) Hanlon 
Thomas Hanlon 
Walter Hannigan 
Thomas Hanzes 
Kikuo Harada 
Ann & Brent Harder 
Judy Harper 
David Hartman 
Jeffrey Haskell 
John Haszard 
Cindy Hatfield - In Memory of Walter 
Patton
Stanley & Mary Jo Hazlett 
Merle & Heather Sharrer 
Melinda Heinritz 
Judi Held 
Jon Hemp 
Peter Hermann 
William Hess - In honor of High School 
Reunion Class
Sandi Higby - Donation in Memory of 
Domenic “Don” Frank from his daughter
James & Linda Hill 
Donald Hillery 
Robert Hiltz 
David Hladik 
Elizabeth Anne Helm-Frazier 
Joseph Hoesch 
John Hogan 
Jackie Kalocay Hogg - In memory of 
Norman Hogg
David Hogg - In memory of Norman D. 
Hogg
David Hogg - In memory of Angus 
MacDonald
Charles Holzer 
Arthur Howcroft 
Patrick W. Hughes 
Helen Hughes-Smith  
George Hunter 
Deanna & Thomas Hupp 
Geoff & Pat Hurd 
Thomas Ingram 
Martin & Nancy Istock 
Glenn Jackson 
Jim & Margie Jamieson 
Jim Jamieson 
Stephen Jasko Jr 
Jefferson Middle School 6th Graders - 
In honor of all Veterans
Charles Jenkins 
David & Pat Jernigan 
Elwin Jimmo 
Lynne Johnson 
Donald Johnson 
Rene Johnson 
Diana Nelson Jones 
Lawrence & Anita Jones  

Daniel A. Jones III 
Vicky Judd 
Norman Kalina 
Joseph & Cassie Kanick 
Barbara Karp 
Mary Eve Kearns 
Alvin G. Keller
Jeffrey (Jeff) Kelley 
Ann Kelsey 
Burt Kennedy 
Joan Kenney 
Russsell Kern 
Sam Kerns 
Larrry Killmeyer 
Tony & Kathy King  
Richard King 
Russ Kirk - In memory of Norm Hogg 
from Butch, Charlotte and Steph
David Kirsch 
Daisey Klaber 
Alan & Elaine Klaich 
Russell Knight  
David & Alisa Kolson 
Ray Kondas 
Edward Koneski 
Roxy Korchynsky 
Janet Korenich 
Chet Kozlowski 
Chet Kozłowski 
Douglas Krall 
Paticia Kranack 
Krystyna Krantz 
Lang Krayer 
John & Sue Krul 
Jim Kuczek 
Tom Kulikowski 
Jim Kurtz 
George Kutcher, Jr. - In honor of Korean 
War Veteran Bud Mendenhall of Ft 
Wayne, Indiana
Steve Kuzma - In Memory of WAC Hel-
en D. Kuzma and Stephen B. Kuzma
Frank & Gail Kwolek 
Joseph Lagana 
Gordon Lam 
Elmer Laslo 
Anthony Laspada 
Richard K (Jack) Latshaw 
Linwood Nursing & Rehab Center
Joan Litalien 
Dave Litke 
Kiatikun Luangkesorn  
Kiatikun Luangkesorn  
Tony Lupo 
JB & Nancy Lutz 
J Richard and Diane E Lynch 
Debra & James Lynch - In Memory of 
George Fritsch
Bob MacPherson 
Bob Maddamma 
Maryann Magra 
Joseph Mancuso 
Mike Marsula 
Betsy Martinelli 
John Marx 
John & Cathy Mary  
John Mateja 
Dan Mathews 
Neal McCallum 
Emily McCann 
Leo McCarthy III 
Alex McClinchie 
Deb & Mac McClintock
Judith McClune 
David McCombe 
Calvin McConnell 
Tom & Linda McCormack 
Madeline McCormick 
Mark McCullough 
Bob McElhone 
James McGeehan
James McGinnis 
Carol & Bob McGowan 
Richard McHenry 
Virginia McIntyre 
Patricia McKim
Mose & Wilma McNeese 
Leon Mickens 



Ray Micknowski 
Paul & Karen Mihalic 
Military Community Support Project
Scott Millen 
Bill Miller 
John C. Miller 
Evelyn Miller 
David & Lisa Miller 
George & Robin Millerschoen 
George Milman 
Ehren Minnich 
Eugene Mittica Jr 
Mike Mizner 
Ed & Mary Mohan 
Karen “Muffie” Moore 
Bill & Eileen Moran  
Ceri Morgan 
Rosalie Morgan 
Thomas Motyl 
Dennis Moyer 
Sue Moyer 
Thomas Mueller 
Albert Murray 
Rich & Gerri Muto 
Duane Myers 
Jonathan Nadle 
Richard Narushoff 
Cindy Neky 
George Nelson 
Donald Nemchick - In Memory Carl Truss, 
Combat Marine, Purple Heart Recipient 
- Vietnam
Anita Notte 
Richard Novosel 
James Nowalk 
Becky Nyren - In Memory of William Mor-
rissey, Linda Serene, Ellen Thomeier and 
Beverly Teichmann
Mary O’Connell 
Thomas O’Neill 
Thomas O’Rourke 
Ila Oakes 
Michael Oettinger 
Robert Olinger 
Constance Orient 
Robert Orkand 
Daniel Ostrowski    
Robert Pacek 
William Pagonis 
Richard Pahler 
Gene Pash 
Scott Patton 
PayPal Giving Fund 
Laurie Pearl 
William Peebles 
Kim Pendergast 
Ed Peters 
Dan Petkunas 
Mary Phan-Gruber 
Ruthie Pickett 
Pittsburgh Steelers Charities 
Mary Lou Ploskunak 
Harold Plusa 
Carol Popchock 
Lawrence Popovich 
Anne Pospisil 
Sally Powers 
William Presuttie Jr 
Jackie Pribila 
Robert & Norma Jean Priganic 
COL. Michele Prokopchak 
Tom & Betty Proulx 
James Puhala 
Robert Quehl 
Beverly Rannigan 
Richard Rattay 
Dana Rattenbury 
Mary Ann Raymer 
J. Carl Rectenwald 
Carl Rectenwald 
Mary Louise Regan 
Laurie Reich 
Fran Reiland 
Ronald Restifo 
Reynolds VFW Post 7599 
Thelma Richardson - In Memory of Rich-
ard Richardson 
Stuart Richel 
Clay Riley 
Dr. Nancy Ritsko 
Linda & Jim Roberts 
Bob Rodrigues 
Robert & Barbara Rohrbanck 
Arlene Romilly 
William Rooney 
Dolores Roppelt  
David & Nancy Rosensteel 
Larry Rosenthal 
Regis Rossa  
Dan Rota 
Sean Rothermel 
Michael Sahaida 
Frank & Mollie Santucci 
Pedro Sarmiento 
Joseph Scatena 

Daniel Schnurr 
Richard Scholl 
Charles Schultheis 
Steve Schulz 
Pat Semon 
Wilmont Shellenberger 
Frederick Shirokey 
Bill Shuty 
Lee Silverman 
Steven Silverman 
John Slagle 
Robert Slingluff - In memory of Tom 
Wiley
Thomas & Nancy Smith  
James P. Smith 
Charles Smith 
R.G. Smith  
Helen Hughes - Smith  
Richard Snyder 
Gerald Keith Solomon 
John Sonetti 
Bill Spych Jr 
Ronald M. Stachevich 
Mary Staffeld 
Frank Stanczak 
Sam Steele 
Chris Costanzo Stephens 
Charlotte & David Stephenson 
George Steve 
Bobb Stevens 
Richard A. Stewart , JR 
Dennis Stitt 
James Suhadolnik 
Jay Sukits 
Terri Swank 
Ronald Swyka 
Tom Sypolt 
Wayne Szmyt 
Merwin Tatel 
Daniel Taylor 
Daniel & Catherine Telep 
Dennis & Carol Terry 
Justin Thomas 
Thomas Marshall Foundation 
COL. & Mrs. Richard Thompson 
Thrivent 
Chaplain Lt. Col Andrew Tibus 
Natalie Tissot 
Rana Grossman Tonti 
Bruce & Patty Unks 
John Urso 
Rox Vanguard 
Nancy & Richard Vaniel 
Daniel Vasil 
Dan & Cheryl Vaughn 
Rene Very - In Memorial of Francis 
“Frank” Hynds, Merchant Marine first, 
then a Coastie.
Paul Vietmeier 
Raymond Voith 
Vicky Vrabel 
Jack Wagner 
Walmart 
Patrick Walsh 
James Walters 
Stephen & Rebecca Wanowich 
Brad Washabaugh 
Sue Watson 
Sue Watson - In honor and memory of 
my dad, Jack Watson
Chuck Wazenegger 
David Weaver 
Rick and Sue Weber 
Paul Weir Jr - From the Memorial Fund of 
the Eleven
Cary Wells 
Ed & Cheryl Werle - In Memory of Frank & 
Anne Kravetz
Elaine Wertheim 
John S. White 
Mary Louise White 
Norm Wien 
Jerry Wienand 
Marian Wild 
Margaret Wilkes 
Bee Williams - In memory of Leon 
Williams
Alma Wisniewski 
Jeff Witherel 
Flo Wittig 
James Wojcik 
Larry Woods  
Clyde J. Woods  
Ron Worstell 
Wreaths Across America 
Ben Wright 
Charles Wright  
Bucky Yatsko 
Geraldine Yatzkan 
Bob Zelleznick 
Rich & Lyn Zilka 
Keith Zimmer  
Ed Zirkle 
Phil Zmenkowski 
Janet Zreliak 
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VIETNAM TRAVELOGUE CONTINUED FROM P. 23

I suggested folks check out the Pittman Build-
ing, site of the most iconic photograph of the Fall 
of Saigon in 1975. Back then, the building was 
home to the CIA Station Chief, who called in a 
helicopter to evacuate friendly South Vietnam-
ese from the rooftop.

Another must-see in District 1 is Ben Thanh 
Market, the central market of Saigon.

The place is a sensory onslaught with vendors 
crammed as tightly as possible, each calling out 
to you to check out their wares. Haggling is ex-
pected.

Part of my last day involved escorting three of 
our Vietnam Veterans—Jerry, Bob, and Nick—to 
Doi Dep Café for an interview with Fox News 
host Harris Faulkner.

Harris arrived in Vietnam yesterday to start 
production on a documentary about her father, 
Army Lt. Col. Bobby R. Harris, who served three 
tours in Vietnam. She’s traveling the country to 
speak with veterans, see key sights, and connect 
with her father’s memory and service.

Our veterans spoke on camera with Harris for 
over 90 minutes. Harris was engaging and full of 
insight as she talked with Jerry, Bob, and Nick 
about their service then and how they view it 
now. I was impressed by the whole experience, 
and our veterans felt honored to participate.

At our farewell dinner that night, we paid trib-
ute to the veterans who accompanied us on our 
trip and also to our Vietnamese tour guide Kan, 
who instructed and learned from us along the 
way.

The most moving moment at the dinner was 
Air Force veteran Debbie Bussinger’s brief trib-
ute. She reminded us that each of the three days 
of the Tet holiday are dedicated to specific Con-
fucian-defined social roles. The first day to fa-
thers. The second day to mothers. And the third 
day to teachers.

On the third day of Tet this year, said Debbie, I 
will pay tribute to you, Kan, our teacher.

That was about the highest compliment one 
could give in Vietnam. And it was a fitting salute 
to a country and people so different, yet so inter-
twined with our own.

Left to right: Nick Edinger, Harris Faulkner, Bob 
Anckaitis, Jerry Augustine



Veterans Aid & Attendance  
Benefit Program 

  
Did you know Veterans and spouses  
can receive up to $2431.00 a month  

to help pay for assisted living and  
personal care services?  

For more information, contact any Juniper  
Village in the region. Juniper helps people  

stay as independent and active as possible by 
offering conveniences such as delicious meals, 
housekeeping, care services, entertainment, 

and transportation. Call today to talk to a  
specialist and schedule a tour. 

  
Juniper Village at Forest Hills  412.244.9901      
Juniper Village at Monroeville  412.380.2589     
Juniper Village at South Hills  412.571.1300 

You were there for us… 
       Let us be there for you



Other services we 
offer include:

• Trauma informed women’s health 
services for veterans

• Specialized care navigation 
services for veterans

• Free breast and cervical cancer 
screening for income-eligible patients

• WIC service and benefits (in select 
counties)

Military Service members and
veterans are more likely than 
civilians to smoke cigarettes 
– and many want to quit.

Help is available. 
Visit tobaccofree.adagiohealth.org or 
call 1-800-QUIT-NOW to get connected with 
support to help you quit for good.

Scan here for 
tips to quit!
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