Vito Tomasino

Kracek

1

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

2

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

KRACEK
A Novel

VITO TOMASINO

3

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

© Copyright 2011, Vito Tomasino. All Rights Reserved
Third Edition

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, or by any
means, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system without written permission from the
copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

Published by Aventine Press
55 E. Emerson Street
Chula Vista, CA 91911

Cover photo is a self-portrait taken by the author as he was flying a F-100 over
the Pacific Ocean, en route to Vietnam in 1966. The picture of the four aircraft in
diamond formation, superimposed on his helmet, are of the USAFE Skyblazer
Acrobatic team, taken by the author eight years earlier at Wheelus Air Base,
Tripoli, Libya. The photo used for the author’s bio was taken by his son, Steven.
ISBN: 978-1-59330-743-1

Printed in the United States of America
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

4

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

B o o k s b y V i t o To m a s i n o

N o n - f i c ti o n
C lo s e C a l ls a n d O t h e r N e a t St o r i e s
S a b re T h e J o u r n e y

F i c ti o n
K ra c e k

5

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

6

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

THE REVIEW
“I met the author at a restaurant where I work as a
server. He and his wife are wonderful, friendl y people.
“After reading his novel, I must say, that ‘Kracek’ is a
book so detailed and poi gnant, that onl y someone who lived
and experienced the subject matter could ever write with
such deep understanding for the human condition during
war.
“The detail involved in writing this is astounding, and
speaks volumes to the author’s memory and imagination. It
is probabl y the most poeticall y written book on war that I've
ever read, and although I am no expert, I can say with some
certaint y that I don't think I'll ever read such a nuanced and
detailed depiction of war and the range of human emotio ns
that comes with it.
“Not onl y is the writing and detail brilliant, but this
book does something that most war books don't normall y do,
and that is bring in a serious level of humanism and
understanding of both all y and ‘enem y.’
“The story is one that begs the reader to understand that
all human life is precious, and although the media machine
always paints the enem y as some sort of sub -human savage,
especiall y during the Vietnam War, that couldn't be further
from the truth.
“On the back sleeve of the book the author describes
Kracek as: ‘…a man as courageous on the ground as he is in
the air, who sees his enemies not as faceless inhuman
beings, but as good men and women on the other side of a
war none of us want.’
“No truer words were ever spoken. In this era of
senseless terror and conflict all throughout the world it
would be wise to remember such poignant and empathetic
words, for we would all benefit from having compassion and
understanding for each other.
“Thank you to Vito and his wife, Ezdy, whose name
graced one of the planes he piloted in big, pa inted letters.”
Jeffrey Canzani
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“Kr a ce k” ha s r ece i ved so me t ho u g ht fu l r ev ie ws , b u t no ne t h at
cap t ur e t he e s se nce o f t he sto r y a nd i t s u nd erl y in g me s sa g e li k e t ha t
wr i tte n b y t h is yo u n g ma n . J eff ear ned hi s b ac helo r ’s d e gr ee si nc e
p en n i n g t h is r e vie w a n d wil l no d o ub t b e mo vi n g o n to d o i n g mo re
ch al le n gi n g t h i n gs i n h i s l i fe ; p er h ap s , wr it e hi s o wn b o o k. T h e a u t ho r
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EXCERPTS
“The guerill a l eader I faced in that ri ce padd y dem onst rat ed
a level o f d edi catio n and b rav er y I’v e seen in few o th er
men . If th ere are m an y mo re lik e hi m out there w e are i n for
a long, hard battle”
“…the Middle East…a region fraught with complex political
problems, made almost impossible to resolve, because the y
are driven by the intractable positions of two major
religions, Islam and Judaism.”
“They may all worship the same God, but it’s not Allah, or
Yahweh,
or the father of Christ, it’s the almight y dollar.”
“…unlike that little theater in Bellmore you went to as a
boy, the onl y movie playing in their neighborhood is war .
They were born into it. T here’s a good chance th ey will die
in it.”
“When this war is over —just like every other before it —
we’ll go back to our homes and families to resume our lives,
diplomatic relations will be reestablished, trade between our
two countries will be restart ed, and old enemies will become
new friends. That’s the way it’s always been, and it will be
no different this time.”
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For Fannie and Joe

10

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

11

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

CON T E N TS
Chap

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

The Review
Excerpts
Map of South Vietnam
PROLOUGE
Dual in a Rice P addy
Tactical Approach
Renee
Commander’s Meeting
Whi tfield’s Revelations
Bien Hoa Hospital
Incident at the ‘O’ Club
Reflections of Wa r
Dinner with Rene e
First Kiss
Commander’s Reprimand
Whitfield’s Advi ce
The Pilot’s Lounge
Flight Briefing
The Mig Kills
A Hero’s Welcome
General’s Debrief
Tan San Nhut Terminal
A Day to Remember
Departing Saigon
Pan Am Flight 816
Once a Marine
Guam Coffee Shop
Hawaii Leg
L.A. International
Washington D.C.
The Jefferson Ho tel
Joint Session
The Oval Office
Dinner with Anil
A Fateful Decision
New York - Vietnam
The Capture
The Waldorf
Not My Enem y
Face of the Enem y
12

7
9
11
15
20
31
38
43
48
55
61
73
81
90
92
94
105
109
115
122
128
133
135
143
148
162
170
175
178
181
189
193
205
212
225
227
248
251
254
261

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

37
38
39
40

Pentagon Briefing
Kracek’s Surp rise
The Rescue
Formation Recovery
EP ILOUGE
AUTHOR BIO

13

265
277
285
298
306
307

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

"A fighter pilot must seek out the enemy on his home
soil in defiance of his air defense shield and destroy
him before he can leave the ground .” vt
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PROLOUGE
The world watched uneasil y as Hitler was given near dictatorial
power by the German Reichstag. Thei r vote, on that auspicious day
in 1933, would be th e last democratic act in Germany until the end o f
World War II. The Nazis burned books, established concentration
camps for political prisoners, and set the stage for the “Final
Solution.” But would the chancellorship be enough for the Austrian
corporal?
From neighboring Czechoslovakia, Vilos and Katerina Kracek,
professors at Charles Universit y in Prague, followed Hitler’s rise to
power from their perspectives as a political scientist and as a
historian. When they were informed by t heir German friends that the
Nazis were rebuilding their war machine, it became clear to them
that he wanted more than Germany.
“It is time we left Czechoslovakia,” Katerina said in measured
tone, as she and Vilos sipped their breakfast coffee.
“But, Katerina, this is our home...our country. Our work is here.
We cannot just leave.”
“We can, and we must!” I am two months pregnant, and I do not
want our son, or daughter , to be born under the swastika of Nazi
Germany. We must leave now, while we still can.”
Three months later, with the help and influence of an American
colleague, they were offered teaching positions at New York’s
Columbia Universit y. Newl y issued visas in hand, t hey left their
beloved Czechoslovakia to begin a new life in America. Four months
later, Katerina would give bi rth to a son—to whom they would
impart their beliefs and values, but whose destiny would be shaped
by “The Great Depression” and World War Two.
Onl y eight years old when the United States entered WWII,
Viktor’s youth denied him a role in the war. He was old enough,
however, to admire the heroism of the men and women who served,
and harbored a personal guilt for those who did not return. He vowed
then to be a part of the next conflict in which his country was
involved.
Less than six years after VE Day the Korean War broke out. Still
in high school at the time, and unable to get his parents to sign a
waiver, he graduated with his class in June 1951. In January of the
following year, one month after his eighte enth birthday, he joined
the United States Marine Corps.
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He chose the Marines, beca use he believed them to be the best
fighting unit in the world an d the fastest path to the front lines. He
was partiall y right.
It took more than a year of constantly badgering his commanders
for him to get a combat assignment. T he war was drawing down even
before he could complete advanced infantry training at Camp
Pendleton. He arrived in Korea on Jul y 4, 1953 and was assigned to
the 7 t h Marines. On July 27 t h , just three weeks later, the truce was
signed—effective ten o’clock that evening.
The next thirteen months would be dedicated to rebuilding
defensive positions along the newl y established DMZ, guard dut y,
and never-ending training. Even with all that, there would still be
time to ponder the future; and, as he watched the sleek Marine and
Navy Panther jets make their low passes over Able Company’s
campsite, he knew what that would be.
*

* *

Five years later on the other side of the world, in a small hamlet
carved out of the jungle in South Vi etnam, another youngster faced
his baptism of fire. He was the onl y survivor of an attack by South
Vietnamese fighter aircraft —a mission ordered by his own
government in the mistaken belief that the people of his village were
harboring the Vietcong.
Were it not for the courageous action of his father, mother, and
older brother, he would have perished with the others. When the first
bombs hit, and the screams of the people in the square filled the air,
Nguyen Van Thanh’s father pushed him into a hole in the floor used
to store vegetables and, with his wife and eldest son to help, covered
it with straw mats, dirt, and their own bodies seconds before the
napalm incinerated the village and every living thing in it.
When the earth ceased to s hake and the heat of the fires
subsided, Than h pushed aside the mats, dirt, and bodies of his famil y
with a strength he didn’t know he had, and emerged amidst a
smoldering landscape littered with charred bodies —human and
animal. “If there is a hell then I am standing in its bell y,” he said,
with no one to hear.
The fourteen year old “man” shed no tears. He knew what he had
to do. He buried his famil y, gathered some f ood from the same
earthen womb that saved him from a fiery death, slipped his father’s
machete into his rope belt, and wa lked into the jungle. He would find
the Vietcong, join them in thei r fight for a unified Vietnam, and
avenge the deaths of his father, mother, and brother.
Days later, in the dark of night, a hungry and exhausted Than h
saw the light of a camp fire through the trees. Drawn to it like a
moth to a flame he almost stumbled over the leg of a sleeping sentry.
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He took the guard’s AK -47, slung it over his shoulder and boldl y
strode into the VC camp.
The other men mistakenl y though t him to be their comrade
coming in for tea, but soon realized their mistake and reached for
their weapons. They were stopped by their leader, who saw that
Thanh was just a boy.
“Who are you, boy? What are you doing here?
“I am Nguyen Van Than h, son of Nguyen Xuan Hung. I want to
join you in the fight against those who killed m y famil y. Who are
you?”
“I am Lieutenant Nghiem Ahn Dung Durand, and you are too
young and too innocent to join this ragged group of misfits I call m y
platoon.
“I am not too young, and I am no longer innocent.” Than h
slipped the AK -47 from his shoulder and handed it to the guerilla
leader. “I took this rifle from your sentry. I can fight, and I must
avenge m y famil y!”
Impressed with Thanh’s courage and resourcefulness, Ahn
handed him back the weapon. “I su spect you will make better use of
this than the man you took it fro m.” He then invited him to sit by the
fire and offered him a bowl of rice. “You will have your revenge
little brother, but there is m uch to learn before you do, and I will
teach you—not just about wa r and death, but about freedom and life,
the things that make our sacrifices w orthwhile.
Ahn was a well-educated man fluent in five languages, who
graduated from Oxford with honors. He was the adopted son of a
wealthy French colonialist by t he name of Anton Durand, whose life
was saved by Ahn’s real father.
They were inspecting the south west sector of Durand’s rubber
plantation when they were attac ked by a huge wild boar. Ahn’s father
jumped in front of his master and took the full brunt of the animal’s
charge as he plunged his knife into its side, again and again. He
killed the beast, bu t was badl y mauled in the struggle and succumbed
to his wounds hours later with his wife and son by his side.
Before he died, Anton Durand p romised him he would take care
of his famil y. He kept that promise until he himself was killed by the
Vietcong in their seemingl y endless war to reunify the tw o Vietnams.
*

*

*

Officer’s Club, Cannon AFB, Clovis, New Mexico , 1Jan1963
Viktor and Erin leave the club wi th their friends and are met
b ythe frigid air and unrelenting win d of the New Mexico Panhandle.
The men were attired in Mess Dress uniforms, the ladies in evening
gowns with shoulder wraps; inadequate attire for the weather, but
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they were still feeling the warmth of the part y and the alco hol—
particularl y the men who, as fighter pilots, tended to “push the
envelope.” Erin, a non -drinker, had onl y a sip of champagne to toast
the New Year.
She and Kracek bid the others goodnight and walked to their
car—a black 1961 Mercedes sedan they had shipped back from
England. Erin knew when her man had had a little too much to drink
and suggested, as diplomaticall y as she could, that she drive. “Let
me drive, Viktor, you look tired.”
Me tired? No way. I am an of ficer and gentleman and I wi ll drive
my lady home.” He opened t he passenger door for her with an
exaggerated flourish.
She hesitated, and this time pleaded with him to let her drive.
“Please Viktor, you’ve had a little too much to drink.”
He smiled. “Don’t worry honey, I feel great. This cold night air
would wake up anyone, and you’re in the hands of one the best damn
fighter pilots in the Air Force.” He made another sweeping gesture
with his arm. She gave him a worried smile and got into the car. He
started the engine an d drove out of the parking lot onto the main base
road. They passed the flight line o n their right, with its tower,
airplane hangars, and 10,000 foot runway.
The parking ramp was filled with more than two hundred silvergrey F-100’s, enough to equip Cannon’s eight fighter squadrons.
Support aircraft parked in front of Base Operations included: two H 43 rescue helicopters, four T -33 jet trainers, and a twin engine
Cessna. Among them was a Nav y F-8 fighter jet—most likel y, a
weekend cross -country.
Kracek returned the guard’s s alute and continued through the
main gate and onto the unlighted two-lane road into the town of
Clovis, New Mexico. A light snow began to fall , and he was driving
too fast, when a huge tumble weed suddenl y appeared in his
headlights. Reacting instinctivel y he easil y avoided it, and watched
it continue across the road in the rear view mirror. He turned to Erin,
smiling.
“See, honey...nothing to it. I’ve got it under complete...”
Before he could finish patting hims elf on the back, another wind blown menace leaped out of the darkness in front of them. She saw it
first.
“Viktor!”
He swerved sharpl y to avoid it ju st as the Mercedes hit a patch
of “black” ice, sending it into a broadside skid. When it met t he dry
pavement again it rolled over twice and came to rest on its roof in a
shallow ditch on the left side of the road. Hanging upside down in
their seat belts, he looked at Erin. Her head was leaning awkwardl y
against the shattered passenger window. She was unconscious,
“Erin! Erin!” Kracek unfastened his seat belt and fell to the roof
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of the car. He reached over to lift her head away from the broken
glass and felt the warm blood. “My God, what have I done?”
He cut the ignition and kicked his door open. Protecting her head
with his free hand, he unfastened her belt, carefull y lowered her
down and pulled her out of the car on the wind protected side.
Still alive, but bleeding profusel y, he took off his jacket and put
it under her head. Revived by the cold air, Erin opened her eyes to
see Viktor kneeling beside her. “Viktor, what happened? Are...are
you all right?
He took her in his arms. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry, honey,
I’m so sorr y…I…
“Don’t Viktor, it happened so fast. You mustn’t blame yourself.
You’re not hurt. That’s all that matters.”
The falling snow increased in intensity, as though trying to erase
the tragedy unfolding before it.
Erin smiled, weakl y. “It’s beautiful,” she said, almost in a
whisper. “I’m cold, Viktor…so cold. Hold me close. I love you…”
Kracek drew her closer. “And I love you, Erin. Please, don’t
leave me…not now!” Her eyes closed and he heard her last breath
slowl y escape from her broken body. Even the cleansing whiteness of
nature could not erase the crushing guilt and pain of his loss.
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1
D u a l i n a R i c e P a dd y
Bien Hoa Air Base, South Vietnam, 11Dec1965 Pre -dawn
Weapons personnel load fighter aircraft with bombs and
rockets under the watchful eyes of their crew chiefs, blue
maintenance vans, carrying parts and specialists, shutt le from
one airplane to another —a scene repeated again and again, a s
Bien Hoa Air Base awakens to a new day. In a small alert
trailer perched on the edge of the hectic flight -line activit y
two men calml y study the chess board between them.
“Your move, Viktor.”
“Patience, Bert, I’m still new at this game, and I learned
very quickl y that, if I wanted to win I had to slow down the
pace.
“What pace? You haven’t made a move in fort y minutes.
I’m falling asleep here.”
“I wouldn’t do that. The last guy who did woke up to find
himself in checkmate.” Kracek noticed something scurrying
under the lounge chair. “What was that!”
“What?”
“Looked like a spider, a big hairy spider! ”
“Oh, that’s Tula, our resident Tarantula. She’s harmless.
They found her in here a few days ago and keep her around
for pest control.”
“Pest control? Jesus, Garelli, you should have told me.”
I just found out about it m ysel f...thought I was the onl y
one who didn’t know.
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“Well, I didn’t and, harmless or not, she’s...” His words
were drowned out by the blare of a klaxon horn, which sent
the two men springing to their feet in automatic response,
toppling the chess board between them. Kings, Queens,
Bishops, and Pawns alike were left unceremoniousl y tumbling
in their wake, as they bu rst through the trailer door into the
fading darkness of the jungle night. They hit the tarmac
running, matching each other stride for stride in the fift y yard
dash to their aircraft.
Kracek cleared the first two rungs of the ladder from a
dead run and practicall y vaulted into the cockpit. He tapped
the engine start button before settling completel y into the
ejection seat, keeping one eye on the RPM gage as he slipped
into his parachute harness and seat belt.
As the needle approached ten percen t he urged the
throttle “around the horn” into idle detent, igniting the raw
fuel that was already pouring into the combustion chambers
of the F-100’s powerful Pratt and Whitney jet engine,
creating an explosion of raw energy that radiated through man
and machine, bonding them in its fire.
He saw Garelli’s Crew Chief pull the chocks from his
aircraft, and made his call: “Falcon, check in.”
“Falcon Two.”
“Tower, this is Falcon, scramble two.”
“Roger Falcon, cleared immediate takeoff, r unway two
seven, winds two -five-zero degrees at five knots,” Lt. Lafitte
replied.
“Is that who I think it is, Donnell y?” Major Thompson
asked.
“Captain Kracek? Yes sir…can’ t mistake his voice.
Unusuall y calm for a man about to fl y into the dark to hit a
target he would know almost nothing about until he got
there.”
“I couldn’t have put it better, Sarge. I’ve sent many a
pilot of into the black of night on missions that would
challenge their fl ying skills in day operations. You can feel
the added tension in their voices. He, on the other hand,
makes it seem routine.”
“Yes sir, I know what you mean.”
“Did I ever tell you about the night he bro ught in a flight
of three F-100’s to a partiall y lighted airfield with little more
than fumes left in their fuel tanks?”
“Many times, Major, but I don’t believe Lieutenant
Lafitte has had that privilege.”
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Thompson looked at her, but thought better of it. “I’m
afraid it will take more time than we’ve got. But, I will say
this. That was the night I understood, for the first time, why I
was in Vietnam. After his flight was safel y on the ground,
and before he cut his engine, he said: ‘Thanks, Tower. No one
does it better.’
“Those few words—spoken by a man who had just s aved
a U.S. Arm y convoy from certain annihilation, then led his
fuel-starved flight through a wall of thunderstorms to a safe
recovery on a barel y visible runway—reminded us of our role
in this war, and gave it the meaning and purpose it had been
missing.
“Notwithstanding the rhetoric mouthed by self -serving,
agenda-driven politicians of the need to the stop the spread of
communism, or to defend an all y; disregarding the
unpopularit y of the war and its naïve young protestors in the
states, I knew then why I needed to be here. It was to help
guys like Kracek make it back—on that night, and every other
night they put their lives on the line.
"That’s the man we are getting ready to send off now, on a
mission not unlike the one I just desc ribed, the high risk yet
meaningful kind he prefers. The Cong don’t know it yet, but
they picked the wrong time to hit another one of our convoys.
This has all the makings of another Kracek moment.
“So put the cards away people; no one will be play ing gin
rumm y on this watch, not until Falcon is safe l y in the nest.
Everyone clear on that?”
“As a bell,” Donnell y said.
“1Lt. Renee Lafitte echoed Donnell y. Although it was her
first combat shift, she was performing like a seasoned
veteran; which didn’t surprise Thompson. He read her file
and knew that she came highl y recommended out of
Barksdale. And, while the leap from the relativel y slow
moving operation of a B-52 base in Louisiana to the fast
paced combat fl ying of one of the busiest airf ields in the
world was a stretch, she was proving equal to the challenge.
“Tower, Falcon is on the roll.”
“Roger, turn left after takeoff and fly a southwesterl y
heading until clear of Saigon. Upon intercepting the outbound
course you’ll be clear ed to Paris Control.” Lafitte turned to
look at Major Thompson, who nodded his approval.
Established on course, Kracek switched to channel six
and made his call. “Paris, this is Falcon, how do you read?”
“Loud and clear Falcon. We have you five miles
southwest of Bien Hoa; maintain heading and continue climb
to 12,000 feet.”
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The radio exchange with Paris Control sounded so routine
that Garelli had to remind himself he was on a combat
mission. They told me about this guy before I lef t Cannon.
Hell, every fighter jock who knew him had a story to tell.
They all respected his flying skills, but it was his calm under
pressure that set him apart.
Kracek interrupted Garelli’s musing. “Falcon Two, go
manual,
281.3.”
“Falcon Two.”
“Bird Dog this is Falcon, flight of two F -100’s, how do
you read, over?”
“Like music to m y ears, Falcon. Say position.”
“We’re about three minutes out. What’ve you got?
“An ambushed convoy in desperat e need of the firepower
you’re carrying. But we have no flare -ship, and I’m all
you’ve got for a Forward Air Controller.”
“No problem, just tell us where you want it.”
“Do you see the tracers coming from the gun positions on
both sides of the convoy?”
“Hard to miss .”
“Take them out first.”
“Roger that. Falcon Two, set switches for bombs and take
the southeast target. Don’t press your release altitude.”
The light of a full moon reflecting off the wet delta
marshland provided all the illumination th ey needed to
visuall y acquire the targets. With a little help from Bird Dog
they could even sort out the good guys from the bad. The 750
pound bombs from both aircraft found their mark. The tracers
stopped.
As they repositioned for a second pass, the embattled
convoy commander had a chance to regroup his men.
“Tanaka, concentrate your fire to the left; I’ve got the right,”
Garrett shouted, then turned to his radio operator. “Tell Bird
Dog to have the fighters strafe the trees on both sides of the
road.”
Saldona called Bird Dog, who relayed the message to
Falcon. “The guns are no longer a factor, but our guys are
still under intense small arms fire. We need you to strafe both
sides of the road as close to the convoy as you can get it.”
“Roger that, Bird Dog.”
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Kracek and Garelli fired a barrage of high explosive
cannon shells into the trees, so close to the road the
beleaguered convoy was showered with thousands of pieces
of torn up jungle. The Vietcong were forced to pull back, and
Garrett wasted no time. “McQueen, White, take some men and
get that lead truck off the road. The rest of you help the
wounded into the good vehicles and mount up. We have to get
out of here before they can regroup.”
Meanwhile, Falcon Two was hit by anti -aircraft fire as he
pulled off his last strafing pass. “Falcon One, I’m hit!”
“Roger, two, head for home.” Kracek had already rolled in
on Garelli’s shooters and wasn’t about to let them go
unpunished. The enemy AAA crew heard him coming in and
swung their guns around in a desperate attempt to ward off
their inevitable fate. They bracketed his airplane with tracer
rounds as he dove straight down the barrel of their gun. They
missed…he didn’t.
Ignoring the display of fiery cannon shells that streak ed
by his canopy in apparent slow motion, K racek never blinked.
Not until his gun sight was dead on the targ et, and all release
parameters were locked in, did he drop his last bomb. It
found its mark like it had eyes, turning the offending gun into
a smoldering wreck, permanentl y retiring its crew.
Momentaril y distracted from his own troubles, Garelli
cheered when he saw the bomb hit. “Thanks, Lead. I don’t
feel so bad now. I’m at your ten o’clock high. Instr uments are
reading normal, but I’m picking up some engine vibration.”
“I’ve got you…joining on your left wing.”
“Bird Dog, this is Falcon, m y wingman’s been hit and
we’re heading back to base.”
“Roger, Falcon, and thanks. If you didn’t show when you
did I doubt we would be having this conversation.”
“Just doing our job, Dog.”
“Yeah, I know, and we’ll do ours…safe return, Falcon.”
“Same to you, my friend.”
Kracek pulled up on Two’s left wing to look him over,
while Garelli dialed in the frequency for Bien Hoa’s Tacan.
“I can’t get a lock on Bien Hoa.”
“That’s because one of the rounds took out your TACAN
antenna. Say your airspeed.”
“I’m holding two ninet y…no, mak e that three fort y. Hell,
it’s all over the place.”
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“Set your throttle at ninet y percent.” Kracek moved in
closer. “I see a jagged tear where your pitot static port used
to be. That explains the erratic airspeed.” He cr ossed under
Garelli’s airplane to his right wing. “I’ll give you the bad
news first. The hit to the afterburner secti on blew away half
your eyelids; another shell went through the right wing tip,
taking your nav light with it, and…”
“Jesus, Lead, is that all?”
“You didn’t let me finish. You’ve got a hole in your
horizontal stabilizer big enough to crawl throug h, and your
tail hook is down, probabl y jarred loose by the same round
that clobbered the afterburner.”
“What’s the good news?”
“I never said there was any, bu t since you ask: you’re
fl ying one of the best damned airplanes ever built, and we’re
onl y twent y minutes away from a cold beer.
“Enough small talk, I’m taking the lead.” Kracek nudged
his throttle forward to slowl y pass Garelli —pointing to
himself and holding up one finger as he did. “Paris, this is
Falcon, how do you read?”
“Loud and clear, Falcon. You’re eighty miles southwest
of the field. Turn right heading zero -three-five degrees to set
up for an approach to runway zero -nine. Weather is
clear…winds calm.”
“Copy that. Falcon is declaring an emergency. My
wingman’s airc raft is badl y damaged. Request a straight -in
formation approach.”
“Roger, Bird Dog called it in earlier. Bien Hoa has been
alerted and the crash crew is in position. You’re cleared for a
straight in approach.”
“Falcon Two, say fuel and status.”
“I’ve got about 2500 pounds, but my airspeed is still
erratic, and the engine vibrations are beginning to sound like
Beethoven’s worst nightmare. Aside from that, I’m doing
great.”
“At least your sense of humor ain’t broke. But, you’ve got
another problem. You’re a thousand pounds light. One of
those triple “A” rounds must have punctured a fuel cell. I’m
throttling back to reduce the flow. Keep your eye on the
gauge.”
“Paris, this is Falcon. My wing man is losing fuel rapidl y.
If he can’t mak e it back to base he’ll need a ride home.
Request a rescue chopper and fighter cover.”
“The chopper is already in the air, Falcon, but there are
no fighters available. Everything we have is already
committed.”
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Kracek still had about half of his 20mm ammo left and
wasn’t going to leave Garelli until he could be picked up.
“Roger, Paris. I’ll provide the cover, you just get the chopper
here.”
“Falcon Two, how’s your fuel?”
“Fifteen hundred pounds and dropping fast.”
“It doesn’t look good. You may have to get out and
walk.”
“Just make sure my cab is waiting.”
“We’ve got that covered, partner.”
“Okay, Bert,” Garelli told himself, “you’ve never done
this before, but you couldn’t have a better man to lead you
through it.” He wasn’t through reassuring hims elf, when he
saw the needle on his fuel gauge fall below eight hundred
pounds. “Falcon One, m y fuel just dropped below eight
hundred.”
“Roger, there’s no way you can make it home. We’ve got
to find you a place to eject. Paris, w e need a vector to the
nearest clear area.”
“Turn left twent y degrees, Falcon. There’s a section of
rice paddies four miles ahead of you.”
“Falcon Two, Lead is slowing to two hundred and fifty
knots and descending to three thous and feet. Paris, say
position of rescue aircraft.”
“Five minutes out, heading straight for you.”
“Tell him to ‘firewall’ it. Tw o, the clearing is less than
three miles dead ahead. Do you have it?”
“I think so, but if it’s that ‘p ostage stamp’ in the middle
of those trees, it doesn’t look big enough.”
“It never does from up here,” Kracek quipped, trying to
keep Garelli’s mind focused on what he had to do. “Take the
lead, Two. Leave the power where it is and maintain altitude.
When that “postage stamp” disappears under your nose,
eject.”
“I can’t do that, Lead.”
“Why not?”
“I just flamed out.”
“Jesus, Garelli! That’s it then, pull the handles and go.”
Falcon Lead moved up line abreast of his wingman to
avoid being hit by the canopy, but it didn’t jettison. “What’s
he waiting for?” Kracek asked himself. “Falcon Two, if you
read me, eject now…that’s an order. Get the hell out of there,
Bert!”
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Still no repl y from Garelli, ye t he looked okay. He was
about to call again when he saw the canopy separate from the
crippled aircraft, followed by Garelli a second later. Kracek
watched his chute deploy and circled to keep hi m in sight
until he was safel y on the ground.
“Paris, this is Falcon One, m y wingma n has ejected and is
down in the southern third of the clearing. His position off
the Bien Hoa Tacan is two -five-eight degrees at twent y three
miles.”
Garelli checked in on his emergency radio. “Falcon One,
this is Two, do you read?”
“Loud and cl ear…you okay? ”
“Prett y much…a small gash in m y left leg, but the
bleeding’s stopped and nothing’s broken. Must’ve cut it on
the way out. Where’s m y cab?”
“A few minutes out…he’ll be here.”
“Good.” Garelli quickl y scanned the area and realize d
that he was all alone in big open rice field. “Falcon One, I
feel kinda exposed out here. I’m moving into the trees east of
me.”
“Negative, Two, you could be running straight into our
VC friends. Roll up your chute and get behind the nearest
embankment before you’re spotted.”
“Roger that.” Garelli breathed a sigh of relief. He
couldn’t afford any mistakes and welcomed any help he could
get. But, before he could gather his chute, he heard the sound
of automatic weapons and saw the water around hi m come
alive from the impacting bullets. He and his chute hit the
ground at the same time. “Christ! This is getting serious.
Those guys are trying to kill me.”
“Falcon One, they’re shooting at me. I thought you said
they were our friends.”
“Did I? I meant distant cousins. What’s their position?”
“The muzzle flashes came from the trees east of me.”
“That was their first mistake; they won’t live long enough
to make another. Keep your head down, I’m coming in.”
Garelli wasn’t about t o miss the action. He watched his
leader roll into a diving left turn parallel to the trees and
attack with all four 20mm cannons blazing away. At six
thousand rounds a minute (every fifth one a tracer) it
appeared as though a huge laser beam was slicing a path
through the jungle with the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel.
“Son of a bitch! That should get their attention.”
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Kracek stopped them, but onl y momentaril y. They would
be back, and he would be there to greet them. He pulled up
into a hard, ninet y degree climbing right turn, then reversed
left 270 degrees to realign himself with the target from the
opposite direction —a maneuver the Thunderbirds used to
keep the show close to the crowd.
“Lead, your pass took out the first group, but I’m still
taking fire from the tree -line about fift y yards north of your
last strike.”
“Copy that,” Kracek replied, as he “walked” another
devastating volley through the trees.
The hail of bullets keeping Garelli pinned down suddenl y
stopped, but he was s o engrossed in the enfolding drama that,
if the pain in his cut leg hadn’t reminde d him, he would have
jumped up to cheer his leader on. “I think that finished
them.”
“Don’t kid yourself, ‘Charlie’ doesn’t give up that easil y.
While they’re regroupi ng try to make it to the west edge of
the clearing. If they start shooting again get back in the mud
and stay there.”
“Roger, I’m on the move. Where’s that chopper?”
“Falcon flight, this is Chicago…someone call for a cab?”
“Chicago, Falcon One, glad you could make it. Your
‘fare’ can be picked up in a rice field, bearing two -five-eight
degrees, twent y three miles off the Bien Hoa Tacan. What’s
your position?”
“We’re two miles out, approaching from the northwest.
We have the clearing in sight.”
“Falcon Two is about one hundred yards north of the
south edge of the field, and he’s moving west. He’ll mark his
position with smoke when he hears you coming in.”
“Roger on the smoke.”
“Falcon Two, Lead, did you copy that?”
“Roger. I’ve seen all the rice I w ant for a while. I’m
ready for a steak and a cold beer at the ‘O’ Club.” As Garelli
ended his call, he heard the familiar sound of AK -47’s, and
dove behind the nearest embankment —but not fast enough.
“God damn it! Falco n One, I’ve been hit.”
“How bad is it, Bert?”
“The bullet went clean through m y left shoulder. It’s
bleeding some, but doesn’t hurt. That’s the good news. The
bad news is our ‘cousins’ have moved out of the woods, and
they’re headed straight for me. Looks like a whole damn
platoon of them.”
“I’m on it. Toss that smoke gren ade and stay put. Chicago
will be in to pick you up before I complete this pass.”
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Garelli pulled the pin on the metal canister and tossed it
as far as he could to the n orth of his position, hoping it would
draw the fire away from him. Then he to ok out his Colt .45
caliber automatic pistol and chambered a round. He wasn’t
just scared, he was pissed. “If I have to buy it here some of
those bastards are coming with me.”
“Falcon One, this is Two, I’m thirt y yards south of m y
smoke. The VC are a hundred yards east and moving in.”
“Not for long. Keep your head down.”
Garelli’s pursuers looked up just in time to have the fear
frozen on their faces as the Super Sab re’s 20mm cannon
shells tore into their bodies. Those that weren’t killed
outright tried to bury themselves in the water filled rice
paddy.
Meanwhile, Chicago landed fift y yards west of Garelli’s
position near the edge of the trees. He made a run for it while
the Vietcong were still eating mud, but covered onl y half the
distance before he was hit again in the right leg. He went
down hard. “Jesus, don’t those guys know when to quit?”
“Sarge, he’s been hit,” the door gunner shouted.
“I saw it O’bri en. Keep them busy. I’m going after him.”
His words trailed off behind him, as Ch ief Master Sergeant
Jose Valencia leaped into the rice field. Despite his size (six
foot, 240 pounds) he was at Garelli’s side in seconds and
pulled him to his feet. When he saw that he wasn’t able to
walk, he hoisted him onto his back in a fireman’s carry and
sprinted back to the chopper, literall y throwing him into
O’Brien’s arms. Diving in after him, he bellowed, “Get us out
of here, Captain.”
Johnson would have been h appy to oblige, but he needed
at least sevent y five feet of altitude to clear the jungle canopy
and move out of the line of fire. “O’brien, can you buy us
some time?”
“I’m doing m y best sir, but they keep coming.”
Valencia finished appl ying th e tourniquet to Garelli’s leg,
grabbed his M-16, and joined O’brien at the door. Bullets
whizzed past their ears, tearing into the metal panels of the
helicopter.
“Falcon, Chicago here, we’v e got your wingman. He’s
okay, but we’re taking heavy fire… can’t lift off.”
“On m y way, Chicago.” Kracek rolled out of his turn,
fixed what was left of the Vietcong platoon in his sight, and
squeezed
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the trigger…nothing, onl y silence. His guns were jammed,
and there was no time to set up for another pass. H e pushed
the nose down and headed straight for the advancing enem y.
Using his aircraft as a weapon, he would either force them
into the mud, or take their god -damned heads off. The choice
is theirs, he thought, but they aren’t getting to that chopper.
“Chicago, tell your door gunner to hold fire until I’m clear.”
“You got it, Falcon.”
Kracek came in so low that the blast from his jet exhaust
lifted the rice paddy water into a gigantic plume of muddy
spray that towered above his aircraft. To t he Vietcong, it
seemed as though the angry fire breathing dragon had
swooped down from the sky to crush them under an avalanche
of water.
Despite their bold attempt to capture Garelli, the
terrifying sight of a sixteen ton metal monster coming at the m
at eyeball level with a mountain of water in tow was more
than they could cope. Raw fear and the instinct to survive
forced them to dive for cover.
Their leader, however, so enraged at being thwarted
again from capturing an American pilot, defiant l y stood his
ground and emptied his AK -47 in a desperate attempt to shoot
his antagonist down. For Lieutenant Thanh it wasn’t just a
war anymore, it was personal. Staring into the face of certain
death, he saw his short tragic -filled life flash before him like
a moving picture.
From the pitch black darkness of the earthen womb his
father, mother and brother had created to protect him, he
heard and felt the explosions of the South Vietnamese A1E
fighter planes. He emerged from the improvised bomb she lter
they made for him into a scene of death and destruction, the
lone survivor of his village. No tears were shed that day. An
intense hatred of the men that slaughtered his family and
friends overwhelmed all other emotions. He knew what he had
to do. He buried his family, gathered a small supply of food
from the same storage hole that saved his life and strode into
the jungle. He would find the Vietcong, h elp them in their
struggle for a unified Vietnam, and exact his revenge.
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Three days ago —seven years after the attack that killed
his parents and brother —his beautiful wife and baby daughter
were killed by the bombs of American F -100’s, just like the
one he was facing now. Thus, he had nothing to lose. The
war, the reunification of North and South Vi etnam, life itself,
no longer held any meaning for him. Everyone he loved most
was mercilessl y taken from him. “If m y life must end let it be
here,” he heard himself say. The words echoed in his tortu red
mind as he lowered his spent weapon and awaited his
imminent death.
“What’s he doing,” a bewildered O’Brien asked. “It’s
like…like he’s resigned himself to his fate.”
“I don’t know,” Valencia said, “but I think m y Aztec
ancestors would.”
Kracek saw the man confronting him as a true warrio r,
one ready to make the ultimate sacrifice in a final courageous
stand—a kindred soul, whose life he could not take. “No my
friend, not today, not by m y hand.” He pulled up sharpl y,
missing him by inches, but the tremendous force of the
trailing water slammed into the Vietcong Leader and tossed
him across the rice paddy like a child’s doll.
Though badl y shaken , Thanh was on his feet in time to
watch his reluctant executioner fl y off. “Why?” He asked.
“Why did you spare my life?”
Before the spray and mist of the man -made tsunami had
settled, the rescue chopper cleared the jungle canopy and was
out of harm’s way. The American pilot had won. Than h was
left to ponder his own question.
He called in his men. “It’s over; they have escaped. Now ,
we must tend to the wounded and bury our dead. Today you
fought with courage and honor and I am proud to be your
commander. Tomorrow…tomorrow we will fight again.”
Most of the distraught faces that stared back at him as he
spoke were even younger t han his, but his words filled them
with pride. No longer spoken with anger and impatience, they
reflected a wisdom beyond his years. They saw the
miraculous change in their young leader and now, more than
ever, would follow him wherever he led.
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2
Ta c t i c a l A p p r o a c h
Kracek flew over the rescue helicopter to check for
damage before heading back to Bien Hoa. “Chicago, Falcon
One, say status.”
“Falcon, Chicago, except for a dozen new ventilation
holes we’re in pretty good shape. We can say the same for
your wingman.”
“You guys earned your pay today, Chicago...drinks are on
me.”
That got a rise out of Garelli, who was listening in on a
spare headset.“No way, Lead. T his is my part y and I’m
buying.”
“He doesn’t quit,” Kracek told himself. “We’re going to
hold you to that, partner. See you on the ground, Chicago.”
“Roger, Falcon. We’ll be about twent y mi nutes behind
you.”
Kracek switched over to Paris Control. “Paris, Falcon
One, over.”
“Falcon, this is Paris, we have you eighteen miles south
of the field. Steer zero -five-zero degrees and descend to five
thousand feet.”
“Copy, Falcon descending to five thousand.”
“We’re setting you up for an approach to runway zero nine. You are cleared to tower frequency.”
“Copy that, Paris.” Minutes later. “Bien Hoa, Falcon One
turning a five mile initial for runway zero -nine.”
“Roger, Falcon, call the break.”
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“Tower, Falcon requests clearance for a tactical
approach.”
“Tactical approach? What’s that?” Lafitte asked.
“Haven’t got time to explain now, Lieutenant,” Major
Thompson said. “Just clear him and watch.”
“Yes sir. Falcon, you’re cleared tactical approach for a
full stop landing. Call base with gear down.”
“Will do, tower.” Kracek descended to about fift y feet
above the ground and accelerated to 450 knots, aligning
himself with the grassy area between the towe r and the left
side of the runway. If something should go wrong —such as an
external fuel tank coming off —the infield would absorb it
without serious damage. As he passed the runway’s end, he
pulled up sharpl y, executed an aileron roll, then a hard 180
degree climbing left turn to downwind, rolling out at pattern
altitude and airspeed —an impressive maneuver even without
the roll.
Lt. Lafitte couldn’t believe her eyes. The B -52’s at
Barksdale never maneuvered like that. “Major, is that what
you call a ta ctical approach?”
“No, not me Lieutenant, him. You won’t see anyone else
doing it.”
She was interrupted by Kracek before she could ask
another question.
“Falcon One turning base with ‘three in the green,’ full
stop.”
Lafitte never took her eyes off him as he completed a
tight turn to final and deployed his drag chute before his main
wheels touched the runway—another technique she had not
seen before. He could have cleared the active at midfield, but
continued to the end of the runway for de-arming. She turne d
to Major Thompson with a look on her face that seemed to
ask him to explain what she had just witnessed. He just
smiled.
Kracek taxied back to the alert area w here he was guided
into the parking slot by his crew chief, who qu ickl y chocked
the wheels and reset all safet y pins. After cutting the engine,
he and the Chief completed a post flight inspection and filled
out the Aircraft Maintenance Form. Everything was okay, but
Kracek had one more item to t ake care of. “Looks good,
Brax…fill her up and reload. She’ll be going again before the
day’s over. I could use a lift to
the helicopter pad.”
“Yes sir, but what happened out there? We heard that
Falcon Two was hit and had to eject. Did Lt. Garelli get out
okay? Did they pi ck him up?”
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Before Kracek could answer, Garelli’s crew chief,
Airman First Class Tyrone Chandler —who had been waiting
patientl y while they compl eted the post flight checks —could
no longer contain himself. “ Christ almight y, Captain, what
happened to m y pilot?”
“Sorry, gents. I should have known that you’d be as
worried about him as I am. Lt. Garelli took a few rounds from
an AK-47, but he’s going to be all right. The rescue chopper
is bringing him in now.
Airman Chandler, who didn’t know th e Captain as well as
his friend, was surprised by his response. Officers don’t
usuall y apologize to enlisted men, and it made him uneasy,
even a little guilt y, about asking questions that may have
sounded more like demands. Brax was right about this guy, he
thought. My demand for information bordered on
insubordination. Any other officer would have quickly put me
in my place.
No apologies needed, sir,” Brax replied. “We were out of
line to press you for answers, particularly after what you’ve
just been through.”
“That’s right sir,” Chandler quickl y added.
Kracek smiled and put the two men at ease. “If you
hadn’t asked, I would not onl y have been disappointed, I
would have been worried.”
“Thanks, Captain,” a relieved Brax said. “Then you
wouldn’t mind filling us in on the details while we flag down
your ride?”
“Of course not. We were scrambled to p rovide close air
support for a Special Forces convoy that had been ambushed
by the Vietcong. They were outnumbered and p inned down by
automatic weapons, which we took out on our first bomb
runs, but their anti-aircraft gun didn’t open up until Garelli
pulled off his second strafing pass. They kept it hidden until
they thought we had expended all of our bombs, a tactic I saw
them use on a previous mission . This time, though, I saved
one of m y bombs.”
“Did you get the bastards, sir?” Airman Chandler asked,
excitedl y.
“Damned sure did. That gun and crew will never fire
another shot in anger. Unfortunatel y, they had already done
their damage. Garelli’s plane was badly crippled, and we
were forced to leave the target area earl y; but not before
giving our guys enough breathing room to regroup the
convoy.
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Kracek described the multiple hits to Garelli’s airplane,
and his ejection. He also told them what happened in the rice
paddy, but his version left out all of the superlatives that
would be used by others to describe what turned out to be a
very memorable Delta sunrise. Yet, he spared no praise for
the skill and bravery of the rescue crew, his wingman, the
troops in the convoy, and the Arm y pilot. “I’ve never
witnessed, first hand, the kind of courage they displayed out
there this morning.
“What’s more, that Vietcong platoon leader and his men
were no less courageous in their effor ts to capture Lt. Garelli.
We won this round, but they’ll be back.”
“Did you say the Vietcong are courageous, sir?” Brax
asked, thinking he may not have heard him correctl y.
“I did, and if you had been there you’d know why. We
think of the Vietcong as our enem y—as we would anyone who
happened to be on the opposing side in a war —but they are
reall y no different from you and me. Like us, they were put
into a lousy situation not of their own making, and were just
trying to do their jobs. Does th at make them less human?”
“I see what you mean, sir,” Braxton said. “I never thought
about it that way.”
Airman Chandler was listening with special interest. Born
and raised in East L.A., he knew from personal experience
about racial prejud ice, how it can rob people of their dignit y
and alienate whole communities. He hated it and what it did
to his famil y and friends. Even he didn’t realize, until he
heard the Captain’s words, that maybe he did see the enem y
as something other than human. Am I guilty of prejudice? He
silentl y wondered.
Before Braxton could flag down a maintenance vehicle, a
blue four door pickup truck pulled in. It was Lt. Col
Whitfield, the 429 t h Squadron Commander, and Major Pitts,
his Operations Officer. “Viktor.” Wh itfield called.
Kracek turned at the sound of his name, walked over to
the driver’s side of the vehicle, and saluted.
Whitfield returned the salute. “How are you?”
“Couldn’t be better, sir. It’s Bert I’m worried about.”
“So are we. Hop in. We were heading ov er to the rescue
choppers and thought you might need a ride.”
Viktor put his chute and helmet in the bed of the pickup
and climbed into the back seat. Before he could get
comfortable, he was verball y attacked by the Major.
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Pitts was assigned to Vietnam after spending the last
three years buried behind a desk in some obscure Pentagon
office. He was good at staff work, and did a credible job of
flight scheduling, but he had little knowledge of combat
operations, and his fl ying s kill in the F-100 was
undistinguished at best. However, he was smart enough to
recognize his shortcomings, and onl y scheduled himself for
low risk, daytime missions.
As for dealing with real fighter pilots, he didn’t have a
clue. “Captain Kracek, wh at you did out there was way out of
line. It violated every regulation in the book. I want a full
written repo rt on m y desk by 1600 hours this afternoon.”
“You’ll have your report, Major, but can you be more
specific? Which ‘out there’ are you referri ng to, the air
support mission itself, or the successful rescue of a brave
fighter pilot who damn near gave his own life to save our
arm y friends?”
Kracek knew Pitts was referring to his tactical landing. It
was the onl y thing about the mission he c ould even begin to
critique. But, he wasn’t in a tolerant mood. The onl y thing
that concerned him was his wingman.
“Kracek!” Pitts’ voice suddenl y jumped to higher pitch.
“Your remarks border on insubordination and I won’t…”
Whitfield cut him o ff before he could finish his sentence.
“Gentlemen, this isn’t the time or the place. Emotions are
running high, and things might be said now that will be
regretted later. Viktor, you wi ll have that written report on
my desk by 0800 hours tomorrow morning and provide a copy
for the Major. I’ll need a verbal debrief from you as soon as
we get back to squadron ops.”
The Colonel’s use of Kracek’s first name was not lost on
Pitts, and he had to wonder about his own position. His
political instincts cauti oned him to back off. In a feeble
attempt to salvage a few points for himself he said: “You’re
absolutel y right, sir. Things will be seen in a clearer
perspective after we’ve had some time to reflect upon them.”
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Whitfield gave him a look that registe red his displeasure,
if not disgust, then turned his attention back to the crowded
parking ramp. He didn’t like the Major very much. He saw
him as just another Pentagon spawned bureaucrat with little
understanding and no appreciation of what goes on in the
trenches; nor any idea of what real fighting men are all about.
His primary objective was to get his “war ticket” punched.
Whitfield simpl y wanted to get the job done. For that, he
needed all the Kracek’s and Garelli’s he could get. Pitts, on
the other hand, could disappear tomorrow and he wouldn’t be
missed. Hell, things would run better without him.
Lt. Col. Bill Whitfield was one of the last of a dying
breed of commanders who understood these things all too
well. His entire military career (twenty three years and
counting) was spent in fighter aircraft, and encompassed
three major conflicts.
During World War II, as a 2 n d Lieutenant fl ying P -51’s
out of England and France, he shot down twent y eight
German aircraft—including the Me-262, the world’s first
operational jet fighter. With five of them stenciled on the
side of his P-51 he became the first Army Air Corps pilot to
become an “Ace” against jet aircraft, and the onl y one to have
accomplished the feat in a prop -driven airplane.
Seven years later, Captain Whitfield, fl ying the new U.S.
Air Force F-86 Sabre Jet, became a triple “Ace,” racking up
seventeen kills against North Korean MIG 15’s and 17’s.
Thus, if his place in fighter pilot history wasn’t already
established by his record in Worl d War II, his Mig tall y in
Korea ensured his place at the “ Table of Eagles.”
He commanded the respect of every fighter pilot that
knew him. But, Kracek was his own man, already recognized
by his peers as “Top Gun.” He didn’t earn that level of
respect by being in awe of anyone.
And—as you might expect from a man like Whitfield —
that’s what he liked best about his young protégé. In him, he
saw a man who loved to fl y, who continuall y pushed the
limits of the envelope to perfect his fl ying skills; a man who
wanted not onl y to do the job, but do it better. Indeed, he saw
himself twent y years ago.
Nevertheless he was concerned, that because of his
single-minded focus on mission accomplishment, Kracek
would not always be understood or appreciated by his peers,
and even less so by some of his supervisors and commanders.
Major Pitts is just one of many that he will have to be wary
of in his Air Force career.
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The rescue helicopter carrying Lt. Garelli was touching
down as they pulled up. Whitfield st opped the pickup short of
the landing pad near the awaiting ambulance. They got out,
but waited until Captain Johnson cut the engine before
walking in a half crouch under the rotating blades to the open
side door of the H-43. Sgt. Valencia was helping Garelli onto
the stretcher when he saw them approaching. He saluted
sharpl y.
Whitfield returned his salute. “Carry on Sergeant. After
what you did this day I should be saluting you.”
He stood aside while Valencia , O’Brien, and two of the
medics lifted the wounded man onto the stretcher and started
an IV. Garelli protested weakl y, mumbling something about
being able to make it under his own power, but no one took
him seriousl y.
“Just let them do their work, son; they’ve done a fair job
of it so far.”
“Good point, Colonel. The pain killer the Chief gave me
must have clouded my judgment.”
“I doubt it, Bert, but it’s good to see that the one thing
the Vietcong couldn’t damage is your sense of humor.”
Garelli smiled. “Not a chance sir .”
“How’re you doin’ partner?” Kracek asked.
“I’ve had better days, Lead. But, thanks to you and the
Chicago gang, I’m still here to talk about it. It’s gonna make
one helluva war story.”
Kracek shook his head, smiling. “Yeah, I can’t wait t o
hear it m yself.”
“Sir, if it’s okay with you, I’ll ride in the ambulance.”
“You go ahead, Viktor, we’ll meet you at the hospital.”
Whitfield and Pitts walked back to their vehicle, as the
medics closed the ambulance doors and drove off with lights
flashing. Pitts started to climb into th e passenger side of the
pickup. “Hold on Major, we have some unfinished business
here. Come with me.” He and Pitts walked back to the rescue
chopper.
Captain Johnson, Chief Master Serge ant Valencia, and
Staff Sergeant O’Brien were watching the ambulance drive
across the tarmac, and did not see Whitfield and Pitts
approach from behind. “You did good men,” Johnson said.
“We can all be proud of this one.”
“Allow me to second that, Captain.”
They turned to see the Colonel and the Major, snapped to
attention and saluted.
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“At ease, gentlemen. I wanted thank you for saving one
of m y pilots, and to get your version of events while they’re
still fresh in your minds. I know that there was nothin g
routine about this mission, and I want to hear about it from
your perspective.”
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3
Renee
Kracek was on his feet before the alarm could ring a
second time—a conditioned reflex drilled into him during his
three years with the Marines, and reinforced by another ten in
the Air Force. Vietnam and the challenge of combat fl ying
kept his reflex es at a razors edge.
He stretched briefly, then walked across the small
nondescript room to its onl y window, where he was greeted
by yet another sunrise. He had seen many, but the infinite
variet y of its displays never ceased to fascinate him. The
light of the slowl y rising golden orb swept across the jungle
landscape into his room, bathing his muscular physiq ue in its
glow.
The ancient Greeks’ belief in the need to maintain a
sound mind and a sound body was adop ted by Kracek when he
was onl y a boy, and he kept himself in top physical condition
with the same dedication he devoted to his fl ying. He was
also aware of the practical benefits of it improving the odds
of survival if he ever had to walk home. Thus, his exercise
regimen was as necessary to hi m as breathing, and he
constantl y strove to improve it by taking the best of what he
learned over the years from the martial arts, yoga, and
calisthenics to fashion his own unique system.
He looked forward to the mornings. They not only
revitalized him physicall y, but reaffirmed his belief that the
world is still a good place to be, despite the senseless damage
we do to it. No matter how many sunrises I see, no matter the
country or setting, it’s always the same, he mused. Today it’s
Vietnam, a country torn apart by a war that nobody seems to
understand, or want. I doubt that Ho Chi Minh is as
uncertain in his purpose as we are.
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The guerilla leader I faced in that rice paddy
demonstrated a level of commitment and bravery I’ve seen in
few other men. If there are many more like him out there
we’re in for a long hard battle. Despite the tired rhetoric of
our generals and politicians, who profess to see “the light at
the end of the tunnel,” all I see is more tunnel.
Kracek interrupted his own though ts. “No time for
this…too much to do today.” He stepped back from the
window and eased into a Kung Fu “horse stance” to begi n his
exercise routine. A tiny gecko, perched in the same corner of
the room as the day before, watched.
After a shave and s hower he put on a clean fl ying suit and
stepped out of the quarters he had called home for the past
three months. The earl y morning air was humid, but not as
uncomfortabl y warm as it would be in a few hours. It smelled
clean and fresh, and seemed to energize every cell in his body
with each breath he took. He looked forward to breakfast and
a good cup of coffee.
Another day, and I’m still here to enjoy it. I’m either
doing something right, or nobody up there wants me. I’d like
to think it’s the former, but either one is acceptable. His selfeffacing humor evoked an involuntary smile that was still
there when he saw her —a striking, raven haired figure in Air
Force blues. She carried herself with the s elf-assurance of a
woman who had earned her place in a predominantl y male
world, compromising nothing.
As they drew closer, he saw that she wore her hair in a
bun. However, neither that, nor the less then flattering
uniform she wore, could hide her feminine beaut y. He took
note of her high cheek bones, perfectly formed nose and
mouth, and wide set eyes. Their color…too far away to tell.
Lafitte had noticed him first, and made her own
appraisal: handsome, brown hair, deep set eyes —the color of
which she couldn’t quite make out —a nose that had probabl y
been broken at one time, and a mouth that not onl y
complimented his other features, but is smiling. Interesting,
she thought. Any man who can smile while walking alone at
this hour of the morning, in a country half a world removed
from his own, h as got to have something going for him.
Nearing the entrance to the club she noted the athletic
body under the loose fitting fl ying suit he was wearing, and
the confidence in his step. “Good morning sir,” she said,
saluting. Brown, his eyes are ligh t brown. No, not brown,
more of a hazel color, encircled by a light, gray -green outer
rim. Unusual, like the man, perhaps.
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“Good morning, Lieutenant.” Her voice sounded familiar.
Yes, she was in the tower, he recalled. “How are you this fine
Vietnam morning?”
That voice, I’ve heard it before …Falcon One. “I’m fine,
sir. How are you, Captain Kracek?”
“Couldn’t be better, but how did you…?”
“Know your name? We met yesterday.” She was
pleasantl y surprised by his almost boyish reaction a t hearing
his name from a perfect stranger.
“Yesterday? Did I miss something?” Kracek played
along. He had already place d her voice, but didn’t want
tospoil her apparent delight at beating him in the voice
recognition game.
“I don’t think so. I was in the tower yesterday morning
when Falcon flight was scrambled. We merel y exchanged a
few innocent transmissions.”
“Right. I wasn’t expecting a woman’s voice. I thought
Major Thompson had either been drinking too much coffee, or
was a little anxious about seeing me off again.”
She laughed aloud. A sense of humor too, she mused.
“Yes, I know. He told me about you.”
Her spontaneous laughter at his less then inspired humor
was refreshing. It awakened feelings within him that he
hadn’t felt in a long time, and he found himself drawn to her.
Before he could ask, she extended her hand. “Renee
Lafitte.” She didn’t include her rank bec ause it was obvious
and she disliked redundancy.
“Viktor,” he said, taking her hand. “But you alread y
know that.” Her hand was soft, but her grip was firm. “Join
me for breakfast?”
“Why not?
You look harmless enough without your
airplane.”
He reached to open the door. “After you, Lieutenant.”
To her surprise, she didn’t hesitate, but s miled and
stepped inside. “Thank you, Captain.”
Although she never considered herself a feminist, she
believed in their cause, if not their method. Still, she had not
allowed a man to open a door for her in a long time; nor
could she remember the last t ime one had offered. Most of the
men she knew were put off by t he feminist movement, even
threatened by it.
Obviousl y comfortable in his own skin, this man’s simple
act of courtesy was without pretense. To refuse it —it seemed
to her—would have been rude. None of this was lost on
Kracek, whose attraction to her increased with each new
exchange.
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At the restaurant they are met by the hostess. “Good
morning monsieur, mademoiselle.”
“Good morning, Mai,” he said.
Mai was a petite young Vietn amese woman with long
straight black hair, dark haunting eyes, and the exquisite face
of a porcelain doll. She was wearing a pink, sheer, full length, long-sleeved silk gown, fitted with a high neck collar
and slit to the waist on both sides —the traditional costume of
her country. Worn underneath is what can best be described
as a pair of white silk pajamas. The outer dress itself is
usuall y white, but may also be seen in light pastel colors.
Whether the girl who wore the Ao Dai was riding a bike,
or strolling down a sidewalk, to Krac ek, it exuded
femininit y…the perfect complement to the exotic beaut y and
sensualit y of the Vietnamese woman. Watching Mai lead them
to their table, brought to mind the life -sized nude statue of a
young girl he had seen i n a Saigon art exhibition. She could
have been the model, he reflected .
“Penny for you r thoughts?” Renee asked.
“What? Oh…sorry Lieutenant; m y mind just wandered off
for a minute.”
Renee was naturally curious, but didn’t think it proper to
ask what it was that distracted him.
“This table do, sir?” Mai asked, in heavil y accented
English.
Kracek nodded his approval and thanked her.
As they seated themselves in the padded wicker chairs
she handed them menus. “I send waiter…hop e you enjoy
breakfast,” she said, smiling demurel y. Warmed by her smile,
Kracek looked into her usuall y deflected eyes. It brought a
blush to her face that she was unable to hide before turning to
walk away.
“Why, Captain Kracek, I think she likes you ,” Renee
observed.
“Mai? I don’t think so. She’s very shy, and very
young…onl y twent y one.”
“I’d say that’s old enough, wouldn’t you?” Renee was
enjoying his embarrassment. She found it refreshing. “I’ve
heard a lot about your fl ying skills since I arrived at Bien
Hoa, Captain, but no one ever mentioned your talent with the
ladies.”
Kracek wasn’t expecting her to be so direct. After all,
they just met. Nonetheless, her candor and perceptiveness
made her even more appealing . I’ll have to be a bit more
guarded. “Renee…” He paused deliberately. “May I call you
Renee?”
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The disarmingl y innocent question, delivered with
pretended modest y, left her momentaril y speechless, and gave
him back the advantage in their friendl y tête -à-tête. The look
on her face was his reward.
“My friends call me Viktor. And, now that we’re properl y
introduced, there’s no reason to be so formal, at least not off
dut y.”
“But, Captain Kracek, I…do you think…I mean…”
“He interrupted before she could find the words. “Yes, I
do think it would be all right, but if it makes you
uncomfortable…”
“Not at all,” she replied, quickly regaining her
composure.
“Then it’s settled, Renee.” He repeated her name with
emphasis and offered his hand to seal the agreement.
“Yes it is, Viktor,” she said, as she shook his hand —
already wondering what the future held for them.
When they finished breakfast, Kracek didn’t try to pick
up the check, realizing she might not be comfortable with it.
She was grateful he didn’t, not wanting a sill y debate over
who should pay for breakfast, to spoil what she secretl y
hoped would be the start of a budding relationship.
He left five dollars in script on the table. “I hate to rush
off, but I’ve got an eight o’ clock meeting with the
Commander. Can I give you a lift somewhere?”
“No thanks, Sergeant Donnell y will be picking me up.”
“Then I’d better be going.”
“What about your wingman?”
“My wingman?”
“How is he doing?”
“Bert? Well, except for a cut leg, a flesh wound to the
left shoulder, and a bullet through the right leg, he’s doing
great. He was in good spirits when I left him last night. The
round in his thigh took a small chip out of the femur, which
grounded him for a few week s, but the flight surgeon expects
him to make a full recovery.”
“I’d like to meet him.”
“You will.” He starts to leave, stops and turns back.
“Thanks.”
“For what?”
“For asking, and for your company. It’s been a long time
since I shared breakfast with a beautiful woman.”
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Renee felt herself blush, but, curiousl y, wasn’t
embarrassed. Normall y, she would have been annoyed with
her reaction. On this morning, however, she felt as though
she had rediscovered a part of her female sid e that she hadn’t
been in touch with since high school. She was afra id, that
four years of LSU ROTC, and her rather strict military
training, had buried it forever, and was pleasantl y surprised
to find that it was still intact. This is all your fault, Viktor
Kracek. The thought brought a smile to her lips.
Regaining her composure, she said: “I was right, you are
a charmer. Have a nice day, Captain.”
He was grateful she let him off the hook so easil y, but he
couldn’t leave without first knowing when, or if, he would
see her again. “Will I see you again?”
“It’s a small base,” she replied.
“How about tonight…dinner?”
“I’ll look forward to it.”
“The club at nineteen hundred hours?”
“I’ll be there.”
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4
C o m m a n de r ’ s M e e t i n g
The door was open, but Kracek, observing military
protocol, knocked on its wooden frame before walking in.
“Good morning, sir.”
“Good morning, Viktor.” Whitfield said, returning his
salute. “Close the door behind you and sit down. Coffee?”
“No thanks, Colonel, I just had breakfast.”
The Commander’s office was small, sparsel y furnished ,
with a window that gave him a view of the flight line. A map
of Vietnam was displayed on the wall behind him and an
electric fan stood in the rear corner of the room.
On his desk was a picture of his wife and a model of the
F-86—the plane he flew in Korea. Kracek handed him the
report and sat himself in one of the two chairs in front of the
desk.
Whitfield was a handsome, distinguished looking man in
his earl y forties, with brown hair, graying at the temples, and
piercing blue eyes. Looking into them one could easily
imagine how he became one of our greatest fighter aces. He
leafed through a few pages of the report and laid it down.
“I’ll go through this later. First, I’d like to hear it again from
you, this time with all the details we couldn’t get into
yesterday when we were interrupted by General Simmons’
call.”
Kracek had anticipated Whitfield’s request. “I t was about
0520 hours when we were scrambled and…”
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“No, not from the beginning. What interests me more is
your encounter with that Vietcong platoon leader. What reall y
happened out there?”
He began again. “Well sir, when Sergeant Valencia
carried Garelli back to the chopper Chicago became the
primary target, and the combined fire power of the door
gunner and the Chief’s M16 wasn’t enough to stop the
“Cong.” They were probabl y more afraid of their leader than
they were of taking a bullet.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s no short answer, but maybe it will become clear
as I tell the story.”
Whitfield settles back in his gray swivel chair.
“I rolled in for another pass thinking that, fear or no fear,
there was no way they were going to walk through the wall of
steel the “Hun” can lay down with all four cannons firing at
once. But, when I squeezed t he trigger nothing happened. My
overheated guns were jammed and there was no time to come
back around on the chance they might cool down enough to
finish the job.
“Chicago was about to be overrun and needed less than
ten seconds to clear the area. If I could force the VC to worry
more about me then them I could buy the time they needed.
So, I dropped down to eyeball level and flew straight at the
men in the field, hoping it would distract them long to allow
the rescue chopper to make good its escape .”
“You knew, of course,” Whitfield interjected, “that if
your impromptu little stunt itself didn’t kill you, hitting any
of the men in that rice paddy would have brought you down
with them.”
“I didn’t have time to think about that, Col onel.”
Whitfield smiled. “No, I guess you didn’t. Is there
anything else you’d like to add?”
“It worked.”
“Yes, it did. However, I talked to the chopper pilot,
Captain Johnson, after you drove off in the ambulance with
Garelli.” Whitfi eld paused to get Kracek’s reaction. He got
none. This guy is good, he thought. He’s cool even when he’s
not getting shot at . The story I got from him and his crew was
far more interesting than yours.”
“From where they were sitting, it may have appea red
more hairy than it reall y was, Colonel.”
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Whitfield couldn’t help smiling again, anticipating his
reaction, but he wasn’t going to let him off so easil y. “Viktor,
I’m well aware of your penchant for understatement, for
treating every mission as though it were routine; but this time
there were too many witnesses. Johnson told me he had never
seen anything like it in all his years of fl ying. He said you
were so low on that final pass, that the blast from your jet
exhaust whipped the rice paddy into to a towering rooster tail
of mud and water; that it looked as if you were going
to fl y right through the Vietcong platoon. That true?”
“It was an option, sir. I was hoping they’d duck first, and
they did—all but their leader.”
“Yes, he said that t oo. Did he really square off against
you with nothing more than an AK -47?”
“He did, sir…gutsiest thing I’ve ever seen.”
Kracek’s words, and the apparent respect he held for his
antagonist did not go unnoticed by Whitfield. He had always
known him to be a thinking man’s fighter pil ot, but attributed
it to his in-depth knowledge of weapons and tactics, and his
ongoing effort to perfect the latter. This was different. It
revealed a philosophical side to him he had not seen before.
Any man who can see his enemy not as a faceless killer, but
as a fellow human being, possesses qualities rarely seen on
or off the battlefield. “Go on.”
“I don’t think I can add much more to what you’ve
already heard, sir.”
“Viktor!”
Kracek saw that the Colonel’s patience was wearing thin
and quickl y relented. “Yes, if necessary , I would have I flown
straight through them if they hadn’t buried themselves in that
rice paddy. Their leader, however, stood his ground, f iring
his weapon at me. I tried to imagine how it may have
appeared to him, and envisioned a huge fl ying dra gon
descending from the sky with its tail dragging through the
flooded rice paddies.”
“I believe he was so filled with rage over his inabilit y to
reach Garelli that his anger was strong er than his fear. I can’t
explain it, but I could feel it in the cockpit.” He paused,
replaying the scene in his mind.
Whitfield waited for him to continue.
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“I was as mad as he was, ready to fl y right through him,
and his body language was telling me t hat that is exactl y what
I would have to do to stop him. Had I done so, he probabl y
would have taken me down with him. Any part of him going
through m y engine would have destroyed it. At that point I
didn’t care anymore than he did. The strange part is he
suddenl y stopped firing, lowered his weapon, and waited.”
“Waited? For what?”
“I don’t know, for me, I guess…his executioner. Yet,
despite how it might have looked to others, it wasn’t simpl y
an act of a defeated man, frustrated over his failure to capture
an American pilot; nor was it an act of defiance. ”
“How could you know that?”
“I can’t explain, sir, but it was the way he stood there, as
if all of his anger had been suddenl y drained away. He…he
seemed at peace.”
“At peace? How could you possibly see all that? You
were coming at him at more than five hundred miles an hour,
no more than five feet above the ground.”
“The sun was well above the horizon by then, but I was
‘seeing’ him on a level that had nothing to do w ith the
lighting conditions.”
“It still doesn’t explain how you…”
“Yes sir, I know. There’s no logical explanation, but,
craz y as it sounds, I could sense what he was feeling, and it
was clearer to me than what m y eyes were seeing. The instan t
he lowered his weapon I knew I couldn’t kill him. I pulled up
in time to miss him, but he may have been injured by the jet
blast and impact of the water trailing behind me.”
“He wasn’t. ” Whitfield was grateful he could provide
some information to ease his concern. “The Chicago crew had
the best seat in the house, and they told me your ‘friend’
never wavered. He was blown across the rice paddy by your
jet blast and trailing water, but was on his feet in time to
watch you fl y away.
“The way Chicago described it, it was as though no one in
that field existed but you and that Vietcong commander. It’s
the most remarkable story I have heard come out of this war.
What do you make of it?”
“I haven’t figured that one out yet, sir, but whatever it
was that transpired between us was a good thing.” Kracek
paused for a moment, then added: “We both lived to fight
another day. More than that I’m not prepared to say.”
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5
W h i t f i e ld ’ s R e v e la t i o n s
Whitfield pondered Kracek’s last remark before speaking.
“Viktor, what I’m about to tell you is something I haven’t
told anyone but m y wife and a few close friends. I want yo u
to hear it now. It involves an encounter I had with a MIG -15
pilot during the Korean War.
“We were three four ship flights of F -86 Sabre Jets, on a
fighter sweep of the airspace known as MIG Alley, just south
of the Yalu River. Leading our group wa s none other than
Col. Frank J. Petkowski, the top American ace of World War
II, and already a Korean ace. I was leading the second flight,
still looking for m y fifth kill. The third flight was led by 1Lt.
David Bell, an outstanding young fighter pilot, wh o was also
looking for his fifth.
“Bell was first to spot the MIGs at two o’clock high.
They outnumbered us four to one, but weren’t looking for a
fight that day. They also knew we were under orders not t o
engage them north of the Yalu and were conte nt to watch us
from their ‘safe haven.’ Well, they may have been content,
but Petkowski didn’t become the greatest living ace in Air
Force history by waiting for something to happen. He made it
happen.
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“Turning north, he pulled us straight up into that huge
formation of MIGs, scattering them all over the sky. His
unexpected attack took them —and us—by surprise, and
effectivel y neutralized their numerical advantage.
“On that day, Petkowski added three more enem y aircraft
to his total; Bell and I each got two. Our group chalked up a
total of thirteen confirmed kills, with five damaged. The
remainder of the Mig’s escaped to the north, but not before
they did some damage of their own.
“We lost two F-86’s. One of them was Bell. He was
hit…smoke was trailing from his burning aircraft. I broke off
the MIG I was tracking to cover him should he have to bail
out and, if he did, make sure he made it safel y to the ground.
As I moved in closer I could see that the fire was about to
engulf the cockpit and told him to eject. He didn’t answer,
but turned south tryi ng to make it across
the border into South Korea.
“His canopy was shattered and covered with blood…so
much blood. Yet, despite his wounds, he was still conscious
and able to control the ai rcraft until it flamed out. Seconds
later I saw him slump against the canopy. He never got out,
but he made it back into South Korea before going down with
his aircraft.
“I tried to stay with him to get a radio fix on the crash
site, but the MIG -15 pilot I let escape earlier had apparentl y
followed me, and was rapidl y closing within gun range. With
my airspeed reduced to stay with Bell, I wo uld have been an
easy kill. If there was ever a time to try a new evasive tactic I
had been working on, that was it.
“I slammed the throttle forward and I pushed over into a
negative ‘g’ condition, allowing me to quickl y regain
maneuvering speed, while making it difficult for the Mig
pilot to track and shoot. Before he cou ld adjust to that
condition, I pulled up into a rolling vertical cl imb. Then,
while still inverted with good fl ying speed, I pulled back
down to a point just below the horizon. Anyone trying to
follow me would assume I was going to continue pulling
positive ‘g’s’ and complete a classic ‘Split S.’
“That’s what the Mig pilot thought, but he was always a
step behind. I waited for him to commit, then, while still
inverted, momentaril y pushed the stick forward into a
negative ‘g’ condition, and abruptl y transitioned into a ‘High
G Barrel Roll, forcing him to overshoot.
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“As he slid out in front of me I opened up with all six
fift y caliber guns. The burst tore off his right wing and his
plane exploded in a ball of fire. The pilot got out, but the
wind would decide on which side of the Ya lu his chute would
take him.”
Viktor, hung on Whitfield’s every word, trying to form a
mental picture of the maneuver he was describing. He didn’t
want to interrupt, but couldn’t contain himself. “Christ,
Colonel, that was your third kill!”
“Yes, and it was costl y. I was so close when I fired I
couldn’t pull up in time to avoid the debris from his aircraft.
Some of it went through m y intake and destroyed enough
turbine blades to make it all but impossible to make it back to
Osan Air Base. As it turned out, that was the least of m y
problems.
“Barel y able to hold minimum fl ying speed, and with m y
engine about to quit, I was like a ship dead in the water.
Before I had a chance to worry about it my world literall y
exploded around me. The next t hing I remember is falling
through the sky, still strapped to my ejection seat.
Instinctivel y, I unbuckled the lap belt, kicked free of the seat,
and pulled the ripcord.
“The good news was, the chute opened and I was over
South Korea; the bad news, that the explosion was caused by
multiple hits from the 23mm cannon shells of a Mig -15, the
same one circling me as I floated helplessl y to the ground —
the wingman of the pilot I had just shot down.
“While his leader and I were going at it, he wisel y stayed
high to see how things played out before getting back into the
fight. It was obvious that he wanted more than just another F 86 kill to his credit, he wanted me, and he was coming in to
finish the job. In what I thought would be m y last act, I took
out m y .45 automatic and waited. He was coming straight at
me. One burst from his cannons and I would have been
history, but he didn’t fire. Instead, he pulled up just in time
to miss me, but close enough to partially collapse m y chute
with his jet exhaus t. It was unintentional.”
“Why would you think that, sir?”
“Because as I struggled to re -inflate m y chute he came
back, this time crossing level in front of me, far enough away
to avoid spilling m y chute again, yet close enough to where I
could see him in the cockpit. He looked straight at me and
saluted. I returned his salute and watched him turn north
across the Yalu. It was the strangest encounter I ever had in
that war, or any other I’ve been in. I’ll never forget it or,
more importantl y, wh at I learned from it.”
53

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

Kracek observed Whitfield’s face as he was speaking and
saw his expression change from that of a gutsy young fighter
pilot reliving a life and death air battle, to that of a wiser,
more mature man who, given his life, came away from the
experience with more questions about war, and the so -called
enem y, than answers. Neither is as black and white as our
political leaders would have us believe.
“That’s an amazing story, sir. The similarities between
our experiences in two di fferent wars is amazing.”
“That’s why I wanted you to hear it, Viktor. What
happened between you and that Vietcong platoon leader was
as real and as significant as what happened between me and
that MIG pilot. The situations were reversed, but the
outcomes were the same. In both cases, warrior instincts were
tempered by an even stronger humanit y. As a result, we all
lived to fight again —hopefull y for a more noble cause.”
Viktor could hardl y believe what he was hearing from a
man he held in the hi ghest regard. He wanted nothing more in
his career than to achieve the same level of fl ying excellence
as he. These new revelations by his mentor magnified his
stature in his eyes. Until that moment he had onl y known him
as a legendary fighter pilot and le ader. “Thanks for sharing
your story, Colonel. It means a lot to me.”
“I knew it would. I’ve told others, but not in the same
detail, and without revealing m y personal feelings. You’re
one of onl y two people to hear the full account. My wife was
is the other. You understand why.”
“I do, sir, but few others would. My report also leaves
out m y personal feelings about the incident.”
“Good. I had to be sure of that before Major Pitts got
hold of it, and before sending a copy to 7 t h Air Force.”
“7 t h Air Force?”
“Yes. Your mission wasn’t exactl y routine. I doubt that it
will stop there. You’ve already built quite a reputation for
yourself in this war, and you can be assured that every time
your name is seen on the fl ying schedule post ed at
headquarters it’s given special attention.”
“I’m just trying to do m y job, sir.”
“I know. However, most of the sorties we fl y in this war
are almost as routine as going out to the gunnery range at
home. You seem to get more than your shar e of the other
kind. They’ll probably have to rewrite the text book for this
one. I almost forgot, how is that coming?”
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“Fine, sir. Much of what I put in m y report will be going
into the study. It will also be going into the weekl y bulletin. I
hope to complete it before we leave Vietnam, so that the
squadron replacing us won’t have to reinvent the wheel.”
“It’s an ambitious project, but if anyone can do it I’m
sure you can. Now, there’s another matter I’d like to discuss
with you, Garelli.”
“Garelli?” Kracek’s face reflected both surprise and
relief. He thought the Colonel was about to ask him to
explain his tactical approach.
“Yes. I talked to the flight surgeon just before you got
here and he told me that he would be grounded for about a
month. It would take that long for his wounds to full y heal. If
I know Bert he’s not going to be easy to live with if he can’t
fl y. I think it best for him, and us, that he spend that time
with his wife and kids. They’ll be worried sick about him
when they hear what happened, and they need to see he’s
going to be just fine.”
Deep in thought, Kracek’s response was noticeabl y slow.
“Sorry, sir. I was just thinking about what you said. I
couldn’t agree more.”
“Good. There is one more item. How would you feel
about sending him to the Fighter Weapons School at Nellis
Air Force Base, your alma mater?”
The smile on Kracek’s face said it all.
“I thought you’d like the idea.”
“Yes sir, so will Bert. He’ll be competing against the to p
fighter jocks in the Air Force, in the toughest fl ying school
out there, but he’s one of our best young pilots and more than
up to the challenge. It wouldn’t surprise me if he brought
back the ‘Top Gun’ trophy.”
“Your endorsement is all I needed. W e’ll get him into the
January class, right after his home leave.”
Whitfield
paused
deliberatel y.
”Oh,
I
almost
forgot…about yesterday’s approach and landing. Major
Thompson described it to me. It didn’t sound like the
standard tactical approach flo wn in today’s Air Force.”
“No sir, it wasn’t an approved maneuver. I added an extra
twist.”
“Yes, I know about the unsanctioned aileron roll . Care to
explain?”
“Well sir, I could tell you that after the mission the
adrenalin was still ru nning high and I needed something to
bring me down. For me, acrobatics works better than a pill.
But that wasn’t it.”
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“I’m listening.”
“Three reasons: one, to celebrate the success of our
mission, in which we not onl y prevented our guys from be ing
overrun by the Vietcong, but kept a damn good man from
falling into their hands; two, for the crew chiefs tower
operators, armament crews, suppl y personnel, and all the
others we depend on to do our jobs who are too often taken
for granted; three, trad ition, one honored by fighter pilots
since World War I. But I don’t have to tell you that, you
practicall y invented it.”
Whitfield smiled. “I didn’t, but you’re right. In World
War II—that’s as far back as I go, by the way —and in Korea,
we all did similar stunts over the field after returning from a
mission, for the same reasons you just stated. We called them
‘Victory Rolls.’ Your innovative fl ying st yle would have fit
right in. Unfortunately, those days are behind us.
“Back then the commander might have called you in to
critique your low level acrobatic technique and even offer
some pointers. Today, he’d be compelled to ground you and
take some form of disciplinary action. I don’t ever want to be
put in that position.
“Viktor, you’re one of the best young fighter pilots I’ve
seen come along since m y good friend David Bell. Your
reputation as a professional officer and pilot have already
established you as a leader among your peers, and this is just
the beginning. You’ve got a bright, rewarding future ahead of
you, and I for one would like to see you fulfill that potential.
“But, this is a new Air Force. Some of the people you
encounter in your career may not be as understanding, or as
appreciative of your talent. They may even see y ou as a
threat, particularl y if they’re not secure in their own position.
Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“I do sir, though I will admit I didn’t realize things were
as bleak as you paint them.”
“Of course, you wouldn’t. Your focus has always be en on
improving your fl yi ng skills and getting the job done. It’s
what enabled you to do what you did in that rice paddy
yesterday morning. But, the politics of a Air Force career are
very real. To ignore them is to risk losing all that you’ve
worked so hard to achieve. You have too much to offer to let
that happen…for us to let that happen.”
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Kracek was visibl y moved by the Colonel’s words. Never
before had anyone of his stature taken the time to explain the
political hazards of a military career —though he was aware
of them. It was often a subject of conversation among the
guys at the bar. Fighter pilots, however, are not known for
their political acumen, and he never took anything they had to
say seriousl y, especiall y over a few beers. From this man,
however, a man who epitomized the fighter pilot he hoped to
become, they take on a whole new meaning.
“Viktor.”
“Yes sir…I…”
“You seemed deep in thought.”
“You’ve given me a lot to think about. I was certainly
aware of the politics of a military career, but I just never had
it spelled it out to me the way you just did. I don’t know what
to say, except, thanks.”
“Now, about your reasons for yesterday’s one man air
show. The first explanation you gave me will be the official
one, agreed?”
“Yes sir.”
“Good. If headquarters does have any questions about it,
I’m sure this simple, honest answer will be enough to ease
their concern. In fact, they’ll be looking for a reason —any
reason—to drop the matter.”
“Why is that , sir?”
“That’s a good question. Consider this your first lesson
in Air Force politics. As you know, this war is highl y
controversial. The U.S. Congress is divided on the issue and
it does not have the majorit y support of the American
public.”
“Yes sir, but what does it have to do with…”
“Hear me out. A little background history is necessary to
make m y point.”
Kracek looked at him, then settled back into his chair.
Whitfield continued: “The ‘hawks’ in Congress,
encouraged by th e Joint Chiefs of Staff, convinced President
Johnson, McNamara, and others in the executive branch, that
we had to get into the war with a full commitment of air and
ground forces or lose South Vietnam to the communists.
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“The still prevailing theor y in Washington—originally
put forth by President Eisenhower and his Secretary of State,
John Foster Dulles —was that, if Vietnam fell to communism,
all of South East Asia would follow…the so -called ‘Domino
Theory.’ Regardless of its questionable premise , no president
was willing to put it to the test, certainly not J ohnson, who
has stated publicl y that he did not want to go down in history
as the first American president to lose a war.
“By the summer of 1964, we were no longer fighting
Vietcong guerillas in small skirmishes, but North Vietnamese
regulars of battalion, and even regiment size. The 25,000
advisors we had here at the time weren’t nearl y enough. The
generals won their argument. They got their war, but they
never convinced the majorit y of ou r people, not to mention
Congress, that it was the right thing to do. Now, in the middle
of fighting the war, they must continuall y find ways to justify
it.
“For the most part, they relied on clever rhetoric and
statistical sleight of hand to do it . But, how many times can
you use tired old phrases like, ‘We can see the light at the
end of tunnel,’ before the American people see it for the
bureaucratic smokescreen it is? No, the general’s needed
something more tangible, more universall y accepted as a
positive. They needed heroes.”
“Heroes?”
“You bet. There is nothing Americans lo ve more than
their heroes, and you, m y friend, fit that bill. I’m not
surprised that you don’t see anything you do as heroic, it ’s
not your st yle. Nevertheles s a lot of other people do,
including m yself. You not onl y prevented the almost certain
annihilation of one of our convoys, you saved your wingman
from being captured —not to mention the rescue crew that
risked their lives to pull him out of that rice paddy .”
“They’re the real heroes, Colonel.”
“They are, and they will be recognize d for their actions.
You and I know, that no other group in Vietnam is more
deserving of the title ‘hero’ than Search and Rescue.
Nevertheless, there are too many wit nesses to your most
recent exploit to dismiss it so lightl y.
I can assure you that, in their reports, the generals will not.
“They have their hero, one they didn’t have to
manufacture; whose deeds need not even be embellished for
the media. Hell, they m ay have trouble just trying to sell the
truth. That’ll be a switch.
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“I’m not sure how they’ll use this bit of good fortune, but
you can bet they will. I’m almost sorry to be the one to tell
you, because I know you’d prefer be left alone to do your jo b.
Unfortunatel y, that’s not go ing to happen. Your whole world
is about to change. You should prepare yourself for it.
“On the positive side, this is a rare opportunit y, one that
will open doors that can further your career and enable you to
accomplish even more. It’s one of those rare instances when
the politics of the situation are actuall y working for you. My
advice, if you don’t mind m y offering, is to take full
advantage of it. Timing is just as important in t he political
arena as it is in our business. This is your time.”
The Colonel finished what he wanted to say, but Kracek
was still trying to assimilate all that he had just heard.
“Obviousl y, I wasn’t expecting anything like this. I’m going
to need more time to digest it . But, if I rea d you correctl y,
time is a luxury I don’t have. I’ll have to trust m y instincts,
and your advice, which tell me to go with it, whatever it is.”
“Viktor, if you had reacted in an y other way, I would
have been disappointed. We’ll talk about this again. For now,
it’s time we paid a visit to your wingman.”
Whitfield got out of his chair and started for the door,
then stopped. “That new maneuver you added to the tactical
landing pattern…think you could show it to me sometime?”
“My pleasure, C olonel.”
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6
B i e n H o a H o sp i t a l
Bien Hoa Hospital is a tiled roof, single story, wooden
structure built by the French colonialists before the Japanese
occupation of World War II, and rebuilt again in th e mid
fifties by the French with some interesting innovations.
An aerial view of the original hospital would reveal four
long narrow buildings joined together in the shape of a
perfect square. In its center was a court yard filled with
tropical flora native to Vietnam, with the exception of its
southwest section. It is home to a beautiful rose garden —no
doubt imported from France. Tall palm trees, strategically
placed within the yard, pr ovide welcome shade against the
hot tropical sun.
Stones pathways wide enough to accommodate a
wheelchair wind their way through a multitude of exotic
colors and scents, and radiate out from a circular walk that
once surrounded a large octagonal wo oden gazebo in the
center of the yard —its top crowned with the same red tiles
used for the main building. The court yard gave patients, staff,
and visitors a place of refuge where the beaut y of nature
could calm their minds —a Zen approach to healing.
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At the end of World War II and the expulsion of the
Japanese, another war was brought to the fore —one in
progress even before the other had ended, the French/Indo China War. Ho Chi Minh was more determined than ever to
see that the French colonialists met t he same fate as the
Japanese in his quest to reunite North and South Vietnam. As
a result the patient load increased, requiring additional
hospital facilities.
With no external room to expand on the existing structure
the French were forced to use pa rt of the court yard area.
Thus, the gazebo, walkways, and much of the tropical gardens
were sacrificed to make room for the new addition, which was
built in the center of the court yard and connected t o the
original hospital by enclosed corridors on all fou r sides.
Central to the new structure were four state of the art
operating theaters. Its outer rooms faced smaller, but still
beautiful gardens, and housed intensive care patients, x -ray,
lab, and other surgical support facilities. The rose garden
remained, as did the four large palm trees. The architectural
changes blended in so perfectl y with the old, that anyone who
didn’t know its history would believe it to be part of the
original design.
Whitfield and Kracek walked up to the reception des k,
where a prett y Vietnamese nurse and a U.S. Air Force medic
were engaged in a one -sided conversation, with the airman
doing all the talking. The girl was obviousl y uncomfortable
with it.
“Airman,” Whitfield snapped, “is this your assigned dut y
station?”
“Er…no sir, I…I’m on a break.”
“Airman Earnhart, is it?” The name tag sewn over the
right shirt pocket of the young man’s green fatigues told him
as much.
“Yes sir!” He said sharpl y, as he snapped to attention.
“Airman First Class Joh n W. Earnhart, sir!”
“Well, Airman, I suggest you take your break somewhere
else and let this young lady to do her job.”
“Yes sir. I’m sorry, sir…I…” Sensing the futilit y of
trying to explain his actions with words that kept failing him,
Earnhart saluted sharpl y, did an abrupt about face, and
walked away as fast as his legs could carry him.
Kracek was impressed with how the Colonel handled the
situation. Except for a bruised ego, no damage was done.
“Nurse we’re looking for Lt. Gare lli. Can you tell us what
room he’s in?” Whitfield asked.
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“Yes sir. He put in intensive care after surgery. Room
number 110.”
“How do we get there?”
“I know where it is sir,” Kracek said.
“Of course. Thank you, Miss, and I apologize f or the
Airman’s conduct. If he bothers you again please let me
know.”
“Oh, no sir, I thank you. He not bad man. I not want make
trouble for him.” She was grateful for his concern, but even
more worried that she may have gotten the a irman in trouble.
“You don’t have to worry about that. I think he got m y
message.”
They went around the reception desk and into the
connecting corridor that led through the court yard into the
central building. Both men had been in the new ad dition
before, but never reall y took notice of the gardens
surrounding it. They were struck by the contrasts in
vegetation.
On the left was a display of roses in every imaginable
color; so beautiful, one could believe they were transplanted
from the famous gardens of Vitel le, France. Given that
Vietnam was once a French colony, it’s quite possible they
were. To their right, in dramatic contrast to the “Vitelle
Corner,” was a infinite variet y of native flowers and green
leafed plants, arranged by the hands of a master garden er.
Huge orchids, wet with dew, glistened in the earl y morning
sun.
“We take a left here, sir. Garelli’s room is two doors
down.”
His door was open. The room had two beds, each with its
own window looking out into the rose garden. Bert was
sitting up in the bed on the right, i mmersed in the view
outside and didn’t see them come in.
“Good morning, Bert,” Whitfield said, as they entered the
room.
Garelli turned with a surprised look on his face. He
wasn’t expecting visitors so earl y. “ Good morning Colonel,
Viktor. How are you?”
“We’re fine,” Whitfield answered. “More importantl y,
how are you?”
“Much better sir, now that they’ve taken all the lead out
of me. Have you seen m y scars?”
“No, but I think that can wait until t he bandages come
off, don’t you?”
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“You’re right, it would be more effective if I unveiled it
at beer call at the Officer’s Club. I’d have a much bigger
audience.”
They laughed. For Bert, getting someone to laugh was
like self-prescribed medi cine.
Sounds like you’ve been using the time here to polish your
stand-up comedy routine,” Kracek quipped. “How the hell are
you, Bert?”
“Guess I can’t help m yself, partner. Except for a few new
holes here and there I’m doing good. The ‘doc’ told me I was
lucky to be alive.”
“He doesn’t know how lucky.”
“Yeah, he wasn’t there. But he did say, that if the round I
took in the leg had been just a few centimeters off it could
have severed a major artery. If it had, Sergeant Valencia
might have risked his life for a dead man. As it is, I’ll be
walking with a slight limp for awhile, but barring
complications he’ll release me in a day or two. I’m ready
now.”
“I’ll bet you are,” Whitfield said, “but the doctor knows
what he’s doing. Resting in here awhile longer, soaking up all
that beautiful scenery out there, is probabl y the best therapy
for you right now.”
“It’s something else, isn’t it sir? Reminds me of m y
wedding da y. Did you know you that Nancey and I were
married in a rose garden?”
“No, I didn’t, but I’d like to hear about it?” Whitfield had
a knack for getting people to relax, to draw them out. By
putting them at ease they revealed things to him that they
would be reluctant to tell anyone else. As a commander he
often found this kind of information to be very useful.
However, it took time and patience. The patience he had in
abundance…the time, well, he made the time.
“It was her idea. Nancey loves roses and when she saw
this little park in town, she knew it was where wo uld be
married. The roses surrounded the top of a large grassy
mound and were in different shades of reds, pinks, and
whites.”
They listened politel y as Bert, never at loss for words,
filled them in on all the details. “… set amidst rolling hills of
green grass were several old oak trees and a creek that wound
its way through the area. Then, losing himself in his
memories, he fell silent for a moment.
“Now I understand why you were so preoccupied with the
view outside your window,” Whitfield said.
“Yes, sir. I’ve never seen Nancey so happy.”
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“And how is that beautiful wife of yours?”
“She’s good, sir, thank you…talked to her just last week.
She told me that the kids keep her so busy she doesn’t have
time to think about me much.” Garelli thought about that for
a moment. His face took on a worried expression. “T hink
that’s true, Colonel?”
“Not a chance. But , if Bert junior is anything like his
dad, I’m sure he’s providing her with a healthy amount of
distraction; tempered, perhaps, by Carol yn’s quiet nature.
How are those kids ?”
Garelli was surprised that the Colonel remembered t he
names of his children. He could n’t remember talking to him
about his famil y before, but given his propensit y to talk about
his kids at the slightest excuse he supposed he had. “They’re
both fine, sir. Thanks for asking. Carol yn is already two, and
little Bert will be celebrating his fourth birthday in ten days.
Nancey wants to give him a surprise party . I’m sorry I’ll have
to miss it.”
“You won’t.”
“I won’t? But… ”
“You’re going home as soon as you’ve been given a clean
bill of health by the flight surgeon.”
Garelli was about to say something, but Whitfield cut
him off. “Don’t bother to protest, it’s all settled. You’ll be
grounded for several weeks in any case, and not much use to
us here. Captain Kracek and I agree that it would be time
better spent with your famil y. So, it looks like little Bert will
have an even bigger surprise than the one Nancey is planning
for him.”
Garelli was going to say something about being in
Vietnam less than thirt y days, but he thought better of it.
Besides, how could he turn down a chance to be with his
famil y on his son’s birthday?
“Bert…Bert,” Whitfield repeated to jar him out of his
reverie.
“Sorry, sir. It’s just that I wasn’t expecting anything like
this, not so soon after arriving in country. I was just getting
used to the place.”
“No need to worry about that. It’ll still be here when you
get back; so will this war.” The somber tone of Whitfield’s
voice did
not go unnoticed.
“You’re right, sir.” Garelli had his own unanswered
questions about the war, but decided it was not the time to
engage in that conversation.
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“We haven’t told you all the good news yet,” Whitf ield
added.
“There’s more? I mean you’re sending me home to m y
wife and kids to be there for m y son’s birthday. How much
better can it get?”
“I wouldn’t say it was better, but how does an assignment
to the Fighter Weapons School sound?”
“The Fighter Weapons School?” Garelli wasn’t sure he
could believe what he had just heard.
“That’s right. You’re scheduled to attend the next class at
Nellis after your leave is over. They’re cutting your orders
now. What do you think?”
“What do I think? It’s great. But, am I eligible? There
must be ten other guys in the squadron with seniorit y over
me. Viktor, did you have anything to do with this?”
“You bet he did.” Whitfield said. “There are other pilots
senior to you, but given the special circumstances, and
Viktor’s solid endorsement, I moved you to the top of the list.
The others will understand.” He realized as soon as the words
left his mouth that
it wasn’t exactl y true. Major Pitts was against it. He had his
own favorites.
“Colonel, I don’t know how to thank you…to thank the
both of you.”
“Just do the same job there as you’ve been doing here,”
Kracek said. “The rest will take care of itself.”
Garelli looked at the two men without speaking for
several long seconds, trying to think of something more to
say than, “I will, sir.” It was enough.
Kracek and Whitfield drove directl y back to squadron,
pleased with how everything went, and happy in the
knowledge that Bert would make a full recovery.
“Bert looks good, does n’t he Viktor? He was in good
spirits when we got there, and I think the news we brought
him raised them a bit higher.”
“I agree, sir. I’ve never known anyone with a more
positive attitude than Bert. He’s a good man. We’ll miss
him.”
“He’ll be b ack…better than ever. As for you, take the rest
of the day off. You’ve earned it.”
“Thanks, Colonel. But, if it’s all the same with you I’ve
got some research to do for m y tactics study and I need to see
some of the classified material we keep at the squadron.”
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“Suit yourself, but onl y the morning. I don’t know how
much of a grace period you’ll have before the generals cash
in on their good fortune, so take advantage of the free time
you have now.”
“What about Major Pitts, sir?”
“You leave him to me.”
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7
I n c i de n t a t t h e “ O ” C lu b
Kracek didn’t stop working until late in the afternoon . As
usual, his research led him into areas he hadn’t anticipated.
He looked at his watch…three thirt y. Enough of this, he
thought. He gathered up the classified documents, put them
back in the safe, closed the heavy reinforced steel door and
gave the dial a final spin. He left the squadron building —
hoping he wouldn’t run into Whitfield on the way out. He
didn’t.
Back in his quarters —his mind still preoccupied with the
classified data he had been immersed in all day —he showered
and shaved, and was about to put on a clean fl ying suit when
he remembered his date with Renee. He went back to the
closet and took his tan summer uniform off the rack.
Although he hadn’t worn it since he left the states, it looked
to be in good shape—wings, ribbons, and emble ms all in
place. Dusting off his black dress shoes, he saw that the “spit
shine” he gave them more t han two months ago could still
reflect his image.
It was 1730 hours when he walked into a very busy
Officer’s Club. “Happy Hour” was in full swing. Th e half
priced drinks always brought an earl y crowd —not that any
added incentive is needed in Vietnam. Mai was standing in
the entrance to the dining room on the left side of the foyer.
“Hello, Mai, how’s m y favorite hostess this evening?”
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“Oh, Captain Kracek, hello,” she said, blushing. Despite
her shy nature she was always pleased to see him. Lafitte was
right, she did like him. He is a kind man, and so handsome.
She blushed at her own thoughts and the warm sen sation that
rose within her. . No other man made her feel these things.
She dared not believe that there could ever be more than
a casual relationship between them, but was, nonetheless,
grateful for his attention. He not onl y made her feel special,
but safe. Perhaps it was that, more than anything else, that
drew her to him. “I am well, thank you. And how are you,
sir?”
As they exchanged greetings a cons tant stream of people
passed by on their way to the bar. Most were Air Force
fighter pilots in fl ying suits discussing the day’s missions and
using their hands to describe the action. Some were wearing
the same tan summer uniform as Kracek —probabl y non fl yers.
Air Force uniforms weren’t the onl y ones seen at the club.
The U.S. Arm y were always well represented, as were the
Green Berets, the Aussies, the Vietnamese Arm y and Air
Force, and others. Not many women, but enough to keep
things interesting.
“Fine, Mai. This is one night I’m reall y looking forward
to.”
“This special occasion for you?”
“Sort of. Please reserve your best table for me and a
guest?”
“Yes sir, what time?”
“Seven.”
“Very well, Captain. I look for ward to greet you and your
friend.”
Something in the tone of her voice and the look in her
eyes told him that she was more than a little curious about
who his guest might be. He was about to tell her, but decided
the m ystery would help keep her occupied until the “Happy
Hour” crowd started filing into the restaurant for dinner. Mai,
however, had already deduced that it could onl y b e the same
beautiful Lieutenant that was with him at breakfast.
Though her emotions were mixed, she was happy he
found someone who could take his mind off the war. She was
even happy for Lt. Lafitte —whom she liked —but sad for
herself. Why do I have th ese feelings? She silentl y asked
herself. I know he will never see me as anything more than a
hostess…a friend perhaps. For me, that must be enough.
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Kracek sensed that something was bothering her and took
her hand in his. “Thank you, Mai.” They had ne ver touched
before, and it generated an electricit y between them that
neither anticipated. After what onl y seemed like a long time,
he let her go and entered the bar.
It was packed. The people that had passed them in the
foyer were the late comers. He looked for an empt y seat, but
the large horseshoe shaped mahogany bar had so many pairs
of legs pressing against it you couldn’t see the brass rail that
circled its base. People were standing three deep trying to get
one of the overworked barten ders
to take their orders. All the tables were taken.
This was not good. The smoke was as bad as the noise. A
quiet beer at Mai’s place would suit him better. He started to
walk out when somebody grabbed his arm.
“Viktor, where are you going? You just got here.”
“Bert! For crying out loud, w hen did they let you out?”
“This afternoon, just in time for happy hour.”
“It’s good to see you on your feet again.”
“Yeah. The “doc” couldn’t take any more of m y jokes.
He practicall y kicked me out of his hospital.”
Kracek smiled at the thought. “I can sympathize with
him.”
Bert winked. “Don’t worry he’ll get over it.” He pointed
with his cane to a table on the other side of the room. It had
five chairs around it, onl y three were oc cupied.
As they approached, Kracek recognized the two pilots
from the squadron, Lieutenants Harvey Towlan and Carl
Monzone. They were classmates of Garelli and, like him ,
lived to fl y. What they lacked in expe rience was more than
offset by their youthful energy and willingness to do anything
asked of them. He didn’t know the third man, but the green
beret laying on the table told him what he was.
“Viktor, you know Harvey and Carl.”
“Of course. How’s it going Carl…Harvey? ”
“Fine sir,” they replied in unison.
A tall, gangl y blond, with boyish good looks and pale
complexion, Harvey Towlan looked as though a strong wind
could blow him away, but his cobalt blue eyes revealed the
quiet strength of a man born and raised on the Montana
prairie. He knew about hardship and took life, and his job,
very seriousl y.
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Monzone, on the other hand, was about five six, with a
powerfull y built body a hurricane couldn’t move. Already
showing a receding hair line, his ruggedly handsome fea tures
and love of life reflect his Italian heritage; though he is quick
to tell you that he is not Italian, but Sicilian. All t he more
reason for the other jocks to kid him about his Mafia roots.
Who can blame them. He could have stepped right out of
an Al Capone movie, scar and all —though his is much
smaller, and runs from the outer corner of his left eye to the
middle of the left cheekbone. Carl takes the kidding in stride,
but does it in a way that always leaves them wondering if he
reall y does have a “Go d-Father” in Palermo.
They are good men —the kind you can count on when
things get tough.
“You can drop the ‘sir’ here, gents, Viktor will do fine.”
“Yes, s…” They almost repeated their same mistake.
He held up his hand to stop them from breaking the
ground rule he just established, then offered it as handshake
to seal the agreement.
Harvey took his hand. “Viktor it is.” Gesturing to
Monzone, he said: “This is m y buddy, Al.”
“Al?” Kracek wasn’t expecting h umor from the usuall y
reserved Towlan.
“Yeah, Al Capone,” he said with a wink that earned him a
scowl from his friend.
Kracek played along. In his best mobster accent, he said:
“Big Al, how ’re you doing? I hoid youse was in town, but
didn’t tink to have the pleasure of meeting you .” No one was
more surprised than he at how easil y he slipped into the
mobster persona.
Seeing the laughs it was getting from everyone, Carl
couldn’t resist doing his impersonation of a Mafia Don from
an old movie he saw. He took Viktor’s hand in a vice -like
grip and, in the same raspy voice used by the actor in that
film, said, “Sure, I know you, you’re Kracek, Viktor Kracek,
the Eastern Assassin, from the Bataglia famil y in New York.
Your reputation precedes you. Don Vincen te is a trusted
friend. Anything I can do to make your stay in our fair cit y
more enjoyable you have onl y to ask.”
Carl then unlocked his grip and briefl y considered turning
his palm down exposing his class ring from the Air Force
Academ y, but thought it might be taking things too far.
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The impromptu skit drew laughs from everyone,
especiall y Bert. He also saw a side of his friend that he didn’t
know existed, and that pleased him even more. “Viktor, you
never cease to amaze me. This may even top what you did
over that rice paddy.”
“I doubt that.” The fifth man at the table said. His words,
spoken in dead seriousness, changed the tone of the
conversation.
“And you are…?” Kracek asked.
“He is 1 s t Lt ‘Bat’ Garrett, Arm y Special Forces, ” Bert
said.
Garrett stood up to shake Kracek’s hand. Over six foot
tall, and two hundred pounds plus of solid muscle, he looked
like he could have played line -backer for any number of pro
football teams. His ruddy good looks, short-cropped red hair,
and gray-green eyes left little doubt as to his Irish roots. “It’s
a pleasure to meet you, sir!”
Viktor started to correct him, but realized from the tone
of his words and body langua ge, that this soldier was too well
indoctrinated in military discipl ine and tradition to allow
himself to address a senior officer as anything other than
“sir” under any circumstance. “And I you, Lieutenant.
Welcome to our club. I haven’t seen you in here before.”
“This is m y first time, sir. When I got to Nam six mo nths
ago we landed at Bien Hoa, but onl y stayed long enough to
change aircraft. They flew us right out in Huey’s.”
“Where are you based?”
“In the Delta, near Can Tho…the Third Special Forces.”
“Can Tho?”
Kracek was about to make the conne ction when Garelli
interrupted again. “Viktor, this is the guy who was in charge
of that ambushed convoy.”
“That’s right sir.” Garrett cut him off before he had a
chance to preempt what he came to say personall y. “I came
here to thank you and Lt. Gar elli for saving our lives. If you
hadn’t gotten there when you did, I doubt I’d be standing here
now, shaking your hand.”
“You’re giving us too much credit, Lieutenant. From what
I’ve seen of the ‘Green Berets,’ I’d never count them out in
any fire fi ght.”
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“Thanks, Captain, neither would I. Even so, I’ve been in
other ambushes. But, in this one the Vietcong split our
convoy in half. We were out gunned and out manned. Without
air support to even the odds, the chances of making it out of
there were slim to none. By knocking out their automatic
weapons, and killing a bunch more with your guns, you and
Bert evened the odds. It was enough to give us the edge we
needed to drive them back and regroup the convoy. The
‘Cong’ that survived your attack fade d into the jungle before
the next set of fighters arrived.”
“Bird Dog gets a lot of the credit for that. He spotted the
targets for us as good as any Forward Air Controller I’ve ever
worked with.”
“Yes sir. That was Lt. Col. “Joe” Martin, the mos t highl y
decorated soldier in the U.S. Arm y. His awards include the
Congressional Medal of Honor, the Navy Cross, and…”
“The Navy Cross?” Kracek interrupted.
“Yes sir. It was awarded to him by the U.S. Marines for
his actions at the Chosen Reservoir in Korea. He earned the
CMH in World War II. Add to that, three Silver Stars and a
chest full of other decorations and campaign ribbons. Two of
the Silver’s were earned since coming to Nam over a year
ago. You may have heard of him.”
“Who hasn’t? He’s practicall y a legend in Vietnam. I’m
honored to know that we worked together. I’d like to meet
him.”
“He said as much about you, Captain, and asked me to
tell you that he regretted that he was unable to be here to
thank you and Lt. Garelli personall y. He promised to make it
another time.”
“I’ll look forward to it. By the way, Lieutenant, how did
everything turn out?”
“We lost two vehicles, with onl y three casualties. Two
were treated for superficial wounds and released, the third
was air lifted to the hospital at Tan San Nhut. I saw him
earlier today. He’s going to be fine, but his war is over.”
“That’s good to hear. You know, most of our missions
don’t amount to much more than blindl y dropping our bombs
into a
heavil y wooded
area
where
enem y troop
concentrations, or arms caches are reported to be. Sometimes
they’re there, sometimes they’re not. The FAC turns in his
damage assessment report listing the number of enem y killed,
but the onl y thing we see for our efforts is a secti on of torn
up jungle and a lot of splintered trees. We refer to them as
‘toothpick missions.’
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“Every so often, though not nearl y often enough, we get a
true close air support mission with a genuine purpose, the
protection of our own troops. For a fi ghter pilot there is
nothing more rewarding. One mission like that, especiall y
when it turns out as well as yours, makes it all worthwhile.”
“Here, here,” Bert said, lifting his glass. “I couldn’t have
said it better, partner.”
“I’ll second that,” Harvey said.
“Amen,” Monzone added.
All five men raised their glasses in toast and emptied
them before putting them down.
“Gentlemen,” Garrett announced, “from this point on the
drinks are on Colonel Martin and the 3 r d Special Forces
Company.”
“That won’t be necessary, Bat, we…”
“I’m sorry sir, but I’ll have to insist. I was giv en strict
orders by the Colonel and every man in the convoy that you,
Bert, and all those with you tonight are not to pay for a single
drink.” Garrett added the last part, for the benefit of Harvey
and Carl. “You understand, I can’t go back and tell him I
failed to carry out his orders.”
“Well, when you put it that way…thank him for us, and let
him know that anytime he or any of his men come to Bien
Hoa they will be received as honored guests of the 429 t h
Tactical Fighter Squadron.”
Almost on cue, a barmaid appeared at their table to take
their order. Garrett had caught her attention while Kracek was
talking. “Four beers and a coke please, mam,” he s aid to the
strikingl y attractive Vietnamese girl that took his order. The
coke was for him. He was a Morman.
“Thank you, sir. When she spoke their eyes met, but she
didn’t turn away demurel y as most Asian girls would do. She
was as taken with him as h e was with her. She touched him in
a way that he hadn’t experienced since his high school
sweetheart agreed to go to the senior prom with him. “What’s
your name, miss?”
“Mariko,” she said with a smile.
“Mariko? But, that’s not Vietnamese.”
“No sir. Father Japanese, mother, Vietnamese. I born
Vietnam.”
“I see. My name is Samuel. These are my friends.”
“Don’t bother with introductions, Bat. Mariko knows just
about everyone in the bar except you.”
“Captain Kracek right, Samuel -san. Now, I know you
too.”
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She turned to walk away. Garrett couldn’t take his eyes
off her as she gracefull y maneuvered her way through the
crowded tables carrying a tray full of empt y beer bottles and
glasses. He was entranced by the beautiful stra ight black hair
that reached below her tiny waistline, and followed her until
she was out of sight —aware of no one else in the room.
Kracek watched him watching her. To get his attention he
had to repeat his name twice, as though he were a hypnotist
awakening his subject from a deep trance. “Bat…Bat.”
“Sorry sir, I didn’t…”
“No need to apologize, she’s a prett y girl. She apparentl y
likes you. Half the guys in this room have made moves on her
at one time or another, but as far as I know she ha s shot them
all down. I never saw her this comfortable talking with a man
until you.”
“You mean she doesn’t have a boyfriend?”
“Nope. Why? You interested?”
“Me? Well, I … I was just asking.” Garrett’s face turned
the same color as his hair.
Seeing his discomfort, Kracek changed the subject. “I am
curious about something, though. You told Mariko your name
was Samuel. Where did ‘Bat’ come from?”
“From m y father, Samuel Garrett. Bat is short for Bataan,
the middle name that he tacke d on me after his return.”
“Let me guess. Your father is General Samuel R. Garrett,
U.S. Arm y Vice Chief of Staff, a survivor of the infamous
Bataan Death March.
“Yes sir. How did you know?”
“The connection wasn’t hard to make. I was onl y a boy at
the time, but old enough to remember the newsreel images of
it, and so many other tragedies and triumphs of World War II:
Pearl Harbor, the U.S. Marines raising ‘old glory’ on Iwo
Jima, MacArthur’s return to the Philippines, Hitler’s crowd
stirring propaganda speeches at the Reichstag, B -17’s
dropping thousands of bombs over Nazi Germany, braving
flak so heavy you could walk on it, the Normandy Invasi on,
Dresden in flames, VJ Day. These, and countless other
pictures like them were shown in every movi e theater in the
country, and were indelibl y etched in m y memory.”
Garrett politel y waited for him to finish. “After his ordeal
on Bataan, m y Dad wanted to insure he would always be
reminded of how fortunate he was, and that those who didn’t
make it back would never be forgotten. What better way to do
that than to name your son after the infamous event.”
“From what I know of your father, it sounds like
something he’d do.”
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“Mom argued against it. She didn’t want me saddled with
that kind of baggage, but Dad had already made up his mind.
So, Bataan became my middle name, which —after I joined
the Arm y—soon took precedence. Most people don’t even
know m y first name.”
“Mariko does,” Carl pointed out.”
“Yes,” he said, wistfull y. Thinking of her brought a smile
to his usuall y taciturn face.
“Gentlemen,” Kracek offered, “a toast to all the brave
men and women of the Bataan Death March, those who
survived, and those who didn’t.”
“Here, here,” they responded, raising their glasses.
*****
“Viktor Kracek, or should I say ‘The Great Kracek,’
fighter pilot extraordinaire. Or is it Captain America? Hell,
they tell me you practicall y saved the goddamned planet
yesterday.”
Kracek stood to face his b ellicose antagonist. “I don’t
know what you heard John, or who you heard it from, but its
sounds like you got an exaggerated version of the story”
Captain John Brown and he had been rivals since their
Aviation Cadet days, finishing one and two in th eir class,
with Kracek taking the top spot. After advanced fighter
training, in which he not onl y maintained his edge over
Brown, but won the coveted ‘Top Gun’ trophy, the not so
friendl y competition between them was firml y established.
However, their perceived rivalry was one -sided. Viktor
welcomed the challenge because it pushed him to a higher
skill level, but he never saw it as the life and death struggle
that Brown did. For him it was just a game, nothing personal.
Ironicall y, it was probabl y hi s more casual attitude about the
rivalry that gave him a psychological edge over his opponent,
allowing him to compete without the added pressure of
having to win every time out.
Not so for John Brown. For him it was very personal.
Winning was everyth ing. His father made that painfull y clear
to him by the time he was five years old, and to this day
continues to remind him of it. “No son of mine will ever be
satisfied with second place,” he would say. John Jr. was a
naturall y gifted athlete, who loved s ports and would have
excelled in anything he chose to play, but his father wanted
more. His son had to be number one. Anything less made him
a loser. That was unacceptable.
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Brown starred in football, basketball, and track, setting
state records in all three sports. The national high school
record for the on e hundred yard dash still belongs to him.
Thus, he accomplished everything his father demanded of
him, but at what cost? The little boy in him who loved sports
for the pure fun of it was taken awa y, replaced by the man to
whom winning was the onl y result from which he could
derive any satisfaction.
John Sr. succeeded in making his son a champion, but, in
the process, turned him into the same embittered man that he
allowed himself to become, when at age eighteen he was
struck down by polio, ending his own promising athletic
career.
“I don’t think so, Kracek,” Brown retorted. “I think the
version I got is right on, especiall y the part about you shining
your ass over the field. What the hell did you think you were
doing?”
One look at Major Pitts, who came in with Brown, told
Kracek which version of the story Brown had gotten. He
could also see that he had a few too many drinks and —his
inhibitions
sufficientl y
compromised —was
in
a
confrontati onal mood. Given their history he wasn’t
surprised, but he had no intention of letting things get out of
hand.
“Now is not a good time to discuss this, John...we have a
guest with us. Why don’t we talk about it tomorrow, at the
squadron?”
“Don’t patronize me, Kracek, I’m not drunk. I know what
you’re trying to do and I don’t like it. What’s more, I don’t
like you!”
Brown was visibly angered, and the threatening tone of
his voice made it clear that he was looking for more than an
exchange of words. By now, everyone in the bar had turned
their attention to the commotion at Kracek’s table,
anticipating a fight.
Garrett had enough of the obnoxious drunk who dared
insult the man who saved his life. He sprung to his feet. If
Brown had made the slightest move toward Kracek it would
have been his last. The fierceness of Garrett’s stare and his
imposing physical stature gave Brown reason to pause, but
onl y momentaril y.
“Well, well, Kracek, who is this, your bodyguard?”

76

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

Attempting to c alm the situation, he ignored Brown’s
sarcasm and offered him a graceful way to back out of the
hole he was digging for himself. “No, but he is a friend. I’d
like you to meet Lt. Bat Garrett, Arm y Special Forces. Bat,
this is Captain John Brown.”
Realizing what Kracek was trying to do, Garrett gritted
his teeth and extended his hand. But Brown was in no mood
to accept a peace offering.
“What do you know, a real live Green Beret,” Brown
said, ignoring Garrett’s outstretched hand. When did they
start letting you gorillas out of your barbed wire cages?”
That did it. Nobody maligns the Green Berets. If he
wasn’t physicall y restrained by Garelli and Towlan it would
have been all over for Brown.
Kracek held his hand out to stop him. “It’s okay, Bat, I’ll
handle this. Captain Brown has had a little too much to drink.
By tomorrow morning, he’ll be sorry he ever said these
things.” He couldn’t know how prophetic his words were.
“John, before you leave, I suggest you apologize to Lt.
Garrett for your ill -considered remarks.” Viktor ’s unsettling
calm in the face of Brown’s mounting rage, and now his
demand for an apology, sent Brown over the edge.
“Apologize? You gotta be kidding. Fuck you and the
goddamned Green Berets!” He followed his c olorful epithet
with a sneak right hand to Kracek’s jaw, but he wasn’t fast
enough.
Kracek deflected it with his left forearm in a short
circular movement and countered with a quick right to
Brown’s exposed midsection. It was a sharp jab -like strike to
the solar plexus with all of its energy channeled through the
extended middle knuckle of his clenched fist. Delivered with
lightening speed, it traveled less than ten inches and was all
but unseen, even to those nearest the action. Its effect,
however, was very visible.
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Brown doubled up in pain, gasping for air from lungs
that would no longer respond. Eyes wide with fear and
disbelief, he was still trying to fathom what had happened to
him as he dropped t o his knees, then to all fours —his face
drained of all color .
Those who saw what happened up close were still in
shock, unable to comprehend what they had just witnessed.
While they were still trying to so rt it out in their minds,
Viktor quickl y stepped behind the man on the floor and, with
the heel of his right hand, delivered another precisel y struck
blow of equal force to a point on his back just opposite the
solar plexus, reversing the respiratory paral ysis and restoring
lung function.
Able to breathe again Brown’s facial color returned. The
fear in his eyes changed to overwhelming relief at knowing
he wasn’t going to die.
Viktor kept a hand on his shoulder to encourage him to
stay down until his breathing returned to normal, but it
wasn’t necessary. Brown was in no hurry to get up . When he
did get to his feet, it wasn’t gratitude reflected in his eyes as
he glared at his old nemesis, but a hatred that went beyond
anything Kracek had ever seen before.
They stared at each other without speaking for several
long seconds, a silenc e onl y broken by Brown’s labored
breathing. The tension between them was raised to a new
level. It seemed to all watching that they could easil y come to
blows again. But Brown knew when he was beaten.
Without a word he turned and walked out of the ba r,
shoulders squared and grim -faced, eyes peering into a world
that onl y he could see, oblivious to everyone and everything
around him, consumed by his own anger and thoughts of
revenge.
During the exchange of words and blows between Kracek
and Brown the room had gone totall y quiet. Suddenl y, it was
abuzz again—this time not with idle chatter.
Pitts didn’t leave with Brown. He was still in shock,
trying to collect his wits. He was closer to the action then
anyone, but even he could not see how it happened. “Kracek,”
he said, his voice trembling, “I don’t know what you did, or
how you did it, but you damned near killed a man tonight,
and you’ll be made to answer for it.”
His instincts still in fight mode , a grim-faced Viktor
looked straight int o Pitt’s eyes with the intensit y of a laser
beam and, in a carefull y measured tone said: “If I am, Major,
you will be m y key witness.”
“The hell I will!”
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“The hell you won’t! No one saw more clearl y what
happened. I acted in self defense, and you would have no
choice but to confirm tha t fact under oath. Furthermore, the
man you claimed I almost killed just walked out of here under
his own power with nothing more to show for his ordeal than
a bruised ego. That’s hardl y life threatening.”
“Captain, if you need another witness, you’ve got one,”
Bat said, his eyes fixed squarel y on Pitts to insure he didn’t
miss the point.
“Count me in,” Bert said. “Brown came in here looking
for a fight, and when he saw that Viktor couldn’t be provoked
he threw the first punch. Big mistake!”
“That’s exactl y the way it went down,” Monzone
confirmed.
“I’ll second that,” Towlan said.
“So will I…and I…and I…” came a chorus of voices from
the nearby tables.
Humiliated by his pathetic attem pt to intimidate Kracek
with such a ridiculous charge, Pitts desperatel y looked for a
graceful exit. There was none. All eyes in the room were now
on him.
Nervous and flustered, he said: “You think you’re so
damn smart Kracek, but you haven’t heard the last of this.” It
didn’t come out the way he intended. It was supposed to be
more forceful, authoritative, if you will. He knew, however,
that even if he could have taken it back, he had nothing better
to offer. It wasn’t in him.
To everyone watching he came across as the insecure
little man that he is. He seemed to grow even smaller in
stature as he turned to walk out following the same path
Brown had taken and, like him, studiousl y avoided eye
contact with everyone in the room until he cleared the
entrance to the bar.
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8
R e f le c t i o n s o f Wa r
“Viktor, you have a talent for bringing out the best in
people.”
“You think so , Bert. I doubt that Mr. Carnegie would
agree.” He knew what his friend was trying to do, but he was
too keyed up to see the humor in it. He knew that Brown and
Pitts disliked him, but, until now, he had no idea how deep
their hatred went. It troubled him, not because he was afraid
of anything they might do, but because he would have to
divert more of his time and energy toward insuring they
didn’t succeed.
Whitfield’s words played back in his mind: “Some of the
people you encounter in your career ma y not be as
understanding, or as appreciative of your talent. They may
even see you as a threat.”
“Captain Kracek…sir…sir!” Garrett said, turning up the
volume with each sir.
“Sorry, Bat…got lost in m y thoughts.”
“Doing some after action ana l ysis,” Bert suggested.
“Yeah, something like that. ” Viktor’s voice trailed off,
his mind still preoccupied with what had just happened.
Before he could slip away again, Garrett asked: “What
was that, sir?”
“What?”
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“The technique you ju st used on Captain Brown. I never
saw anything like it, and m y Special Forces training included
several different martial arts forms. With what looked like
nothing more than a flick of your wrist you put the Captain
on his knees, gasping for air. If you ha dn’t acted as quickl y
as you did to counteract its effects he’d be dead.”
“Yes, and I’m sorry it happened. Unfortunatel y for him
he caught me off guard and I reacted instinctivel y to defend
myself. It’s a skill I learned from a Korean Hapkido master.
Until now, I never had to use it in a real situation.”
“Hapkido?” Lt. Towlan asked.
“It’s one of the lesser known Korean martial arts forms. I
had a chance to study it while I was stationed there.”
“You were in Korea?” Garrett asked.
“Yes, but I wasn’t fl ying then. I was with the U.S.
Marines.”
“The Marines?” Monzone asked. “You were a Marine?”
“I sure was, Carl, and proud of it.”
“But…I mean…how did you…?”
“Wind up in the Air Force? “The war ended. More
correctl y, the truce was signed on Jul y 27, 1953, just a few
weeks after I got t here. The DMZ was established at the 38 t h
parallel, and we spent the next thirteen months digging new
trench lines, building new bunkers and fighting positions, and
laying miles of concert ina barbed wire. There was training, of
course, but even with all that I had time to learn a new
martial art.
“What outfit were you in?” Monzone asked, excitedl y.
“Able Company, 1 s t Battalion, 7 t h Marine Regiment, 1 s t
Marine Division.”
“Jesus, that was my Dad’s outfit. Did you know him?”
“What’s his name?”
“Joseph, Staff Sergeant Joseph Monzone.”
“Was he a wiry little guy, about 130 pounds?”
“Yes sir, he was…still is.”
“Joe Monzone. Yeah, I did know him, he wa s our ace
gunner. A few months before I got there, the 7 t h Regiment
was involved in one of the bloodiest battles of the war. While
a truce agreement was being hammered out in Panmunjom ,
the Chinese threw two divisions at us in an attempt to push us
further south to reestablish the lines of demarcation and
enhance their bargaining position.
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The 7 t h Regiment was outnumbered and outgunned, but
thanks to the heroic efforts of M arines like your father, they
held. They say he fought like a man possessed. W ave after
wave of Chinese regulars attacked his position throughout the
night, but, despite his own wounds, he beat them all back.
“The next morning the Marines were still there, and the
bodies of the enem y dead were strewn across the front line in
the hundreds, thousands maybe. It was estimated that your
father accounted for more than a hund red of them . He was hit
a few times, himself, but onl y after the Chinese were beaten
back for good did he all ow someone to relieve him so his
wounds could be treated. He was awarded the Navy Cross for
conspicuous gallantry in action.”
“Christ, he never told me any of this.”
“I’ll bet there’s something else he didn’t tell you about,
Carl.”
“What’s that?”
“Back then, your Dad reall y loved beer…dr ank a case a
day. But he never gained an ounce, and I never saw him
drunk. They used to kid him about having a hollow leg. As I
heard the story, he didn’t think he should be singled out for
what he did and told his Commander, that unless every man in
the company was given an extra ration of beer for the month
he wouldn’t accept the ‘Cross.’ You can imagine the furor
that stirred up.
“Not knowing what to do, they forwarded his demand
through the chain of command. By the time it got to Division
Headquarters there were a few suggestions attached to it by
some very pissed off senior officers, including talk of a
court-martial.
“However, when General ‘Chest y’ Puller finall y caught
wind of it he let them know in his own inimitable way what
would be done: ‘Court-martial, m y ass!’ He growled. ‘You’ll
give that marine everything he asks for. No, by God, you’ll
double it, and then you will see that he has enough beer to
last him for the remainder of his tour in Korea. Furthermore,
I want him brought to Di vision Headquarters so I can
personall y pin that medal on his chest.’”
“My Dad did that?” Carl asked, his voice so filled with
pride and emotion he could barel y speak the words without
choking.
“Yes, he did…that, and more. He held the respect of
everyone in the regiment. He was a genuine hero…a man of
few words who never talked about his combat exploits, not
even after putting away a case of beer.
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I’m not surprised he didn’t tell you about any of this.
Your father was a true warrior in the mold of the Japanese
Samurai. Personal glory was in the battle itself. To boast
about it afterwards would have cheapened the deed.”
Monzone was strangel y quiet. His face was a changing
mask of pride, humilit y, and shame. The last time he and his
father spoke they argued over what now seems like a trivial
matter. That was two years ago. Had he known these things
about his father then he would have understood him better,
and the rift between them would have never happened. He
made a mental note to call him. “ Thanks, Viktor. You don’t
know what this means to me.”
“I think I do, Carl. We all have fathers.”
Bert was going to say something, but waited until Mariko
served their drinks.
Garrett handed her five dollars in military script. “Thank
you, Mariko.” He loved the sound of her name. “This is for
you.”
It didn’t go unnoticed by anyone, that his tip was overl y
generous. Nor did they fail to see how he looked at her when
he handed her the money, or that his hand held hers a little
longer than needed to make the transfer.
Mariko—usuall y shy and reserved with the customers —
was flattered by his attention. He made her feel special, as if
she were the onl y woman in the room. For Garrett, she was.
“Viktor,” Bert said, you were about to tell us how you
wound up in the Air Force.”
“Right…sorry about that…got a little sidetracked.”
“My fault,” Monzone said.
“There’s not much to tell, reall y. After the truce we went
right to work building new fighting positions. While we were
breaking our backs doing that, Marine and Navy fighter jets
would fl y over us every day, low and fast. I envied the
freedom those pilots had, and decided that I should be up
there with them. Walking up and down the hills of Korea was
great exercise, but it wasn’t why I went there.”
“Why did you go? Bert asked. “You we re onl y eighteen
when you joined, too young to be drafted.”
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“That’s right, Bert. Moreover, coming so soon after the
2 World War, the Korean War —like this one—wasn’t full y
supported by the American people. My friends thought I was
craz y to enlist—even more so to join the Marine s. But
thousands of others no older than me were already over there
putting their lives on the line, doing their part. I was too
young for WWII, but old enough to appreciate the sacrifices
that were being made every day in that bloody conflict. I
vowed that the next war we were involved in, I would be a
part of it. My reasons had nothing to do with patriotism, or
dut y to country.”
“What then?” Bert asked.
“My friends asked me that same question shortl y after our
high school graduation in the summer of 1951. I told them, ‘I
don’t want anyone else doing m y dying for me.’ Where those
words came from, I don’t know. T hey just poured from me as
though the y had always been there, waiting for someone to
open the spigot. You probabl y can’t understand it any better
than they did. Even I couldn’t full y appreciate the meaning of
my words then. I do now.”
“And what would that be?” Harvey asked.
“I’d like to answer that, if you don’t mind sir.” Garrett
said.
Surprised, Kracek deferred to him with a nod. He was
becoming more and more impressed with the young soldier.
“Captain, I understand the meaning of your words
because I’ve heard them befor e, or something similar. But it
wasn’t until now, hearing them from you, that I realized what
they meant.
“You know about m y Dad, that he survived the Bataan
Death March. It was onl y years later, when he thought I was
old enough—I was ten—that he told me the whole story.
Well, maybe not the whole story. Given my age, I’m sure he
left out many of the more gory details.
“He told me he witnessed some of the most horrific acts
of inhumanit y one can possibl y imagine and, at the same
time, a degree o f selflessness and courage on the part of
individual men and women that gave expression to the true
human spirit and everything good within us. Their example,
he said, gave them hope, and literall y kept them alive.
“Even the hardened Japanese soldie rs, who looked upon
the captured enem y as less than human —a dishonored entit y
with no right to live —were impressed with such individuals.
And, while they treated those brave men and women no less
harshl y, their respect for what they saw in them as the true
Samurai spirit was apparent.
nd
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“My father came away from the experience a better
person—stronger,
more
enlightened,
with
a
greater
appreciation of life. For the first time, he understood what
war was all about, and it wasn’t about politics, or power. It
wasn’t even about money. Any, or all of these things may be
the catal yst for war, but once started it takes on a life of its
own.
“I’ve never forgotten his words. He said: ‘What it reall y
comes down to is one man facing off against another in a
classic struggle of life and death. Most of us thrust into that
situation would be grateful to walk away with our lives. A
few, however, learn that the value of life is not measured b y
how long we live, but how well we live it. If a person’s life is
to have any real meaning it must, above all else, be lived with
honor. That’s the hard part. Dying is easy.’”
“He told me something else, which I was reminded of
when I heard you explain your reason for going to Korea. He
said: ‘Life is a gift we should always respect and protect.
But, a life without honor is little more than a shallow living
being waiting to die.’ To paraphrase your words, ‘An
honorable man does not let someone else do his dying for
him.’”
“Bat, your father sounds like a man I would like to meet.
I think that I’d probabl y find him to be very much like his
son. He must be very proud of you.”
“Do you think so, sir? Dad is a hard man to read. He
keeps so much inside. You know, he never mentions his own
deeds in that chapter of the war—m y mother had to tell me —
but he was one of the heroes of Bataan.”
“That’s a great story,” Bert said. “As humbling as it is it
gives war, and our role in it, a whole new perspective. I was
on the receiving end of one of those selfless acts of coura ge
you just described. I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for
Viktor and the helicopter rescue crew.”
“Nor would I, and a lot of other good men,” Garrett said.
Carl and Harvey nod in agreement, trying to assimilate
everything they just heard.
Uneasy with the direction the conversation had taken,
Kracek redirected it back to Bert’s question. “As to how I
wound up in the Air Force…”
“We’re listening,” Bert said.
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“After the truce was signed, I a pplied for Navy flight
training; what they call the “Nav Cad” program. But the
Marines no longer needed pilots, and I was never given the
chance to appl y for the school before my enlistment was up.
The Air Force offered me the opportunit y to test for the
Aviation Cadet program, and I took it. The rest is history.”
“There are two people sitting at this table who probabl y
wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t,” Bat said, “and, I believe I
speak for both of us when I say, thank God you did!”
“Amen to that.” Bert stood up and raised his glas s. “To
Captain Viktor Kracek, a warrior’s fighter pilot, a man to
have on your side when the chips are down.”
Monzone, Towlan, and Garrett followed Garelli’s lead.
They were not alone. Every pilot in the bar near enough to
hear Bert’s toast stood up a nd held their glasses high.
“To Viktor…here, here!” They shouted.
The spontaneous tribute took Viktor by surprise. He
didn’t know what to say or where to go, but was deepl y
moved. Men such as these did not give praise easil y. To be
recognized in this way by his peers was a special tribute.
Nonetheless, it made him uneasy. H e was still searching his
mind for a reason to excuse himself when she walked into the
bar.
“Excuse me gents, but I see someo ne I’m to meet here
tonight. I’ll be right back.”
Everyone in the room strained to see who it was that had
captured his attention. When they saw her they let out a
collective sigh of approval, then fell back into hushed
conversation. “Who is she? How did Kracek come to know
her?” For the second time that evening he had changed the
subject of their discourse.
Kracek met her at the entrance. “Renee, am I glad to see
you.”
“Hi, Viktor. Am I earl y? ”
“No, your timing is perfect.”
“Reall y? Does it have anything to do with all the
commotion I heard as I walked in? Why was everyone
standing and facing in
your direction?”
“Oh, that…nothing reall y. I’ll tell you about it later.
First, I’d like you to meet some friends of mine.”
He led her to their table. Bert and the others w ere still
standing, unable to take their eyes off them. “Gentlemen, I’d
like you to meet Renee Lafitte. Renee, let me first introduce
you to Bert Garelli.”
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Renee extended her hand to Bert, who received it warml y.
“So, you’re Bert. I’ve heard a lot abo ut you. I’m so glad I had
a chance to meet you before you left, and to see that you’re
well.”
“Thanks, Renee. It’s good of you to care. If I have to be
replaced as Falcon Lead’s wingman I couldn’t have picked
one more lovel y than you.”
She turned to Viktor and said: “You’re right, he is a
charmer.”
Kracek winked at Garelli. “Standing next to him is ‘Bat’
Garrett, one of our elite Special Forces troops.”
“Hello Bat.” Renee extended her hand.
The use of his nickname surprised him, as well as her
firm handshake. She is beautiful and self -assured, the kind of
woman a man like Kracek would be attracted to, he thought.
Without knowing why, he was happy for them. T o find each
other in a war-ravaged country halfway around the world was
a small miracle—one of those wonderful twists of fate.
He had come to Bien Hoa for the sole purpose of
personall y thanking the man who saved his life and the lives
of his men. But in the short time he has had to get to know
him, he developed a respect and admiration for him that went
beyond gratitude. Yes, he knew why he was happy for them.
When Bat released her hand, Kracek continued the
introductions. “This is Harvey Towlan and Carl Monzone,
two of our best young pilots, classmates of Bert. They went
through the Air Force Academ y and pilot training together.”
“Hello Harvey, Carl.” She shook their hands. “It must
have been an interesting experience.”
“What?” Harvey asked.
“Going through all of that with Bert. How did you
manage to stay o ut of trouble?”
“We didn’t. From our first year at the Academ y, we were
placed in the same flight, bunked in the same barracks and,
thanks to Bert, when we got into trouble, we did that together
too. They used to call us the ‘Three Musketeers.’”
“And now, there are four of you,” Renee suggested,
looking at Bat. “It appears D’Artagnan has joined your elite
group.”
Bert took that as his cue and, in his best French accent,
said: “And so he has, m’lady. Gentlemen, I give you the
fourth Muskete er.”
Going along with Bert, Carl said, “All for one…” The
others joined in before he cou ld finish the familiar pledge.
“…and one for all.”
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Although a shy man who usuall y kept to himself, Bat
liked these men with their easy going manner, and wel comed
their camaraderie. To be accepted into their group, even in
jest, felt good.
“Enough,” Bert said, throwing his hands up in mock
surrender. “We’re forgetting our Musketeer manners. With a
bow and a flourish of his hand he offered Renee his chai r,
saying: “Would the fair lady do us the honor of joining our
humble entourage?”
“Merci monsieur, but it is you who honor me,” Renee
said, in perfect French.
Monzone commandeered a vacant chair from a nearby
table for Bert, and
when they were all seated, Mariko
magicall y appeared to take their order. Like everyone in the
bar she had been watching their impromptu play acting,
although with a more personal interest.
“So, you speak French, Renee,” Bert noted.
“I was born and raised in Cajun country. My father was
French and m y mother a native Indian.” She looked at
Kracek, concerned about their dinner reservation. “Do we
have time, Viktor?”
“For you, we’ll make the time.” He was enjoying himself,
but he did promise her dinner and, as much as he liked the
present company, he would prefer to be alone with her. There
was so much he wanted to discover about her…about them.
Was it fate that brought them together, or was it just an
accident? Did it matter? How, or where, they happened t o
meet was not as important as why.
He sensed that she shared the same feelings, and was
anxious to explore the possibilities. Was it love? He wasn’t
sure, or if he was even ready for it. He onl y knew, that he
hadn’t felt this way about a woman since Erin was killed in
an accident of his doing almost three years ago. Though she
forgave him seconds before she died in his arms, he never
forgave himself.
Renee was just as excited for them to start down that
wonderful path of discovery together. The re were too many
distractions in the bar, and she thought that he might need
some help in breaking away from his friends. “Viktor, did
you forget our dinner reservation?”
He looked at his watch. “It’s about that time isn’t it?
Gentlemen, much as we’ve enjoyed your distinguished
company, we should be going.” All four men stood up.
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Staying in character, Bert said: “Monsieur, were it for
any other reason but this fair maiden that you would leave us
we would be offended. How ever, we cannot fault you for
wanting to be alone with a woman of such rare beaut y and
charm?”
“Bert, you’re incorrigible,” Renee said. “How does your
wife put up with you?”
“I make her laugh,” he said, smiling.
“I’ll bet you do.”

89

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

9
Dinner with Renee
Mai escorted them to their table and handed them m enus.
“Special tonight, lobster,” she offered. “It come with baked
potato, green salad, and sprouts.”
“Do you mean Brussels sprouts, Mai?” Kracek teased.
“Yes sir…sprouts.” She didn’t allow him to trick her into
trying to say Brussels, a word she had difficult y pronouncing.
Renee saw what was going on between the m and
intervened on Mai’s behalf. “What kind of soup do you have,
Mai?”
“Cram chowder, mademoiselle.”
“Cram, er…clam chowder…sounds delicious.”
“Yes, Mam, it house special t y.”
“I’ll have the special then. And you, Viktor?”
“I don’t know which one of you said it better, but both
versions sounded good. I’ll also have th e special.” He looked
at Renee. “Wine?”
Renee nodded her approval.
“A bottle of white wine, Mai.”
“Yes sir.” Collecting their menus she removed the
reserved sign from their table and went off to place the order.
The restaurant wasn’t crowded. Most of the evening’s
diners were still taking advantage of ‘Happy Hour.’
“I like your friends,” Renee said.
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“They’re good men, who not onl y know how to enjoy
themselves, but can always be depended on out there. I’m
lucky they were assigned to the 429 t h .”
“Oh, I think it’s the other way around, Viktor; they’re the
lucky ones.”
She’s very direct, unafraid to speak her mind , Kracek
thought. Erin was like that. “Thanks, but I meant what I
said.”
“I know you did, so did I.” He’s a hard man to
compliment, she mused. She liked that about him, and the way
he played down his own role in the squadron’s impressive
combat record. He isn’t at all like the macho fighter pilot
who performed that wild “tactical approach” yesterday
morning. Self assured, yes, but modest. “I saw the way they
looked at you and waited for your reaction to what was being
said. You seldom spoke, but when you did they hung o n your
every word. From what I’ve seen of fighter pilots, that kind
of deference isn’t given lightl y…it has to be earned.”
“You’re very perceptive,” he said. “I think you missed
your calling.”
“What do you mean?”
“With your abilit y to read people, and your eye for detail,
you would have made a good lawyer…private detective
maybe.”
“Funny you should say that. Dad told me the same
thing…said I was a lot like m y grandfather —his father—who
was a very successful lawyer in New Orleans. His n ame was
Jean Pierre Lafitte.”
“Was?”
“Grandfather died in 1951, killed actuall y. He was shot to
death by the distraught wife of a man he defended in a murder
trial. It was the o nly case he ever lost. He wouldn’t have
taken it had the client and h is wife not convinced him of his
innocence.
“Unfortunatel y, evidence they thought was buried forever
surfaced during the trial and proved the husband’s guilt. The
District Attorney asked for and got the death penalt y.
Grandfather appealed the sentence, b ut it was upheld in
appellate court. A year later, Jason S. Winslow III was put to
death by the state of Louisiana. That same day, Mrs. Winslow
took a small pearl handled derringer from her purse and shot
my grandfather through the heart as he was leaving his
office.”
Kracek was intrigued by her story, and saw how difficult
it was for her to tell it. “You must have loved him very
much.”
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“We were very close. I remember how safe and loved I
felt when I was with him. He was a brilliant man. No matter
what questions I had —and I had many—he always answered
them in a way that even a little girl could understand. I could
talk to him about anything and everything, things I’d never
ask Mom or Dad. I guess that’s what makes grandparents so
special. He always encouraged me to follow m y dreams…told
me there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do if I believed in m yself
and was willing to work for it.”
“I think I would have liked your grandfather.”
“You and he would have been good friends, Viktor.” She
wanted to tell him that she felt the same love and sense of
securit y being with him as she did with her grandfather, but
was afraid to assume too much, too soon about their
relationship. “Look at me, it’s been years since I talked about
this with anyone.”
“You still miss him.”
“Very much. He was m y mentor. The things he taught me
then are what guide m y life today. As long as I live his
wisdom will always be with me. Someday, I’ll pass it on to
my children.”
“And, your children will be talking about y ou with the
same love and regard with which you speak of Jean Pierre.”
She looked at him and smiled. She had never shared her
private thoughts with a man before, but, with him, it just
seemed natural. “Do you think so, Viktor?”
“Yes, I do.”
The waiter presented to wine to Kracek for his approval,
then uncorked the bottle with the dexterit y of one who had
performed the task a thousand times and poured a little in a
glass for him to taste. Viktor never understood all the fuss
over choosing a bottle of wine, and would have preferred that
the waiter simpl y fill their glasses and be done with it. He
also knew how fruitless it would have been to try to change
the deepl y ingrained French influence in Vietnamese culture.
Tram—the oldest waiter in the club—was trained by
French chefs and took enormous pride in how he performed
every detail of his duties. Indeed, he was very good at it —a
true professional who would have fit well in the finest Paris
restaurants. Kracek respected that, and would nev er say or do
anything that might offend him. He saw no harm in playing
along with the expected ritual. Holding the wine goblet to his
nose, he said: “Fine bouquet.” He then took a sip, and
swished it around a few times before swallowing. “Mellow
taste…excellent, Tram.” He nodded his approval.
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“Merci monsieur.” He filled their glasses and carefull y
placed the wine bottle into the ice bucket at the side of their
table. “It’s always a pleasure to serve you mon Capitan.”
Renee watched them with am used interest. I wonder how
many more surprises I’ll see tonight, she thought. “I’m
impressed.”
“Don’t be. It’s something I picked up from an Huxle y
novel. But, don’t tell Tram. It would spoil the satisfaction he
gets from our little exchange. He tak es a lot of pride in what
he does and I see no reason to discourage it.”
“Your secret is safe with me.”
“Kracek picked up his glass. “A toast…to Jean Pierre
Lafitte and his beautiful granddaughter. I can’t remember
ever feeling this grateful to a man I’ve never met.”
“Viktor, I…” a blushing Renee couldn’t quite find the
words.
“Ssh, don’t spoil the toast. It’s customary to touch
glasses and drink.”
“I believe it is,” she acknowledged. When she touched
her glass to his the contact created a clear musical note that
sent an unexpected, but pleasant sensation through her body.
“Did you feel that, Viktor?”
“Yes, and we haven’t even tasted the wine yet. I’d say
our evening is off to a great start.” He had shared similar
moments with Erin, and knew it could mean much more, but
he kept those thoughts to himself. It was too soon for them.
She saw in his eyes what he didn’t say, and her thoughts
returned again to her grandfather…his wisdom, his
unconditional love. “You’re so much like him.”
“Who?”
“My grandfather.”
“That is high compliment, but I don’t think I am ready to
fill his shoes.”
“Maybe not, but hearing you speak, the words you use,
the way you say them…it’s as though I am listening to him. I
also see his intelligence and passion for life. I feel like that
little girl again, safe in his arms.”
“The more I hear you talk about your grandfather, the
more I like him. He’s obviousl y had a tremendous influence
in your life, and I know, that if he could see the woman his
granddaughter has become, he’d be very proud.”
“You do have a way with words, Viktor. Maybe you’re
the one who has missed his calling.”
“What do you mean?”
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“I mean, you could be a writer. No, you should be a
writer. You hav e a talent for putting words together that ring
clear and true, that touch one’s emotions. I know they do me,
and I’ve seen the reactions of others when you speak. Both
my grandfather and m y father had that abilit y —my
grandfather with the spoken word, and m y father with his
music.”
Tram arrived with their salads. “Black pepper,
monsieur?” he asked, holding a large wooden dispenser of
fresh ground pepper.
“Yes, thank you Tram.”
“Mademoiselle?”
“No thank you.”
Tram then took the wine bottle from the bucket and
refilled their glasses. Seeing that it was still half full, he
placed it back in the ice bucket. “Anything else, sir?”
“No thank you, Tram. As usual, you’re right on top of
everything.”
“Merci, monsieur. Your lobster wi ll be ready shortl y.”
“You told me a great deal about your grandfather, but
very little about your parents.”
“I grew up in a home filled with l ove and the most
understanding Mother and Father in the world. They taught
me the values that guide me to this day, and are always there
for me when I need them. They kept our lives simple, never
felt the need to accumulate material things. From them I
learned, that one doesn’t need great wealth or power to be
happy. Mom is the more reserved of the two, whi le Dad is
kind of a free spirit.”
“A free spirit?”
“A true rebel. But one with a very different cause. He
never let convention dictate what he could or could not do.
Although he gave up on the idealistic notion that he could
change the world, h e wasn’t about to let it change him. Dad is
a man of integrit y and too strong willed to allow anyone or
anything force him to compromise his beliefs.
“Societ y has never been kind to such men. It lacks the
wisdom to understand their importance, and the cou rage to
tolerate, let alone embrace their revolutionary spirit. Still,
despite all he has endured for his beliefs, he told me that if
he had it to do all over again he would change nothing;
except, perhaps, be more wary of people’s intentions.”
“That’s good advice.”
“It is, and I’m not surprised that you think so. I have a
feeling that you, m y father, and m y grandfather have much in
common.”
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As she spoke, Kracek thought: She is as wise and as
passionate in her beliefs as she is beautiful. He let his mind
wander into a future he could no longer envision without her
in it. Everywhere he went and everything he did was with her
by his side. “I hope I can meet your father some day.”
“Me too. He’d like that.”
He said hope rather than lik e. The significance of his
choice of words didn’t escape her. She found h erself excited
with the idea of introducing him to her parents, and the
possibilit y that there might be more for them to share. All this
and we haven’t even gotten our lobster yet, she thought. She
smiled and took a sip of wine.
“Penny for your thoughts,” he said.
“I was just thinking about everything that was said, when
I suddenl y realized how hungry I was.”
He turned to look for Tram, who was already headed for
their table carrying a large tray with their lobster entrée.
“Tram, you must be a mind reader.”
“Monsieur?”
“Nothing, we’re just glad to see you.”
“Sorry, monsieur, but lobster is chef’s specialt y and I ask
him to make extra good for you and ma demoiselle. I hope you
like.”
“I’m sure we will.”
Tram checked the wine bottle and saw that it was almost
empt y. “Another bottle, monsieur?”
Viktor looked at Renee.
“Not me, I’ve had enough.”
“So have I. We’ll pass on the wine, Tra m.”
“Bon appetite, mademoiselle, monsieur.”
“Bon appetite,” Viktor repeated to Renee.
“Bon appetite,” she replied.
Neither of them had eaten anything since breakfast and,
after sampling the chef’s lobster, it was difficult to continue
a serious conversation. They said very little during the meal,
but when their eyes met —which was often —no words were
necessary. Each saw in the other the same sense of joy and
pleasure over sharing something very special, something that
had nothing to do with dinner.
When they finished, Tram collected the empt y plates and
inquired as to how they enjoyed the dinner.
“It was excellent, Tram,” Renee replied. Our compliments
to the chef.”
“Merci, mademoiselle…coffee and dessert?”
“I couldn’t eat another bite,” she replied, “but coffee
sounds good.”
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“Make that two coffees,” Viktor said.
“Qui, monsieur.”
After he returned with their coffee, they t ook a few
minutes to relax and enjoy the rich flavor of the French
inspired blend.
Renee was first to break the silence. “You got me talking
tonight about things I have never shared with anyone else,
with the exception of m y parents.”
“Your mother and father, yes…tell me more about them.”
“Oh no you don’t, not this time. It’s your turn. You
promised you would tell me what happened in the bar before I
walked in and rescued you.”
Am I that transparent? He wondered. Erin always said
that my face never could hide my feelings. I thought time
might help me to overcome that character flaw, but
apparently not. Subconsciously, I probably hoped it wouldn’t.
It was one of things she loved about me. I didn’t want to lose
that too.
His mind flashed back to that fateful New Year’s Eve two
years ago when she was taken from him. Images of that night
appeared to him as though they were just happening: stepping
out of the Officer’s club into the frigid New M exico air;
insisting on driving despite her concern for his condition. He
recalled the light snow that began to fall as they drove
home…his serving to avoid the huge tumbleweeds that
suddenl y appeared in their headlights, losing control of the
car and sending them rolling end over end into the darkness.
He saw himself pulling an unconscious Erin from the twisted
wreckage of their Mercedes and felt the blood. As he held her
in his arms she was revived by the cold air and the wet snow
on her face. “It’s beautiful,” she said . And, with her last
breath whispered, “Viktor, I…I love you.” The snow
increased in intensity, as if to wash away horror of the scene;
but it could not take away the intense pain and guilt he felt;
nor would time be any more successful.
“Viktor,” Renee interrupted, “where did go? Your eyes
were open, but you weren’t seeing anything in this ro om.”
He looked at her with a forced a smile. “Sor ry, hearing
your words brought back an old memory.”
“A pleasant one I hope.”
Leaving her question unanswered he diverted their
conversation back to a less painful subject. “You were asking
me to explain what you saw when you walked into the bar.
Well, Bert was just proposing a toast.”
“A toast? To what.? To whom?”
“To a fighter pilot.”
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“A fighter pilot? Would he be anyone I might know?”
God, she thought, getting this man to open up about himself
is impossible. I don’t know whether to be angry with him, or
love him for it.
“Okay, the toast was for me. It was Bert’s way of
thanking me.”
“For what?”
“You know, for yesterday, when he was hit by anti aircraft fire and had to bail out.”
“Aah, yes. So he was thanking you for getting him shot
down.” Kracek smiled. “Very funny. I don’t think so, but you
can never be sure with Bert.”
She laughed.
I love the way she laughs at my dry humor. “Seriousl y, he
landed safel y in some rice paddies. Unfortunatel y, a Vietcong
patrol saw his plane go down and headed straight for their
prize. But I was able to hold them off until the rescue
helicopter could pick him up. That’s about it.”
“That’s about it?” She repe ated, incredulousl y. “Viktor,
you’re too much. Since coming to Vietnam, I’ve heard other
fighter pilots talk about a routine mission and turn it into a
war story worthy of the Congressional Medal of Honor. I
soon learned not to take them seriously. I suppo se it’s a
fighter pilot thing. You, on the other hand, take a mission
that is arguabl y worthy of that award and make it sound like a
walk in the park.”
“Walk in the park? That’s very colorful. Where did you
hear that?”
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“From m y boss, Major Thom pson. He had a lot to say
about you. After sitting in on an intelligence debrief of your
mission, he also filled us in on the details yesterday’s
mission—how you and Bert saved the Special Forces convoy
from being overrun by the VC.”
It suddenl y daw ned to her. “That was Lt. Garrett leading
that convoy, wasn’t it? Of course, it’s beginning to make
sense now. Bert wasn’t the onl y one that wanted to thank you
for saving his life was he?” She didn’t wait for an answer.
“Major Thompson also tol d me that the fl ying you did to
keep the VC from reaching Bert was as brilliant as it was
courageous; and what you did on your final run when you
discovered your guns were jammed was simpl y incredible. He
heard this from the rescue pilot himself, Captain J ohnson,
who told him that you came i n so low on the last pass your jet
exhaust literall y scooped up the water from the rice paddies,
creating a sight so frightening it stopped the Vietcong dead in
their tracks and bought him the time he needed to get safel y
away.
“The most unbelievable part of the story is the one on one
duel between you and the enem y platoon leader. Please,
Viktor, I know you don’t like to talk about your missions, but
I need to know what reall y happened out there.”
“You’re even more beautiful when you’re angry.”
“I’m not angry, and flattery is not going to get you off
the hook.”
“It isn’t flattery. Frankl y, I’m the one that’s flattered.
What happened between me and that VC platoon leader is
something even I haven’t so rted out. I can onl y tell you what
I told the Colonel. I was prepared to fly right through him
until he suddenl y lowered his weapon and just stood there,
waiting for me.”
“Waiting for you?”
“Yes. Can you picture one man standing alone in a blood y
rice paddy, defiantly facing another in a fifteen ton killing
machine coming at him at more than five hundred miles an
hour with a tidal wave of water in tow that towered over them
both? It was a scene no Holl ywood director could have
conjured up. The st rangest part is, I could sense what he was
feeling.
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“When he lowered his weapon all of my anger suddenl y
drained from me and, in that instant I knew, that the man
bravel y facing me in that field was not my enem y. We just
happened to be on opposing sid es of a senseless war neither
of us wanted —a war brought about by the failure of our
leaders to resolve their differences with reason. That was the
truth we both saw so clearl y that day, a truth he was willing
to give his life for…the same truth that kept me from taking
it.”
“What happened?
“I pulled up in time to miss him. He was knocked down
by m y jet blast and the force of the trailing water, but
unhurt.” Kracek grew quiet for a moment. “He and I both
lived to fight another day…to meet again, perhaps.”
“Do you reall y think so, Viktor?”
“Anything is possible.”
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10
F i r st K i s s
Kracek and Lafitte stepped out of the club into a cloudy
humid night and started back to the BOQ. Thunder and
lightning hurried them along, but they would not make it back
to his room before the clouds unloaded a torre nt of rain,
soaking them to the skin. Neither seemed to mind.
The moment they entered the room he took her in his
arms and kissed her —tenderl y at first; then, as their passion
grew stronger, their tongues attempted to reach into the very
depths of their desire. He could feel her body quivering as he
drew her closer. “Your shivering. Let’s get out of these wet
things.”
They undressed each other in eager anticipation, stripping
away the thin barrier that stood between them. Each item of
clothing that fell to the floor was lik e another stone removed
from a virtual wall; until—standing unashamedl y naked —all
inhibitions were stripped away. They looked at each other but
did not see the nakedness, onl y the love.
He swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed;
where—bodies intertwined —their hands daringl y exploring
the curves and folds of each other’s wet form, as they melted
together in a dance onl y lovers can know.
******
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He slipped quietly out of bed and walked to the windo w
just as the sun crested the horizon and cast its light over a
deceptivel y peaceful Vietnamese landscape —like an ocean
wave embracing a sandy beach. My world was ne ver more
beautiful, he thought. No, he corrected, turning to look at her,
our world. It had been too long since he was able to share it
with anyone else, someone he loved.
The thought w armed him from the inside, as did the sun
that caressed his tanned body. As he watched its ascent into
the morning sky the constantl y changing light played against
his physique like a sculpture in progres s. He was un aware
that Renee was awake.
She didn’t speak, not wanting to interrupt his meditation,
but more because she enjoyed looking at him. Watching him
standing there rekindled the longing within her she felt last
night. She wanted him again, to feel his body against hers, to
hold him tightl y as he entered into her, joining them in the
ultimate embrace, uniting their very souls.
No other man stirred her emotions as he did. The love and
happiness she experienced in his arms was beyond anything
she had ever known, or believed possible.
“Viktor.” She spoke his name with unmasked desire.
“Yes.” He heard it in her voice. Turning, he saw it in her
eyes.
“Come to bed.”
They made love again with even greater passion, free of
all uncertainties and doubts about their feelings for each
other. If any remained, they were dispelled the evening
before with their first kiss.
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11
C o m m a n de r ’ s R e p r i m a n d
A small group of pilots were standing around the
squadron operations counter when Kracek wa lked in.
Monzone and Towlan were among them.
“Good morning, Carl…Harvey.”
“Good morning, sir,” they replied.
“How was dinner last night, sir.” Monzone asked, less
interested in the dinner tha n in how it went with Lieutenant
Lafitte.
Kracek had been around fighter jocks too long not to
know what he was reall y curious about. Never one to kiss and
tell, he played it straight. “Dinner was great. The lobster was
outstanding…a specialt y of the house. If you haven’t tried it
you should.” Pleased with how he diverted his friend’s query,
he smiled. That was a mistake.
“Captain, if you’re as evasive in the air as you are on the
ground I’m glad we’re on the same team. But your smile says
it all.”
Kracek just shook his head in capitulat ion and smiled
again.
“Captain Kracek,” Towlan interrupted, “have you seen
the schedule? We’ve got an 1100 takeoff.”
“Right, Harvey.” Towlan’s interruption was a welcomed
reprieve.
“We’ll brief at 0900. Check with intelligence and find out
what they have on the target.”
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“Already did. We’re fl ying air cover for the 1st Air
Cavalry’s deployment into the Ia Drang Valley in the Two
Corps area. Able Company was sent in earlier to engage what
they thought was a company of North Vietnamese regulars,
onl y to find themselves facing a full
battalion.
Reinforcements are being flown in, and we’ll be providing air
support. Intel will fill in the details for us at the briefing.”
“Sounds like it could get interesting. What about the
weather?”
“Looks good,” Monzone said.
Captain Edward Janrette, the assistant ops officer,
stepped out of his office and walked over to the counter.
“Viktor, there you are. The ‘old man’ wanted to see you as
soon as you came in.”
“Thanks, Ed. I’m on m y way.” Turning to Monzone and
Towlan he said: “See you at the briefing.”
******
Brown was waiting outside Whitfield’s office when
Kracek arrived. Eye contact was made, but neither one spoke
to the other. The door suddenl y opened, and a visibl y shaken
Major Pitts came storming through. His face displayed no
emotion, but you could tell when he was nervous or upset by
the beads of sweat that formed above his upper lip. He gave
them a cursory glance and hu rried by without speaking.
Kracek and Brown walked in and saluted.
Whitfield did not ask them to sit , nor did he put them at
ease. I’ll make this short and to the p oint. I’ve heard two
different versions of your fight at the club last night. Who
was at fault, or why it happened doesn’t concern me. I’ve got
a war to worry about and I can’t afford to have two of m y
best pilots at each other’s throats; nor do I have the time to
deal with your pett y differences.”
“May I speak, sir?” Brown asked.
“No, you may not!” A grim faced Whitfield stared at
them for a few long seconds before speaking. “This will not
happen again, not while I am in command of this squadron.
And, as long as you two are in it, you will put your
differences aside and act like the prof essional fighter pilots
you are. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes sir.” They responded together.
“Good. Now shake hands and get the hell out of m y
office.”
The two men looked at each other and hesitated. Neither
one was willing to make the first move.
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“Gentlemen, that was not a request.”
Both men turned to receive the full brunt of Whitfield’s
stern glare, and reluctantl y shook hands. Then, they stood up,
saluted, and headed for the door. But the Colonel wasn’t
through. “Captain Kracek, you stay.”
A puzzled Brown looked at them before closing the door
behind him.
Kracek wondered what was coming next.
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12
W h i t f i e ld ’ s A d v i c e
“Sit down, Viktor.” Whitfield held up a paper from his
desk. “I just received this letter from the 7 t h Air Force
Commander. You remember our previous tal k regarding your
mission in the Delta…well, General S immons wasted no time.
After reading your report, he called the Air Force Chief of
Staff—who just happens to be an old buddy of his —gave him
a short version of it, and wired him a copy. The Chief met
with the Secretary of the Air Force to map out the best course
of action and presented it to the President.”
“President Johnson?”
“That’s the one,” Whitfield said smiling. “And, he
apparentl y liked the idea.”
“What idea, sir?”
“To fl y you back to Washington so that he could
personall y pres ent you with the Air Force Cross in the oval
office, with key staff members and a few reporters to witness
it. That was the original proposal. Johnson, however, had
other plans. He ins isted on a full-blown ceremony before a
Joint Session of Congress, with the entire press corps and all
the major television networks there to report it to the world.”
Kracek was about to say something, but thought better of
it.
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“As you know, this President is a consummate politician.
Hell, they all are. You don’t ge t to that position if you’re not.
This is not just another photo opportunit y, but a means for
him to quiet some of the dovish voices in Congress and,
perhaps, sway the few additional votes he needs to pass his
Vietnam Appropriations Bill.”
“Christ, Colonel, does he reall y need me for that?”
“That’s not for us to decide, but don’t underestimate him.
He’s as much a master of his p rofession as we are of ours. If
he thinks you can help, you probabl y can.”
“Yes sir, but I’m not comfortab le with a scenario that
uses me to justify a war for which I have many unanswered
questions.”
“Yes, I know, and you could refuse. But defying a request
from the President of the United States is not a decision to
make lightl y. Your career would essentially be over, and your
life would never be the same —yours and anyone else close to
you.” Whitfield added the last part knowing full well that
Kracek would be more concerned with hurting his famil y and
friends than himself.
“Don’t worry, sir. Despite m y misgi vings about this war,
I’m not about to throw it all away. There may be some people
who would like to see that happen, but I don’t intend to do
their job for them. Politics aside, I know I’m doing some
good here, even saving some lives —ours at least.”
“If you weren’t this situation would have never presented
itself. I’ve been through two other wars before this one,
during which I grappled with those same issues. Maybe
hearing m y views on the subject will help ease your concerns.
“As I see it, we are professional soldiers who have taken
an oath to preserve and protect the Constitution of the United
States against all enemies, with our lives if necessary. No
distinction is made bet ween popular, or unpopular wars, as
this one obviousl y is. We don’t choose our enemies. Our
government, dul y elected by the American people to
safeguard their interests, has that responsibilit y. Our job,
when the call comes, is to respond like the trained
professionals we are. In short, we do our dut y. We fulfill our
oath.
“Of course we can choose not to, and suffer the
consequences of courts martial, condemnation as a traitor,
even imprisonment. That’s the part y line and, for most of us
it’s enough. Others, like you and I, need more.”
Kracek was about to say so mething, but Whitfield didn’t
give him enough time to compose his thoughts.
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“I’ve had more time to think about this than you. My own
doubts about the wisdom of going to war didn’t start with
Vietnam, or even Korea, but World War II.”
Kracek was puzzled. He was onl y a kid at the time, but
old enough to remember the things peop le did in support of
that war. Women filled jobs in factories to replace the men
who went off to serve their country, people bought War
Bonds, grew Victory Gardens, even sav ed used silver foil and
string. Mothers hung stars in their windows, one for each son
and daughter on active dut y. Patriotism was proudl y worn on
one’s sleeve. “I thought everyone supported that war.”
“And so they did, Viktor. Nevertheless, President
Roosevelt had to do a lot of convincing, make quite a few
“fireside chats” on the radio, and no doubt engage in some
serious political arm twisting to get Congress and the
American people to buy off on it. That idea was not at all
popular until he made it so. Of course, it was the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor that finall y galvanized the support he
needed to get us directl y involved.
“I was one of those thousands of young men who couldn’t
wait to join up. It was onl y after I got over there, and saw
what war was like first hand, that m y doubts arose. Getting
shot at and shooting back was the easy part. I was lucky. I got
good at m y job very quickl y and survived. A lot of other men
didn’t. Nevertheless, that part of war I could understand and
accept.
“I also learned that war brings out both the best and the
worst in us; that we are capable of selfless acts of courage on
the one hand and the most despicable, most inhuman deeds
you can possibl y imagine on the other. In between those two
extremes are s ome who see war as an opportunit y to further
their own ambitions, and they have no qualms about doing it
at our expense.
“Decisions were made by some politicians and military
leaders that, at times, seem to show little regard for human
life—the enem y’s, or ours. Casualties are seen as just another
coldl y calculated element in their risk formula. The risk I
refer to is not to those of us who put our lives on the line, but
to them…their careers.
“Political scientists in their “ivory towers” would have us
believe that war is merel y an extension of diplomacy —a
necessary option, if you will. Like hell it is. War is, in fact, a
failure of so -called intelligent, well -intentioned men to find
the common ground on which to resolve their differences.
That’s when they turn to the professional soldier to bail them
out. Does any of this sound familiar?”
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“Yes sir. If I didn’t know any better, I would have
thought you were talking about Vietnam. Everything you said
about World War II is as relevant today as it was then.”
“That’s the whole point, war is war. They’re all the same.
Good men get killed while others grow richer. Popular, or
unpopular, it makes no difference. I for one hope it never
becomes popular.”
Whitfield’s firsthand knowledge of r ecent history and his
perception of the truth was more than interesting. Kracek was
about to ask the obvious question, but was preempted.
“So, what do we do with this knowledge? Whitfield
continued. “How do we reconcile it with what we’re doing in
Vietnam? We can’t, and we don’t try. Except for the outright,
naked aggression of one state against another without
forewarning, war is nothing more than a failure of diplomacy,
and those same incompetent men who could not, or would not
find a peaceful solut ion to their disagreements invariabl y put
our lives at risk.
“That’s why I believe that our job, our real job, is to stay
alive…to survive, so we can take car e of ourselves and our
families, and live to fight another day. How do we do that?
For starters, by being better at doing our jobs than the people
who put us here are at doing theirs. You certainl y fall into
that category, and will not onl y survive this latest failure of
our leaders, but come out of it stronger and wiser.
“I’ve told you this bef ore, but it bear s repeating. You
have a promising future in the Air Force, and a lot to give
that will benefit all of us. Don’t let them take that away from
you…not for this.”
By the time Whitfield finished, any doubts Kracek ma y
have had about accep ting his fate, i.e., going through with the
President’s ‘show and tell,’ were put to rest. For some reason
he’s taken a special interest in keeping me from short
circuiting my career. When I’m pushed, my first reaction is to
push back and let the chips fal l where they may. Win or lose,
I’m left with the battle scars and a few more enemies —not the
best route to future promotion. “You make a strong argument
sir, and your point is well taken. I still won’t like it, but
hearing your insights has made it easier to accept.”
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“Glad to hear that, Viktor. I will admit, however, that I
didn’t come to understand these things without making a few
mistakes along the way. Like you, when I was younger and
more idealistic, I compromised nothing. Anyone who dared
attack me, or m y beliefs, was in for a bloody fight. And, I
paid the price.
“That approach would be acceptable, if all we had to deal
with were men of honor. Unfortunatel y, most are not. They
can neither accept defeat, nor victo ry graciousl y. Calling
them out and winning is a cardinal sin they can never forgive,
or forget. Vengeance i s how they reconcile their loss, but
never by direct confrontation. You won’t see it coming until
the damage is done, when it’s irreversible. If I had someone
to advise me o n these matters when I first got started in this
business I’d be a general now.”
“I see what you mean, sir.”
“I thought you would, but don’t misunderstand me. As a
squadron commander, I’ve got the best job in the Air Force.
Where else could a man enjoy the privilege and rewards of
command with the unmatched challenge of fl ying fighter
aircraft? I may not make star rank, but I’ve accomplished
some things in our profession that few others have. I’m proud
of that, and of knowing I have the respect of m y peers. If I
had it to do all over again I would. But there is one thing I
would do differentl y.”
“What’s that, sir?”
“I would heed the advice I just gave to you. I’ve never
believed that to have a successful career a man had to
compromise his principles. But he does need to be smarter
about it, more wary of the motives of others. And, it’s not
just the bad guys you have to worry about, but the good.
Their intentions may be in the right place, but they don’t
always have the will or the courage to carry them out.”
With Whitfield’s words still echoing in his mind, Kracek
nodded in agreement. “That’s soun d advice, sir.”
“I’m glad you agree. Now, on a more pleasant note,
we’ve got you booked on Pan Am Flight 816 , leaving Tan Son
Nhut Airport Saturday morning. You’ll be traveling first
class.”
“First class? Can we afford that, Colonel?”
“You bet we can. By the way, you’ll have company. We
can’t have you going anywhere without a good wingman.”
“Garelli?”
“Right. You can thank him for your first class tickets. We
couldn’t have Bert squeezed into a coach seat with his
wounds not full y healed.”
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“That’s great news, sir. Does he know about it yet?”
“He will, as soon as we’re finished here. By the way, the
port of entry for your flight is Los Angeles. From there you’ll
both fl y United Airlines into Dallas, where you will part
company. Bert takes Trans Texas Airlines ( ‘Tree Top
Airlines’) into Clovis, and you will continue with United into
Dulles International, arri ving there at about six in the
afternoon.
“Someone from the Air Force Chief of Staff’s office will
meet you. Since you will be getting there after close of
business, I imagine they’ll take you straight to the hotel.
You’re booked into a suite at the J efferson.”
“A suite?”
“With all expenses paid. You’re getting the royal
treatment.”
“There may be something to this hero stuff after all,”
Kracek said, smiling. “And all I’ve got to do is stand there
while the President pins a medal on me?”
“I don’t have a detailed agenda for your time in
Washington, but I’m sure it will involve more than that. In
fact, you may be asked to address the Congress, so prepare
some suitable remarks for the occasion.”
“Make a speech before Congress? Chri st, Colonel, I’m a
fighter pilot not a politician. Speech making isn’t in m y job
description.”
“It is now, and you might as well get used to it. I’m sure
the President’s staff will help you prepare it.”
“I can handle the writing; it’s the other part that concerns
me.”
“I know, but they’re going to help regardless; if for no
other reason than to insure that nothing you say could be
interpreted in any way that migh t be damaging to the
President. It’s their job.”
“Of course.” Kracek wonder ed what he was getting into.
“And, Viktor, I’m just guessing here, but you should also
be prepared to testify before the Senate Armed Services
Committee.”
“Testify? Before the Senate Armed Services Committee?
Jesus, Colonel, that’s serious stu ff. Do you reall y think…?”
“Just trying to cover all the bases, so you won’t be totall y
unprepared if you ar e thrown into that lion’s den. I wouldn’t
worry too much about it though.”
Easy for you to say, Kracek thought. “Have you ever done
it, sir?”
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“Testify before the Senate? As a matter of fact, I have.
After I got m y fifteenth Mig, they saw the same propaganda
value in me then as they do in you now. Korea was about as
popular a war as Vietnam. Shortl y after the g enerals sent
their proposal to Washington I was on m y way back.
President Eisenhower was delighted with the idea and, like
Johnson, insisted on presenting m y ‘Cross’ at a Joint Session
of Congress. Any of this sound familiar?”
“It sure does, sir. The parallel in our careers is amazing.”
Then, it hit him. So this is why he has taken such a personal
interest in me. It must be like wa tching a rerun of his own
experiences.
Whitfield continued: “I was asked to say a few words.
The President was so pleased with the reception I received
from Congress, that he asked me to join him in the oval office
for coffee. Before the first cup was poured he explained his
real reason for wanting to meet with me. He told me about the
difficulties he was having in enlisting the support of both
houses—not to mention the American public —to back his
efforts in Korea.
“Eisenhower made a campaign promise to end the war,
but not without a clear -cut victory for the United Nations
forces and a free, democratic South Korea. To do that he
needed better trained men and superior weapons. That takes
money, and Congress holds the purse strings.
For example, we needed a new airplane, one which could
outperform the Mig-15, and the newer Mig-17. It would be
the world’s first jet fighter capable of supers onic speed in
level flight.”
“The F-100, Super Sabre.”
“Right. The first protot ypes were alread y built and were
being tested. North American Aviation did a great job getting
it off the drawing boards and into the air in record time. The
first version of it, the F -100A, was designed for aerial combat
and would have given us air supremacy over anything
currentl y fl ying.”
“Yes sir, I know . “I flew the “A” in advanced fighter
training. It was lighter, faster, and more maneuverable than
the “D” models we’re fl ying now, which have been modified
for the air to ground role. What I didn’t know was, that it
would have been introduced into the Korean theater onl y
months after the truce was signed in Jul y ‘53.
“That’s right. At that time ou r kill ratio with the F -86 was
already close to fourteen to one. Can you imagine what it
would have been if this new fighter had entered the war?”
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“Yes sir. With the ‘Hun’s’ superior speed, 20mm
cannons, and new radar sight, the Migs would have no way to
run and no place to hide.”
“Right again. The point is, none of it would have
happened if the President had not been able to sway the
congressional votes needed to pass his military appropriations
bill. In hindsight we can see the wisdom of his act ions.
Perhaps, the mere threat of having to face advanced new
weapons systems brought the North Koreans and their
Chinese allies to the conference table, and thus shortened the
war. We can onl y speculate as to how many lives were saved
by that little piece of political maneuvering.”
“Do you think your testimony made the difference,
Colonel?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it did have some influence over the
outcome. I’d like to think so, but I’m sure that Ike had more
than one hand to play. I was just his ‘ hero’ card.”
“His ‘hero’ card? I like that. You do know how to set up
an argument and then close in for the kill —if you’ll excuse
the mixed metaphor.”
“You’re not so bad at it yourself. I can certainl y
appreciate the parallel you drew to air co mbat though. I
hadn’t thought about it that way before, but the two skills do
require remarkabl y similar instincts.” Pausing to reflect on
the idea, Whitfield added: “You’re going to do just fine
swimming with the sharks in D .C.”
“Thanks to you, I’m d iving into t he water well armed.
Hearing your “hero” story has given me the confidence I need
to deal with anything I may encounter there. I’m even looking
forward to it. I can onl y hope that m y Washington excursion
is half as successful
as yours.”
“I have every confidence in you, Viktor, but, when it
comes to results, timing makes all the difference. I was lucky.
For me, the timing couldn’t ha ve been better. Give
Eisenhower the credit for that. However, this is a different
war, in a different time, w ith a different president. You
shouldn’t expect the same result .”
“I understand sir. But you’ll have to admit that the
parallel between what I am about to do and what you did
thirteen years
ago is remarkable.”
“Indeed, and if anyone can make the most of this rare
opportunit y it’s you. There’s something else. After you’re
through winning over the U.S. Congress we’re sending you
back to your alma mater at Nellis Air Force Base.”
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“The Fighter Weapons School?
“Yes. They’re aware of yo ur efforts to develop an air to
ground tactics study for our operations here and they want
you to present your study to the schoo l. You may be asked to
fl y demonstration missions and give a few lectures while
you’re there.”
“They know of my work?”
“Word gets around fast. But I don’t need to tell you that.
In this case, it came from the 2002 Stan Eval Group out of
Okinawa”
“Yes sir, they’ve been collecting tactics data from the
squadrons in Vietnam, and flew with us whenever they could.
I should have known that the Fighter Weapons School would
be on their mailing list. Most of their pilots are graduates of
the school.”
“That’s true, but you’re the onl y pilot since the F -100’s
entered the war a year ago to draft such a comprehensive
document of our tactics in South V ietnam. The Stan Eval
Group has been compiling a similar study, but they aren’t as
far along.”
“They told me as much when they were here last month
and took copies of my bulletins with them when they left.
They asked me to s end them a copy of my study when it was
completed.”
“I’m not surprised; but you do have an advantage. You
fl y every day and learn something new each time.
Nonetheless, the big difference between you, and the majorit y
of other fighter pilots in Nam, is that you not onl y have the
anal ytical skills to break down each mission into its simplest
components, but the abilit y to write about it with clarit y and
logic. That’s an even rarer talent.”
“It’s m y job, sir.”
“Modest as usual. However, I know that you’re spending
three to four hours a day on this project, often after having
already flown two missions. I’m sure you believe it’s your
responsibilit y as the Squadron Weapons Officer to get this
information out as soon as possible for our pilots, an d those
to follow. But what you’ve done, and continue to do, is
commendable. Hell, it’s more than that, it’s heroic.
“Nobody expects this kind of selfless effort on your part.
Christ, nobody could ask it of you. The people who are
charged with this re sponsibilit y are in organizations such as
the 2002 SEG, the Fighter Weapons School, and other special
units in the Tactical Air Command. I only know of one other
man who has done what you are doing while activel y engaged
in combat fl ying.”
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“Are you referring to Major Blesse, sir?”
“Yes, Major “Boots” Blesse. And, in m y estimation, his
study on air combat maneuvering is still the best work ever
done on the subject.”
“I couldn’t agree more, sir. I’ve read his book so man y
times I have it memori zed. Nothing else compares with it. His
no-nonsense treatise of air tactics is one that every fighter
pilot can understand and relate to. It came d irectl y from his
experiences, and others, in the Korean War. As a double ace
he personall y validated the effe ctiveness of the tactics he
wrote about.”
“There was something else about his work, something
missing in all the other, more technical treatments of the
subject,” Whitfield added. “His words did more than ex plain
winning air tactics. They evoked the spirit and philosophy of
the air warrior; which I believe to be as important in the
making of a fl ying ace as the tactics themselves. The title he
chose says it all, ‘No Guts, No Glory.’”
Whitfield’s words paralleled Kracek’s thoughts on the
subject. It was reassuring to know that he, and the man he
respected more than any other in their chosen profession
shared the same views. He felt a growing bond between them.
“I couldn’t agree more, sir. It sets his work apart from all the
rest.”
“By the way, Viktor, have you ever met him?”
“No sir, never had the privilege.”
“Well, you will. I didn’t mention this before, but ‘Boots’
is a good friend of mine. We still keep in touch. It’s Colonel
Blesse’ now. He pinned his birds on last week at the
Pentagon, and was reassigned to the Fighter Weapons School
as its new Commander.
“No doubt you two will have a lot to talk about. He’s
very interested in what you have to say about air to ground
tactics in South Vietnam, and will be asking for your help in
incorporating those ideas into the school curriculum —
eventuall y into all Air Force fighter training programs. What
better way to prepare a new pilot for his tour in Nam?”
“There’s nothing I’d like more, sir. Ever since I got here,
my goal has been to write a study of comparable importance
for the air to ground role as he did for air combat tactics.
Whatever happens
in Washington I know now that this is going to be a
worthwhile trip.”
“There’s no reason it can’t also be fun.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean New York…the Big Apple.”
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“New York? You’re not suggesting a ticker tape parade
are you?”
“No, nothing like that, but the Tonight Show is a distinct
possibilit y. How would you feel about that?”
“Johnny Carson? I watch his show whenever I can. He’s
a favorite of mine.”
“He’s everyone’s favorite; that’s just the point. The
whole nation will be tuned in. What better way to showcase
our latest hero?”
“Well sir, you know how I hate being used; but, fo r
Johnny, I’ll make the sacrifice. Does it include a suite at the
Waldorf and a chauffeured limousine?”
“Everything hasn’t been worked out yet between the
President’s and Carson’s people, but I’m certain it will before
you get to Washington. As for th e Waldorf and the chauffeur,
well, who knows, Johnny is known to be very generous with
his guests.”
Whitfield glanced at his watch, a gift from his wife,
Maggie, when they were stationed in France ten years ago. It
brought back memories of a simpler, perhaps more innocent
time. She knew it was something he always wanted, but
would never get for himself —too expensive. It took ten
months, but she managed to quietl y save enough money to
buy him his first Omega, and surprised him with it on
Christmas. Ther e was never to be a second, because all the
love and effort that Maggie put into acquiring the first one
could never be replaced. He treasured it too much. He loved
her even more.
“I’m afraid we’ve run over the time I allotted for our
meeting. Garelli was scheduled to be in here about a half hour
ago. He’s probabl y in the p ilot’s lounge overdosing on
coffee.”
“I doubt that, sir. If I know Bert, he’s in the pilot’s
lounge all right, but too busy entertaining the paying
customers to drink much coffe e.”
Both men smiled at the thought, relieved to have their
conversation end on a lighter note.
“I think we’re through here. Send Bert in .”
“My pleasure, sir.” Kracek got up and started to walk out.
Whitfield called him back before he reached the door.
“There is one more matter.” Viktor waited for him to
continue. “Your mission today…you don’t have to take it.
You’ve got a lot to do before you leave for Washington.”
“If it’s all the same with you, sir, I’ll take this flight. I
was looking forward to fl ying with Monzone and Towlan, and
they me.
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I wouldn’t want to disappoint them.
“It’s your call; but this will be your last mission before
you leave. I’ve instructed Major Pitts to keep you off the
schedule until then.”
“Yes sir, but I have a personal request, and it will require
one more flight.”
“What’s that?” A patient Whitfield asked.
“I’d like you to show me the maneuver you used in Korea
to shake that Mig. Since you’re sending me back to the
Weapons School, I’d feel a lot better about going up against
some of the best fighter pilots in the Air Force if I could
include it in m y arsenal of tricks.”
“I did promise to show it to you.” Whitfield thought
about it for a moment before answering. “Okay, tell Jan rette
to set it up for this Friday. It’s the onl y free day I have this
week. I’ll see that Major Pitts is informed.”
“Yes sir…thanks.”
Kracek stopped in operations to give Janrette the
schedule request.
“No problem, Viktor, consider it done . Does Pitts know
about it?”
“Not yet, but he will.”
“We’ll put you on the Friday morning go. It should be
routine.”
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13
P i lo t ’ s Lo u n g e
Garelli was so absorbed in following his hands through an
intricate fl ying maneuver he never saw Kracek walk into the
lounge. The relieved expressions on the faces of the pilots he
was holding captive should have aler ted him, but he was too
engrossed with spinning his tale to notice.
On the coffee table between them were three mugs. The
two empt y ones belonged to Captain Dave Larsen and Lt.
Chuck Olsen. The third hadn’t been touched. It’s difficult to
tell a war stor y with a coffee mug in your hand.
Larsen was an experienced fighter pilot with more than
one thousand hours in the F -100, and had compiled a solid
combat record over the last four months. A quiet man of
medium stature, who has helped many new pilots g et through
their first missions in theater without incident.
His latest protégé, Lt. Olsen, arrived in country just two
weeks ago, and was proving to be a quick study—a definite
plus for anyone about to pl y his trade in a combat
environment. A engine ering graduate of Iowa State
Universit y, his intellect was equall y matched by a powerful
physique and handsome Nordic features. H is physical strength
came from working on a farm with a father who never seemed
to tire. He was a hard taskmaster, but never as ked more of his
son than he did of himself.
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Chuck Olsen loved and respected his father more than any
man he knew. He only wished he c ould be more loving. But
Sven Olsen was still mired in the ancient ways of his Viking
ancestors. For him, a good father was one who stood strong
and took care of his famil y. To show emotion was seen as a
weakness, and he expected his son to follow his example.
“Bert, I thought I’d find you here bending a few ears.
How’s the leg and shoulder?”
“Garelli turned at the sound of Kracek’s voice.
“Viktor…good to see you. I’m still a little sore, but healing
fast. How are you?”
“Couldn’t be better. Good morning Dave…Chuck.”
“Mornin’ Viktor…Good morning, sir,” they replied in
turn.
“Okay, Viktor, st op stalling, what happened in there?”
Garelli asked.
“Where?” Kracek enjoyed sparring with his young friend.
“C’mon, Viktor, we all know that you and Brown were
called in to the “Old Man’s” office this morning.”
“Oh, that…almost forgot. Y eah, we did have a little chat
with the Commander. Actuall y, he did most of the talking,
and he kept it very brief.”
“And?”
“He told us to either ‘shape up or ship out’ and ordered
us to shake hands.
“That’s it? A disappointed Garelli as ked.
“Prett y much, Bert. The “old man” doesn’t waste any
words.” Turning their attention to another topic, “Chuck, how
does it feel, now that you’ve got a few missions behind you?”
“It’s getting easier every time I go up, but I’ve still got a
lot to learn.”
“It’ll come soon enough. You’ve got one of the best
instructors in the squadron to guide you through it.”
“Thanks, Viktor,” Larsen said, but I can take little credit
for this one. I’ve never had a better student, one more quick
to learn, or more willing to do what was asked of him. I think
it’s his Viking heritage. Whatever it is, he makes me look
good.”
“Coming from you, Dave, that’s a real compliment.”
“One I haven’t earned yet,” Chuck added.
“But you will…I’m su re of that. There is one bit of
advice I would offer; that is, if your instructor doesn’t mind.”
“You know I don’t,” Larsen said. There isn’t a pilot in
this squadron that doesn’t value your opinion.”
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Recalling the look in Brown’s eyes just bef ore he walked
out of the bar last night, Kracek knew i t wasn’t exactl y true,
but left the thought unspoken. “Thanks Dave. Chuck, the best
advice I can give you, is never, never get complacent.”
I don’t expect you to understand the full meaning of that
yet. You’re still preoccupied with learning to operate in a
combat environment. For awhile longer, at least, you’ll be
naturall y cautious. However, when the initial apprehension
wears off and your confidence level grows, there wi ll be a
tendency to let your guard down. That’s when you can get
into trouble.”
“I don’t think I follow you, sir.”
“You’ve already flown a few missions. What were they
like?”
“We flew to the target, dropped our bombs into a wooded
area, made a few strafing passes, and came home,” Chuck
said.
“You just described about eight y percent of the sorties
flown in South Vietnam, sarcasticall y dubbed ‘toothpick’
missions, because of how our bombs turn the trees into a
million tiny splinters.
“The target is usuall y hid den by the jungle canopy and
may be reported as a Vietcong base camp, ammo storage area,
troop concentration, or something else. Unfortunatel y, much
of our intelligence comes from local agents. It is often
inaccurate and, if the informant happens to be a d ouble agent,
deliberatel y misleading. As a result, our bombs do little more
than destroy some perfectl y healthy trees —turn them into
‘toothpicks.’
“The point is no one ever appears to be shooting back at
us, because there’s seldom anyone there. On tho se rare
occasions when we do encounter ground fire it’s from small
arms, which can’t do much damage to an F -100, even if they
did get lucky. What’s more, except for tracers at night, you’ll
never see it coming.
“Now, the Forward Air Controller’s low fl ying, low speed
aircraft is very vulnerable, and a round from an AK -47 will
tear right through it and the pilot. That’s why the FAC’s wear
their flak jackets under their butts. We, on the other hand,
don’t even realize we’ve taken a hit until we’re back on the
ground. So you can see how easy it is to get complacent. It
happens to practically all of us who have been here more than
a month. Isn’t that right, Dave?”
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“Damned straight, and for all the reasons you just cited.”
Larsen looked at Olsen. “Sin ce Captain Kracek arrived in
Nam he has made it a personal crusade to insure we don’t
ever forget that the bad guys can and do shoot back. He
writes about it in every tactics bulletin, brings it up in every
meeting, and includes it in every flight briefing . Because of
him our squadron has had fewer incidents than most others
over here—though we have had occasional lapses.”
“Yes we have,” Kracek agreed. “What happened to Garelli
wasn’t one of them, but it does underscore the fact that
getting shot down in S outh Vietnam, can and does happen.”
“Amen,” Garelli said. I’ve got two new body holes to
prove it. It was a hell of a rush, but I don’t recommend it to
anyone.”
“Bert was filling us in on that mission when you came
in,” Larsen said.
“I figured as much, but he’ll have to finish it another
time. The Colonel asked me to find him. He’s waiting for you
in his office. ”
“Do you know what it’s about, Viktor?”
“I do, but I think he would prefer to tell you himself.”
Garelli got up, usin g his cane more for show than
support. “I’ll see you guys later.” He walked out of the
lounge still favoring his left leg.
“Looks like ‘ole’ Bert’s still hurtin’,” Dave observed.
“Yeah. You never hear him complain though. When the
Colonel and I visited him in the hospital he was still a little
weak from his ordeal, but never missed an opportunit y to
lighten up the occasion with one of his patented quips.”
“He’s good at that isn’t he?”
“Yeah…we’re lucky to have him. Every squadron need s a
‘Bert’ to help us keep things in perspective. The more stoic
types like Chuck and me often get so wrapped up in our work,
that we forget there’s a whole other world out there, and
deprive ourselves of the very things we risk our lives to
protect. Does that make sense? No, Bert has it right.”
“I agree sir,” Olsen said. “When I first got here I had no
idea what to expect until I met him. He eased a lot of m y
concerns and, before I left operations, I was looking forward
to m y first mission.”
“We’re going to be without his services for awhile. Did
he tell you?”
“He did,” Larsen said, “but we had already heard the
rumors, and that you were going back with him.”
“No kidding? I just found out about it this morning.”
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“We also heard you were to receive the Air Force Cross,
and that you were invited to Washington so the President
himself could make the presentation. Is that true?”
“It is. Guess there are no secrets around here.”
Larsen shrugged his shoulders and smiled.
The large wall clock behind the coffee bar told Viktor he
was running late. “Sorry to run gents, but I’ve got a mission
to brief.”
Standing up with him, Dave said: “Before you go, let me
be the first to congratulate you on your ‘Cross.’ Judging from
Bert’s story, you damned sure earned it.”
“Thanks, Dave.” Kracek clasped his friend’s hand
warml y.
“Me too, sir. It’s an honor to shake the hand of a man
who has won our country’s second highest award for valor.”
Olsen was still trying adjust to the fast -paced world of
combat fl ying…now this.
“Thanks, Chuck. See you at the club tonight.”
“Viktor.” Larsen called to him as he started to walk out
and gave him the thumbs up signal. “Good flight, Falcon.”
“Same to you Condor.”
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14
Fl ight Briefing
Kracek walked straight to the head of the table in the
briefing room, laid down his flight data card, map , and
checklist.
They would be using the new three -ship formation toda y
with Towlan as his wingman and Monzone the element leader.
7 t h Air Force’s rationale for reducing the flight configuration
by one was the greater flexibilit y it allowed, and their belief
that most targets in Vietnam didn’t warrant the additional fire
power of a fourth airplane.
Kracek conceded the second point, but he saw no
advantage in flexibilit y. Experience taught him that combat
fl ying was a dynamic, rapidl y changing phenomen on with
enough unplanned surprises to justify maintaining the
integrit y of a proven fighter force—the classic four -ship
flight.
Enem y air also concerned him, despit e assurances from
headquarters that it would never be a factor. North
Vietnamese fighter jets have the capabilit y to reach targets
anywhere in South Vietnam and he thought it unwise not to
be prepared for that possibilit y—given the increasing buildup
of their regular arm y in the South,
“Harvey, why don’t you finish what you started to tell u s
in Ops.”
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“Yes, sir. We’ve been tasked to fl y top cover for the 1 s t
Air Cavalry’s helicopter deployment. Charlie Company, of
the recentl y deployed 1 s t Air Mobile Brigade, is being sent in
to reinforce Able, already on the ground in the target area.
Earl y intelligence reports that estimated an enem y force of
not more than company strength were way off the mark,
and…”
Towlan saw Captain Sam Conners walk in. “Hi, Sam. I
was just going over some general info on the mission. You
can take it from he re.”
“Thanks, Harvey. How’re you doing, Viktor…Carl?”
“Couldn’t be better, Sam,” Kracek replied. “Looks like
we’ve got a real one on our hands today.”
“It’s shaping up that way.” Using the map of Vietnam
mounted on the stand to the side of t he room, Conners
pointed to the location of the target area twent y nautical
miles west northwest of Pleiku. “This is our objective. The
North Vietnamese managed to move in an entire battalion of
their crack troops, while leading us to believe it was onl y
company strength. Able Company was sent in to engage them
and met unexpectedly heavy resistance. They haven’ t been
able to advance beyond the drop zone and are in danger of
being overrun.”
“Fighter support has thus far discouraged the enem y’s
advance, but ground reinforcement is critical. That’s where
you come in. You’ll rendezvous with the troop carrying
helicopters over Pleiku at 1130 hours and cover their
approach into the drop zone, then establish an orbit southwest
of
the LZ until called in by the FAC to deliver your
weapons.”
As he spoke, Conners pointed to Pleiku and ran his finger
down the map to the orbit point. “The fighters already in the
area may or may not have cleared off before you arrive, and
other flights are closel y scheduled behin d you, so timing is
critical. You’ll have no more than ten minutes on target.”
“More than enough,” Kracek said.
“The call sign for the Mission Commander is ‘Hardball.’
He’ll be in the lead chopper. His primary UHF frequency is
325.5, backup, 287. 50. You’ll be loaded with napalm, 750
pound bombs, and 20mm. Any questions?”
Kracek looked at Monzone and Towlan. They shook their
heads. “What about NVA antiaircraft defenses?”
“We can’t confirm it with hard intelligence,” Sam
answered, “but it must be anticipated, so plan your attacks
accordingl y. Any more questions?”
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“Is Charlie Company all we’re sending in?” Monzone
asked. “You just told us the North Vietnamese have sent
down a battalion of their best troops. That still leaves us one
compan y shy of an even match up.”
“You’re right, Carl. Charlie isn’t all we’re sending.
Bravo Company will be thirt y minutes behind them. If those
three, supported by our fighters and artillery aren’t enough,
Delta is standing by. They’ll be flown in as soo n as we can
turn the choppers for a se cond go. This is going to be a busy
day.”
“It looks that way,” Kracek said. “Thanks, Sam…see you
when we get back.”
“Always a pleasure.” Connors wished them luck and
stepped out of the briefing room.
Kracek looked at his watch. “Time hack. On m y mark it
will be 0915…five, four, three, two, one, hack.”
Monzone and Towlan set their watches and took notes as
Kracek began his briefing: “Check in on squadron common at
1040. I’ll turn right after takeof f and hold 350 knots for the
join-up, then continue climbing to 20,000 feet. A few minutes
before we rendezvous with the choppers we’ll go to a tactical
spread formation and fl y ‘S’ turns over them until we reach
the target area.” He went on to cover every detail of the
mission: tactics, bomb delivery sequence, rejoin procedures,
recovery, etc. “Questions?”
Monzone and Towlan had none.
“Then there’s just one more item to talk about, enem y
air.”
“Enem y air? Migs have never been seen in South
Vietnam.” Towlan said .
“That’s true Harv, but that doesn’t mean they can’t reach
this far. As you know, the North Vietna mese have established
a forward operating base in Laos, and sightings have been
reported near the border. They obviousl y have the capabilit y,
and as long as they do we have to assume that, given enough
incentive, they will come south. With the war escalating, and
a battalion of their best troops already engaged with ours, if
there was ever a time to expect Migs, this would be it.
Moreover, a large, slow moving formation of helicopters
carrying our crack troops makes a very lucrative target.
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“The North Vietnamese also have a lot riding on the
outcome of this venture. It took considerable tim e and
effort—not to mention risk—for them to position a full
battalion this far south. They’re not going to give them up
without a fight. If I was the NVA general overseeing this
operation, the use of fighter air would be more than an
option.”
“Christ.” Monzone blurted out. “You sound convince d
that we’re going to run into Migs today.”
“I can’t read their general’s mind, but I can try to think
like him. And, looking at the same set of facts he has, logic
tells me that the deployment of m y fighters would be more
than justified. We’ve got to be ready for it.”
“What do you have in mind?” Carl asked.
“I ran this scenario by Major Pitts and Captain Janrette,
and requested an armament change; i.e., that we swap the
high explosive bombs on Falcon One and Three for air -to-air
missiles, bu t keep our napalm. Two would go with his
original armament load.”
“What did they say? ” Towlan asked.
“Major Pitts thought it was ludicro us to think we would
ever see Migs this far south. I expected as much from him.
He also mumbled something ab out the planes already being
loaded. Janrette saw the logic behind m y proposal and
suggested they take it to Colonel Whitfield for his decision.
Pitts wasn’t happy…muttered something about getting back to
me. That took place just before our briefing. We’ll know
what’s been decided before we leave operations.”
“What do we do if we are hit by Migs?” Monzone asked.
“This is new territory for us.”
“And for me, but that’s a good question. Assuming they
buy m y idea, we’ll jettison all of our externa l stores except
air to air missiles and engage the Mig s as far from the
helicopters as possib le. Our first priorit y will be to keep them
off our troops until they’re safel y on the ground.
“We’ve been well trained in the text book air to air
maneuvers. If we do have to go at it for real today that’s what
we’ll use…that, and sheer guts. The best advice I can give
you is stick with what you know and trust your instincts.”
“Is that all you can tell us?” A concerned Harvey asked.
“In terms of going o ne on one with a Mig -21, yes.
Anything you do for the first time is going to be filled with
unknowns. The last thing we want to do is complicate the
problem with theoretical details that in the heat of battle
would be forgotten anyway. But, we can talk about tactics.
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“If we encounter Migs they’ll probably come at us high
from the east, using the sun to mask their attack. That’s why I
want you down sun, Carl. Watch for them, but don’t
concentrate all of your search in one quadrant. They could
strike from any direction. Remember, their tactics manuals
are probabl y copies of ours, or the Russians — who, no doubt,
copied ours. If we are attacked, I’ll turn to meet them head on
to split their formation.” Kracek remembered what Whitfield
told him about his air to air engagements in Korea.
He used stick -figure drawings on the blackboard to show
the helicopter formation, the target area, the Migs coming out
of the sun, and the turn into them. Towlan and Monzone were
fascinated by his abilit y to create a vis ual graphic on the
board, then give it a third dimension with his hands. It made
the transition from one to the other appear seamless. He was
almost as well known for his animated briefing st yle as he
was for his fl ying skill.
“After that,” Kracek sai d, “it’s Katie bar the door.
There’s no way to predict what will happen after the initial
encounter. You’ve been in enough simulated ‘dog fights’ to
know that. Good instincts are important, but there are some
other things we can do that will help.
“The Mig-21 is a smaller aircraft, and can out turn the F 100 at higher altitudes. But if we engage them below fifteen
thousand feet we can match them turn for turn. That shouldn’t
be a problem since they must come to us.
“As always, it boils down to pilot skill, with the
advantage always going the guy who can conserve more of his
maneuvering energy. So be aggressive, but smooth on the
controls.”
“That’s good advice,” Whitfield said, from the back of
the room. He had walked in while Kracek was facing t he
blackboard. Towlan and Monzone saw him enter, but he
cautioned them against interrupting the briefing.
“Colonel Whitfield.” Kracek acknowledged. “I didn’t see
you come in, sir.” He didn’t call the flight to attention. It was
Whitfield’s policy that briefings and classroom academics not
be stopped should a senior ranking officer decide to visit.
“I know, you were pre -occupied with your briefing.”
“How long have you been here, sir?”
“Long enough to hear most of what you said about a
potential Mig encounter.”
“I suppose it must have sounded like the blind leading the
blind.”
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“Not at all. Everything you said was good solid advice,
particularl y the part about heeding your instincts and
conserving energy. I couldn’t have put it b etter m yself. No
doubt, Colonel Blesse would also approve.”
“Thanks, Colonel. Is there anything more you’d like to
add?”
“No. But, I didn’t come here to critique your briefing on
Mig tactics. I came to personall y give you m y decision on
your request to reconfigure the aircraft for this mission.”
Kracek put the chalk down and waited for the Colonel to
continue.
“Captain Janrette and Major Pitts brought your request to
me and made their arguments for and against. Although
Janrette made th e stronger case, I had to go with Pitts on this;
not because of anything he had to say, but because I believe
the heavier bomb load you’re carrying will be needed to
support our troops on the ground. If you are hit by enem y air
you’ll still have your 20mm cannons, and for the kind of
close-in maneuvering at near ground level you correctl y
described, your guns will be more effective than heat seeking
missiles.
“Furthermore, if the Migs do enter the fray, they will
onl y have time for one or two passes b efore reaching bingo
fuel. If you use the tactics you just briefed —split their
formation and keep them occupied for a few minutes —that’s
all it would take to run them low on fuel. They’ll have to
break it off or they’ll never make it back home. Do you
agree?”
“I do sir, but what if getting back home is not a priorit y
for them…if their orders are to take out the choppers at all
costs? And what if they send more than one flight?”
“That would certainl y complicate the situation, and I
don’t have an answer. As for your second concern, I’ve
contacted 7 t h Air Force and requested that they coordinate
with the U.S. Navy to provide top cover as long as it’s
needed. F-4’s, armed with air to air missiles, will be launched
from our carriers in the Gulf to defe nd the air space over the
target area.
“If the Migs do show, they’ll keep them busy while you
provide our guys on the ground the fire power they need to
level the playing field. If any get through, and you’re forced
to jettison your bombs, they will have done their job. In any
case, they would probabl y be across the border before you
could engage them.”
“I see what you mean, sir. Thanks.”
“For what?”
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“For getting us the extra air cover for one, and for taking
the time to personally deliver the message.”
“Just doing m y job.” Whitfield enjoyed the look on
Kracek’s face when he heard his own, often used words
coming back at him.
“Yes sir, and we’ll do ours, Colonel.” Turning to his
wingmen, Kracek asked: “Any other questions?”
“No sir.”
“Then we’re done here.”
Whitfield shook the hands of Monzone and Towlan as they
left the room and wished them luck. He stopped Kracek at
the door and clasped his hand with both of his.
“Bring them home safe, Viktor.”
“I will sir.”
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15
T h e M i g K i l ls
“Tower, Falcon, flight of three, number one for the active.
Request right turn after takeoff.”
“Roger, Falcon, cleared right turn.”
“Roger…Falcon taking the active.” Hearing Renee’s voice
distracted him momentaril y.
Major Thompson caught the slight break in his
transmission. “Lt. Lafitte, did you notice anyth ing different
about Captain Kracek’s usuall y faultless radio procedure?”
“I don’t know what you mean, sir.”
“I’ll bet you don’t.” Thompson turned away to check the
aircraft with his binoculars, a big smile on his face.
Kracek lined up on the centerline with Two on his right
wing and Three on his left. They ran their engines to full
military power and checked their instruments. When he
received a thumbs up from both he released brakes.
“Falcon One, on the roll.”
“Roger Falcon…safe fli ght,” Renee added.
Falcon Two and Three followed Lead at fifteen second
intervals. At two hundred feet altitude Kracek started a right
climbing turn and watched his wingmen join in close
formation. “Nicel y done,” he said, as he turned left to
intercept his outbound course from the Bien Hoa Tacan.
“Tower, Falcon outbound on the 0-3-5 radial.”
“Roger Falcon, you’re cleared Tower freq,” Lafitte
replied. “Come home safe, Viktor,” she whispered in words
audible onl y to herself, as she watched them fl y out of sight.
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Kracek switched the flight to channel six, then signaled
them into spread formation to complete their climb checks.
They leveled off at twent y thousand feet.
Eighteen
minutes later, Three spotted the helicopter
formation. “Lead, we h ave a ‘tall y’ at twelve o’clock low,
five miles.”
“Roger, I’ve got them. Mustang this is Falcon, how do
you read?”
“Loud and clear, Falcon. What’s your position.”
“We’re at your six o’clock high, five miles out. We’ll be
overhead before you reach Pleiku.”
“Roger that, Falcon…wouldn’t want to start the part y
without you.”
“Not a chance.”
Kracek looked down at the long line of Huey helicopters.
He had never seen so many fl ying in the same airspace. There
were fort y total—thirt y two of them were carrying Charlie
Company. The other eight were gun -ships, armed to the teeth,
and very capable of suppressing hostile ground fire. They
surrounded the main body: two in front, two in the rear, and
two on each side. Christ, he thought, one good strafing pass
would take out half of them.
The landing zone was a flat grassy area, large enough to
land the entire fleet simultaneousl y. Within seconds Charlie
Company was on the ground and moving into position. The
empt y choppers cleared t he area under the covering fire of the
gun-ships. Troop insertion took less than two minutes —an
impressive performance, even for the battle tested 1 s t Air
Cav.
“Falcon this is Roadrunner, your friendl y Forward Air
Controller, how do you read, over?”
“Loud and clear, Roadrunner…what have you got.”
“This is your lucky day, Falcon. We have a full NVA
battalion spread out inside the trees just west of the stream
separating them from the landing zone. The onl y thing
holding them back from an all out assault is our air support,
but they keep gaining more real estate.”
“Copy that. We’re carrying a full load of napalm, 750’s,
and 20mm. Just show us where you want it.’”
“That’s why I’m here.”
Kracek smiled under his ox ygen mask.
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Roadrunner deftly maneuvered his O1E (military version
of the Cessna 170) into a fort y five degree dive, zeroed in on
the target, and fired a smoke rocket. It hit in the center of the
NVA battalion. “ Falcon, m y smoke marks the center of the
target. The bad guys are spread out parallel to the tree line,
one hundred meters on either side.”
“In sight, Roadrunner. Falcon Flight, set switches for
bombs. Lead’s in from the northeast.” Kracek smoothly
rolled his aircraft inverted and pulled it through the ho rizon,
positioning his sight just below Roadrunner’s smoke. He
watched it slowl y drift up to the target, then released one of
his bombs. “Falcon One off left. He looked back as he
climbed out from the target to spot the impact. Roadrunner’s
smoke was obliterated by the blast. “Two, put it about fifty
meters either side of mine.”
“Roger, Lead. Two in.”
Towlan offset his pass twent y degrees from One’s attack
heading and released his bomb fift y meters south. He
recovered to the right, so as not e stablish a pattern the enem y
gunners could anticipate. “Two’s off right.”
“Three is in. I know where this one goes.” Monzone
slowl y walked his pipper (sight aiming point) fift y meters to
the north side of Falcon One’s impact, and ‘pickled’ one off.
“Three, off left.”
Kracek watched his wingmen make their drops as he
positioned himself for a second pass. “Nicel y done, gents;
you’re starting to get good at this.”
“Falcon One, Roadrunner.”
“Go ahead,” Kracek replied.
“Your first three bombs reall y shook them up. They
appear disoriented. Some of them are running out into the
clearing.”
“Roger, I see them. Set up for napalm, Falcon. One in
from the northeast.”
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Fl ying parallel to the edge of the trees, fift y feet above
the ground, Kracek dropped his two napalm cans at the north
end of the clearing. At four hundred and fift y knots airspeed,
the liquid fire spread out the length of a football field
annihilating everything in its path. The exposed troops were
engulfed in flames.
Looking back over his shoulder, he thought he was
witnessing a scene out of Dante’s Inferno. My God, a second
ago there were men in that field; now there’s nothing but
fire. Shaken by the horror of it, there was no time for regret,
or philosophical reflection. The lives of his own men were at
stake. “It’s them or us,” he told himself, not at all satisfied
with his simplistic rationalization. Far from stopping the
enem y assault, another group came charging out of the
southern half of the tree line, unt ouched by the fire.
“Falcon Two is in. I have the troops in the open.” Two
napalm tanks came tumbling off his airplane and impacted
where Falcon One’s left off. It extended the fiery hell another
one hundred yards, and decimated the second assault w ave.
He started his recovery to the right.
“Falcon Two, Roadrunner, break left now! You’re picking
up ground fire from the middle of the target area.”
“Reversing left,” Two replied. “Thanks Roadrunner.”
Towlan saw the tracers go by his canopy as he pulled his F 100 into a hard left turn.
“Falcon Lead, Roadrunner, I’m going in to mark the gun
with smoke.”
“Roger that. Falcon Flight set switches to bomb mode and
climb to dive altitude.”
“Roadrunner in on target.” Captain David Lee f lew his
O1E with the skill and confidence of the fighter pilot he was.
It took a fighter pilot’s training and experience to do the job
with the precision it demanded.
The Forward Air Controller must not onl y know the flight
capabilities of the aircr aft he controls, he must be intimatel y
familiar with its weapons and tactics. Moreover, he must be
able to think like a fighter pilot. Thus, his role in a close air
support mission is critical to its success. Lee was more than
up to the task. “Off left…d o you have m y smoke?”
“I’ve got it,” Kracek replied.
“The gun is about ten meters due west,” Lee added.
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“Copy that, Runner. Falcon One in.” Kracek put the F 100 in a steep dive and placed his sight just short of the
target, then pulled the thr ottle back to eight y eight percent
and watched his instruments unwind. All of his concentration
was now centered on achieving the release parameters of 450
knots, 6500 feet altitude, and 45 degrees of dive at precisel y
the same time the sight aim point rea ched the target. He had
onl y seconds to mentall y process the rapidl y changing data to
put his bomb on target.
This time, however, he had to deal with another
distraction; for he was as much a target as the gun barrel he
was staring down. The barrage of c annon shells coming up at
him bracketed his airplane as he hurtled toward the ground,
but he was so focused on the target that the tracers streaming
by his canopy seemed to be moving in slow motion. It felt as
though he were seeing it from another dimensio n; that time
had been suspended and he could see everything with an
incredible clarit y. Is this what they mean when they talk
about being in the zone?
He pondered that thought, as he pressed the red button on
the control stick, releasing the seve n hundred and fift y pound
bomb. It separated from its wing pylon with a jolt that rocked
the airframe. “ Falcon One is off.”
Kracek began a sharp left climbing turn and looked back
just in time to see the target disappear in the explosion. The
huge shock wave it created was clearl y visible in the humid
jungle air.
“Falcon One, Roadrunner, you put it right down their
throats. There’s nothing left but a big smoldering hole in the
ground. Are you okay? They were throwing so much stuff at
you I could barel y see your aircraft.”
“I’m okay. All instruments read normal, and I don’t see
any new holes. What else do have for us?”
“Glad you asked. You were too busy to notice, but a second
gun battery opened up on you as you pulled off…fift y meters
due west of the one you just clobbered. If you hadn’t pulled
off to the left you would have flown right into their line of
fire.”
“Guess it’s not their day,” Kracek quipped.
“Falcon Two is in on the gun from the northeast.” Towlan
was a little slow t urning in. It cost him a few seconds of
tracking time and reduced his dive angle a few degrees. “Two
is off left.” His bomb hit slightl y short.
‘Roadrunner acknowledged: “That was close enough to
knock out the crew, but not the gun. Falcon Three, drop about
ten meters southwest of Two’s last bomb.”
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“Roger that. Three’s in. Bombs away.” “I always wanted
to say that,” Monzone told himself.
“That did it,” Roadrunner observed. “Nice shooting.”
“Falcon Lead, this is Hawkeye, your friendl y Nav y top
cover. Enjoyed the show, but we’re down to bingo fuel and
heading back. No Migs today.”
“Thanks, Hawkeye. You must have scared them off.”
“Speaking of fuel, Falcon, how’s yours?” Roadrunner
inquired.
“Falcon, fuel check…Lead has 5500 p ounds.”
“Falcon Two, 5300.”
“Three has 5400.”
“Fuel’s not a problem, ‘Runner,’ but all we have left to
give is 20mm.”
“Copy that. If you can make a few strafing passes parallel
to the tree line, ten to thirt y meters inside of it, that should
keep them off our troops until the next set of fighters get
here. They’re about seven minutes out.”
“You got it. Falcon One in from the southwest.”
Using a steeper dive angle than normal to give the high
explosive 20mm cannon shells a better chance of penetrating
the jungle canopy, Kracek fired a long burst into the trees.
Two placed his burst parallel to his and ten meters further in,
and Three the last ten meter strip, completing the thirt y by
one hundred meter
area that Roadrunner wanted covered.
As he turned in for a second pass Kracek heard
Monzone’s voice yelling into his headset with unusual
urgency. “Falcon One, break left, break left! Air to air
missile inbound…Migs six o’clock high.”
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“Falcon One breaking left.” Straining to see over his
shoulder as he put the F-100 into a hard left turn, Kracek saw
the missile fl y harmlessl y by and spotted his attackers. He
quickl y assessed their closure rate, distance, and angle off,
then reversed right and pulled up sharpl y into a classic High
“G” Barrel Roll. “Two, stay high until I complete this roll,
then take the fighting wing position. Three, cover us.”
In a perfectl y executed Barrel Roll, Kracek scrubbed off
just enough airspeed to force the Migs into an overshoot.
They were too close for another missile shot, and never had a
chance to use their guns. As they slid out front, he rammed
the throttle into afterburner, brought his sight to bear on the
trailing aircraft and fired. The Mig -21 literall y exploded,
forcing Kracek to pull up sharpl y to avoid fl ying through
fragments of th e disintegrating airplane. “One down,” he
heard himself say, as he zeroed in on the Mig leader. The
hunter was now the hunted and he wanted out, but it was too
late.
“Hol y Christ!” Towlan exclaimed off mike. “How did he
do that?” On mike, he said: “ Falcon One, Two’s on your
wing. You’re clear.”
“Roger, Two. The lead Mig is heading for the deck.”
Forced to pull up to avoid swallowing the wingman’s
debris, Kracek was n ow out of gun range, but another burst of
afterburner quickl y closed the gap. The Mig Leader was
game, but obviousl y inexperienced in air combat. At less than
one hundred feet above the jungle canopy, in a desperate
attempt to avoid the F -100’s guns, he made a series of level
“S” turns—a futile tactic that allowed his pursuer to close
even faster. He could see the border…close, yet so far away.
Kracek placed his sight just behind the Mig’s cockpit
and squeezed the trigger. The burst was unexpectedl y short,
but every round fou nd its mark, tearing huge holes in its tail
section and fuselage. Smoke and flames shot out of both sides
of the crippled aircraft, yet the pilot was still able to maintain
control.
The American flyer is very skilled, Captain Diep
reflected. My aircraft is badly damaged and can no longer
maneuver. If he fires again I am a dead man. Less than a
minute to the border, a minute I do not have.
Kracek scanned the cockpit to find the reason his guns
stopped firing. He knew he wasn’t out of ammo; nor w as it
likel y that all four guns would go dry at the same time. He
found that the gun circuit breaker had tripped, reset it, and
closed to within a thousand feet of his prey…an easy kill.
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The Mig was no longer capable of evasive maneuvering
and its pilot was using all his skills just to keep it in the air.
Another burst would have finished him. “I can’t do it,”
Kracek heard himself say.
“There’s no way he can make it back to his base, and I
can’t…I won’t, shoot down a helpless man.” In a move even
he couldn’t have imagined, he joined on the Mig Leader’s
wing.
Captain Diep couldn’t believe his eyes. “What is he
doing? Why doesn’t he finish me?”
Falcon Two and Three, and Roadrunner were asking
themselves the same questions. They knew that th ey had just
witnessed an incredible feat of airmanshi p, but that last
maneuver by Kracek was beyond comprehension.
His eyes still fixed on the strange aircraft fl ying his
wing, Diep saw its pilot signal him to continue on heading,
then render a salut e. He returned it, thankful for the reprieve,
as he watched his improbable wingman peel off in a climbing
right turn—his aircraft gracefull y silhouetted against a
backdrop of clear blue sky.
As long as he lived he would remember that picture, and
the day his life was spared by a man he called the enem y.
Amidst the ugliness of war there can still be humanity and
beauty. The thought had a calming effect on him as he
reached down for the triangular shaped ejection grips in front
of his seat.
Kracek kept him in sigh t as he turned away. He didn’t
have time to think about his actions, but it felt right. “Good
luck, m y friend.”
All eyes were locked on Captain Diep as he nursed his
crippled aircraft across the border into Cambodia and ejected.
His parachute had time for onl y one swing before he hit the
ground in a small clearing, a hundred meters from where his
aircraft crashed in a ball of fire. He was on his feet
immediatel y and waved at the circling F -100’s to let them
know he was okay. A rad io call to his command center before
he bailed out alerted them to his plight. Help would be
coming soon.
As he watched his benefactor fl y south, he reflected upon
his good fortune. In what war does your enemy spare your
life in the heat of battle? These are not the merciless killers
our generals and politicians would have us believe them to
be. They are human beings like us, with families and loved
ones, who dream of a better world for our children. Why do
we kill each other?
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His questions would go unanswered. Nonetheless,
because of what happened that day, he would never again
view the enem y in
the same way.
“Roadrunner, Falcon, we’re down to bingo fuel.”
“Roger Falcon. That was one a hell of a show you put on.
I thought I’d seen it all, but what you guys did today was
spectacular. If you ever make it to Danang the drinks are on
me.”
“Thanks, Roadrunner, but without you to point out the
bad guys we wouldn’t have been half as effective.”
“I’ll take that to the bar with me to night.”
“You and me both.
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16
A H e r o ’ s We lc o m e
Kracek called Tower for landing instructions. “ Bien Hoa,
this is Falcon, how’s the weather down there?”
“Welcome back, Falcon, the active runway is two -seven,
winds 2-2-0 degrees at seven knots, altimeter 3 -0.2-0. Call
turning initial.”
“Roger, altimeter 3 -0.2-0…say traffic.”
“We’ve got three F-100’s on takeoff roll and flight of two
approaching the break. They’ll be clear before you reach
initial,” Lafitte replied.
“Copy that. Request clearance for a tactical approach.”
“I’ll take that Lieutenant.” Major Thompson wanted to
play a personal role in what he believed to be a historic first
in the war. News about the Mig kills had already gotten back
to them. “Falcon, you are cleared tactical approach. Call two
miles out. The field is all yours. You earned it.”
“Thanks, Tower .” Kracek lined up on the runway
centerline and signaled the flight into a loose right echelon.
Three quickl y crossed under, aligning himself with Lead and
Two on a fort y five degree angle. “Looking good, Falcon.”
“Tower, Falcon is two miles out with three for full stop
landings.”
“We have you in sight, cleared all the way. Call the
break.”
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Kracek instructed his wingmen to keep it stacked slightl y
high, as he slowl y descended to less than a hundred feet
above the ground and aligned his aircra ft with the left edge of
the runway. That placed Two on the right edge and Three an
equal distance further right. “ Falcon, take four seconds in the
break and fl y it just like a closed pattern.”
At the approach end of the runway Kracek pulled up
sharpl y to twent y five degrees of pitch and executed two
aileron rolls in rapid succession (one for each MIG), then
continued a hard climbing left turn to downwind rolling out at
exactl y fifteen hundred feet above the ground.
It happened too fast for Falcon Two to respond in kind.
“What the…he never briefed this!” A surprised, but
unflappable Towlan flew a standard closed pattern to
downwind, rolling out just outside Lead’s jet wash.
Falcon Three, however, did have time to react. “Christ, I
never saw anyone but the Thunderbirds pull a stunt like that.
If he can do it, so can I.” Four seconds behind Two, Monzone
pulled up sharpl y and did a single aileron roll before turning
to downwind. “Shit hot!” He exclaimed, pleased with himself
and his first tactical approach, a la Kracek. “I love this
business.”
By the time Monzone rolled out level on downwind
Kracek was already turning base. “ Falcon One, base with
three in the green for a full stop.”
“You’re cleared to land, On e.” Thompson handed the
mike back to Lafitte and picked up his binoculars. “Looking
good,” he casuall y remarked. He wasn’t commenting on the
landing gear, but the aggressive way Falcon One flew the
pattern: a steep, tight final turn, drag chute deployed before
his main wheels touched the runway in front of mobile
control—a Kracek trademark. No one flew the pattern tighter
than he did.
Two and Three landed with equal spacing and followed
Lead to the end of the runway. De -arming completed, they
taxied to the ramp in staggered formation, maintaining one
hundred and fift y feet sep aration. Kracek was surprised to see
the number of vehicles and people waiting near his parking
slot. Cameras were flashing, as the large crowd threatened to
push through the cordon of milita ry police. Ignoring the
uproar, he deliberatel y went through the checklist shutdown
procedures, as his crew chief set the wheel chocks and
reinserted the safet y pins.
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An open hand gesture from the crew chief told him he was
cleared to lower the speed brakes, lo cated at the F-100’s
underbell y cente r. Another gesture told him to lower the
flaps. That done, the crew chief signaled him to shut down
the engine. Kracek pulled the throttle around the idle stop and
into the off position. The familiar soun ds of the J -57 engine
graduall y subsided , replaced by the noise of the crowd and
arriving vehicles. The former was music to his ears, th e latter
he could do without.
Braxton then hooked the ladder onto the cockpit ledge and
climbed up to take his pilot’s helmet an d clipboard. Kracek
followed him down. His feet firml y planted on the concrete
ramp, he took off his parachute and placed it against the nose
wheel of
the aircraft.
Ignoring the efforts of the MPs to hold them back, the
crowd closed in on him bef ore Kracek had a chance to start
his pre-flight inspection. He recognized some of the higher
ranking officers. The distinguished looking man with four
stars on his shoulders was General Bradford Simmons, 7 t h Air
Force Commander. With him were Lt. Colonel W hitfield, and
several squadron pilots, including Major Pitts. Right behind
them were a host of newspaper and television reporters armed
with cameras and microphones.
“Guess the post flight will have to wait, Brax.”
“Yes sir. I’ll take care of it after they’re gone. You got
bigger things to worry about.”
“Captain Kracek,” Whitfield called out above the clamor.
“Over here. We heard about your Mig encounter minutes after
you downed the second one. Great heads up fl ying! I’m proud
of you. You’ll have to fill me in on all the details later. I’d
like you to meet our Commander, General Simmons.”
Kracek saluted sharpl y. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
“The pleasure’s all mine, Captain,” Simmons said,
returning the salute. “Colonel Whitfield t old me a lot about
you.” He took Kracek’s hand in both of his. “I had planned to
meet with you before you left for the states, but in light of
what you did today it couldn’t wait. Today’s mission may
well mark an historic milestone in the war. You should b e
proud.”
“Thank you, General, but like everyone else out there
today, I was onl y doing m y job.” Including, he thought, those
North Vietnamese soldiers and Mig pilots I shot down, .
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“Yes, yes, I know. I was told to expect that kind of a
response from you. However, for you, ‘doing m y job’ takes
on a whole new meaning, one with which many of us are not
familiar.
“You may not know this, but your peers consider you the
‘Top Gun’ in this war, and that’s a title fighter pilots do not
easil y concede to anyone. Colonel Whitfield agrees, and I
don’t have to tell you what his endorsement means.
Nevertheless, your own deeds speak for themselves, and no
amount of selfless modest y can lessen their significance.
“I’m as impressed as everyone else and, like Bill here,
damned proud. It’s reassuring to know that the fighter pilot
spirit is alive and well.”
As they talked, cameras were flashing non -stop, and
television crews recorded the scene with pictures and sound.
Reporters were jockeying for position to get their mikes in
front of Simmons and Kracek. A woman from NBC news got
there first.
“Captain, what can you tell the American public about the
first Migs shot down in South Vietnam? Does this mean the
war is escalating?”
“No, it does not! ” Simmons interrupted, a hint of
agitation in his voice. One isolated incident of this nature
cannot be interpreted to mean that the war is expanding any
more than it already has. Today’s Mig kills by the Captain
may well be the first and the last we’ll see i n South
Vietnam.”
The General knew, as he spoke, that our bombing
campaign was indeed being intensified, and that the North
Vietnamese would need every fighter plane they had to
defend their homeland. To have two of them thrown in to
support an oper ation in the south was totall y unexpected.
“Captain Kracek,” a man’s voice called. “How does it
feel to be the first American pilot to shoot down a Mig in
South Vietnam?” The logo on the mike thrust in front of him
was that of CBS news, and the man ho lding it was an
aggressive young reporter by the name of Dan Rather. Kracek
knew him. They met in the Caravelle Hotel bar in Saigon
shortl y after his arrival in Vietnam last year. He remembered
the livel y debates they had over the war and our involvement
in it.
“Dan Rather…still here I see.”
“Well, I did go home for a few months, but like you I got
bored…had to be where the action is. I didn’t expect you to
remember me.”
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“I never forget a good argument, Dan. How does it feel to
shoot down a Mig? Well, two of them will never again be
used against us. That part feels good.”
“What about you personall y?”
“There’s nothing personal about it. He attacked us. That’s
not hard to understand since we were bombing and strafing
his troops. I was forced to defend m yself and took advantage
of his mistake. We were both simpl y doing our jobs.” He
looked at his Commander and gestured with his hands.
Whitfield shook his head and smiled.
Several other reporters tried to ask questions of him at
the same time, but they were diplomaticall y sidestepped by
General Simmons. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to cut
this short, but the Captain has just returned from a demanding
combat mission. He and his wingmen must complete their
debriefing while everything is still fresh in their minds.
You’ll have ample opportunit y to ask your questions in
tomorrow’s press conference at 7 t h Air Force Headquarters.
Thank you.”
The reporters paused momentaril y to digest his carefull y
chosen words. It was all the time h e needed. Before they
could renew their quest for information he took Kracek by the
arm and walked off. “Let’s go Captain; you’re riding with
Colonel Whitfield and me.”
General Simmon’s driver had parked the staff car close
and kept it running. As he was about to get in Kracek heard a
familiar voice call his name.
“Captain Kracek.” It was Sergeant Braxton —standing on
the ladder, holding a can of spray paint and a stencil in his
left hand. With his right he pointed to the two red stars he
had just painted on the side of the aircraft.
When he saw what his crew chief had done he felt a surge
of pride well up within him. He trusted this man to keep him
fl ying safel y, but he also felt personall y responsible for
him—as he would a younger brot her. Smiling, he gave him a
big thumb’s up before climbing into the staff car. The
cameras caught it all on tape, and continued to roll as they
drove off.
With that poignant scene as a backdrop, Dan Rather
summed up the day’s events for his te levision audience:
“You’ve witnessed an interview with Air Force Captain
Viktor Kracek, who just returned from a combat mission in
which enem y aircraft were encountered in South Vietnam for
the first time in this war.
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“While fl ying in support of U.S. Army forces locked in a
life and death struggle with a much larger enem y force,
Captain Kracek was attacked from behind by two North
Vietnamese Mig-21’s. After skillfull y evading their missiles,
he maneuvered his aircraft to force the Migs out in front of
him, and shot both of them down. It would seem the North
Vietnamese picked the wrong day, and the wrong man, to
open up the air war in the South.
“Other pilots have told me t his was a rare feat of
airmanship; recognized as such by the hero’s welcome he
received here today. Nevertheless, to hear the Captain tell it,
he was ‘just doing his job.’”
Later, in the CBS studio in Ne w York, Walter Cronkite
recapped Dan Rather’s report for his viewers. “That was
indeed a hero’s story, one we are especiall y prou d to bring
you this evening. Captain Kracek’s own words speak volumes
for the man. I like his st yle.
“Apparentl y, he and our reporter ran into each other in
Vietnam last year while the Captain was there on temporary
assignment as a Forward Air Controller. Dan told me they
met in the bar of a Saigon Hotel and had a very interesting
debate about the war over a cold beer.
“He told me how impressed he was with the Captain’s
knowledge of historical events leading up to our involvement
in Vietnam, his dedicati on to his profession and, most of all,
his passionate love of fl ying. He sounds like a man we would
all like to know more about.
“That’s our news for tonight. This is Walter Cronkite,
and ‘that’s the way it was.’”
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17
Ge n e r a l ’ s D e b r i e f
Inside the staff car seen driving off behind Dan Rather’s
shoulder, the General turned to Kracek. “Now that the press
has been placated, at least for a while, let me congratulate
you again.” Simmons extended his hand. “Shooting down two
enem y aircraft on the same mission is a feat onl y a handful of
fighter pilots have accomplished. One of them is sitting next
to you. To do it on a cl ose air support mission makes it all
the more remarkable.”
“Thanks, General. But, as I told Dan, I was lucky. It
could just as easil y have gone the other way. I might have
been the one trying to find m y way home through the jungle
instead of that Mig pilot.”
“You’re right son, luck does play a part in it, and you
certainl y have that going for you. But skill, knowledge, and
courage play a far bigger role, and these things you obviousl y
have in abundance. Now, since I won’t be able to stay for
your debriefing, I’d like a blow by blow account of your
mission, particularl y the Mig encounter.”
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Kracek gave the General a detailed description of events,
starting with the successful insertion of Charlie Company. He
talked him through the bombing runs, and vividl y described
the horrifying effectiveness of napalm against troops in an
open field. “Onl y after they believed we had expended all of
our 750 pound bombs did they open up with their antiaircraft
guns. I noted their use of this tactic on a previous mission
and briefed the flight to drop onl y one bomb on the first run.
Consequentl y, when they started firing at us we had an
answer.”
“This tactic,” the General asked, “did you mentioned it in
your after action report?”
“Yes, he did sir,” Whitf ield interjected. “A copy of it
went to 7 t h Air Force over m y signature. Viktor briefed the
squadron that afternoon. He also posted the information in a
supplemental tactics bulletin with his recommendations to
counter it.”
“Good,” Simmons said, wonde ring why he didn’t hear of
it until now. He made a mental note to find out. “Go on,
Captain.”
“After taking out their antiaircraft guns, we started our
strafing passes, and hoped our fuel would allow us to stay on
target until the next set of fighters could arrive to relieve us.
However, our Navy top cover hit bingo fuel before we did and
had to return to their carrier . Thinking about it now, the fact
that they were there, visible to the enemy fighters, may have
been what kept the Migs from coming in b efore we were
through making our bombing runs.”
“I’d say that that was a good possibilit y, wouldn’t you,
Colonel?” Simmons asked.
Before Whitfield could respond, Kracek said: “It was
Colonel Whitfield’s idea to provide top cover for us on this
mission, sir.”
“I know, I approved it. I love it when one of m y decisions
works out so well. Go on.”
“With our top cover out of the picture the Migs wasted no
time. They were on me before I could compl ete m y second
strafing pass. If Lt. Towlan, hadn’t spotted them and called
the break when he did, I might not be here to tell the story.
Instead of two Migs going down in flames, it could have been
an F-100. I was lucky.”
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“You’re doing it again, son. Let me remind you, that it
was you who ant icipated the possibilit y of enem y air on this
mission—a concern shared by Col. Whitfield and me. H ad
you not prepared your flight for it, the outcome may have
been quite different. That wasn’t luck, but the work of an
outstanding fighter pilot and a damn g ood leader.”
“I couldn’t agree more, General,” Whitfield said.
“Now,” Simmons continued, “I don’t want to hear any
more about luck. Tell me about the Migs.”
Well sir, the hard left break diverted the heat source of
my engine out of the miss ile’s effective tracking angle.
Without a strong infrared signal to home in on, it broke lock
and flew into
the ground—probably killing a few of their own troops.”
“The irony of war,” Simmons said , under his breath.
“Sir?”
“Nothing, just t hinking out loud.”
“The instant his missile flew by I reversed m y turn and
pulled up into a High ‘G’ Barrel Roll, forcing both Migs into
an overshoot. They were closing too fast to follow me
through the roll. As they slid out in front all I had to do was
line them up in m y sight and squeeze the trigger.” Kracek
used his hands to demonstrate the maneuver.
“A High ‘G’ Barrel Roll…how about that Bill? It’s nice
to know the old tricks still work.”
“They usuall y do when they’re done right,” Whi tfield
replied.
Kracek didn’t wait for another cue from the General. “I
opened up on the wingman from no more than a thousand
feet. His aircraft literall y blew apart, forcing me to pull up to
avoid swallowing its debris. That gave the Mig leader a
chance to fl y out of gun range, and he showed no interest in
sticking around. He headed straight for the Cambodian
border.
“But, with m y speed and altitude advantage, I closed on
him before he could make it across. I fired m y guns, but the
burst was cut short before I released the trigger. The few
rounds I got off hit him, but didn’t do enough damage to
bring him down—not right away.”
“What do you mean?’”
“I was coming to that, sir.”
General Simmons gave Kracek a look that told him he
should pick up the pace of his story.
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“The Mig was badly crippled, but the pilot was able to
keep it fl ying, and the border was less than five miles away.
Checking the cockpit, I found that the gun circuit breaker had
been tripped. But, by the time I could rese t it and position
myself for another shot we were in Cambodia.”
“He got away? But, I thought…”
“No sir, he didn’t. As it turned out, a second burst wasn’t
necessary. His engine flamed out and he was forced to eject.
His plane crashed about a hu ndred yards from where he came
down in his chute.”
“That was one hell of a mission. You and your wingmen
are to be commended.” The General then looked Kracek’s
square in the eyes and asked: “Is that really the whole story? ”
Kracek thought a momen t before answering. “It’s the way
I’ll put it in m y report, sir.”
“That’s not what I asked you. I thought there might be
something more you could tell me t o explain the rumors I’ve
heard regarding your encounter with the Mig Leader.”
The General’ s question went straight to the point. A
surprised Kracek looked at Whitfield, who understood what
his eyes were asking and nodded his assent.
“The rumors are true, General. There was something else,
something I thought better left unsaid.” He went on to fill in
all the previousl y omitted details, feeling somewhat relieved
after he did.
“I know how hard that must have been for you,” Simmons
said. “But you have nothing to worry about, not from me. I
was told I could count on you to be forthright and you didn’t
disappoint me. I don’t know of any other fighter pilot who, if
he had a Mig dead in his sights, would not have taken the
shot, helpless or not, border or no border.
“I’m not sure what I would have done in that situation,
but I respect your decision. You were there, I wasn’t. And,
who can say you didn’t do more for this God -forsaken war by
sparing his life than by taking it? But you’re right, it is better
left unsaid. As you stated, none of this will go into the
official report.”
Kracek breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, sir.”
“No need for that, son.”
The staff car pulled up in front of the 429 t h Squadron
Operations building. Kracek started to get out, but was
stopped by the general.
“Captain Kracek.”
“Sir?”
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“In a few days you’ll be headed back to Washington. I
know Colonel Whitfield has talked to you at length about it,
but I wanted you to hear it from me. You know, of course,
you’re not being sent there for a simple awards ceremony.”
“Yes sir, Colon el Whitfield made that very clear.”
“I’m sure he did. Nonetheless, how you deport yourself
there, and how you are perceived by the Congress and the
American public, can have a significant impact on how this
war is conducted; perhaps, even affect its o utcome. I want
you to prepare for it with the same commitment and attention
to detail you give to every mission. It may well be the most
important one you will ever ‘fl y’ in this war.” The General
looked into his eyes as he spoke and never blinked. Neither
did Kracek.
“You can count on it, sir. I hope the results of this
‘mission’ come up to your expectations.”
“Things will happen of their own accord. Regardless of
the outcome, I have every confidence in you.”
Kracek stepped out of the car, s napped to attention, and
saluted sharpl y before walking away.
Whitfield also got out, and was about to follow him into
operations, but Simmons was not through yet.
“Bill, hold a minute.”
Whitfield bent down to the open window to hear what he
had to say.
“Is Kracek scheduled to fl y again before he leaves for the
states?”
“Yes sir. He and I are scheduled for a Friday morning
go.”
“No, I can’t allow that. Today’s mission will be his last
until he gets back. He’s far too valuable to risk sending up
again.”
“But, I… “Whitfield was about to say something about
his promise to Kracek, but thought better of it.
“Yes?”
“Nothing sir. I’ll take care of it.”
“You do that, Colonel.” Simmons returned his salute,
then instructed his driver to return to Tan San Nhut.
As he watched him drive off, Whitfield was distracted by
the familiar sound of Huey helicopters landing further down
the ramp, bringing in the day’s casualties. The MASH team
retrieved the men in the side carriage racks even before the
blades stopped rotating, and transferred them, and the
walking wounded into the awaiting ambulances. As they sped
away, he thought: More broken bodies, youngsters, whose
lives will never be the same again as long as they live .
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It was one of the few times when he allowed himself to
reflect upon the war. He was a professional soldier, a
squadron commander. Too many others depended on him and
looked to him for leadership to allow himself the luxury of
self doubt. Left wing politicians, universit y professors, and
student protesters could freel y express their opinions. He
could not.
Nevertheless, while he disagreed with much of what they
had to say, and even less with the methods they used to
further their agenda, he w ould be the first to defend their
right to do so. It’s one of the things in this war, or any war,
worth dying for.
As he started to enter operations he was distracted again,
this time by a flight of F -100’s approaching the break for
landing. Looking u p, he saw the leader begin his pitch -out
over the runway threshold, followed by two and three at
exactl y four second intervals. He could see the markings on
their tails as they banked sharpl y into the turn —Black
Falcons silhouetted against a broad, horizontal yellow band.
The sense o f pride he felt at that moment washed away the
negative thoughts of the war.
He walked into ops.
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18
Ta n S a n N h u t Te r m i n a l
11 Dec 1965, 1730 hours
Kracek tried to hold up his end of the conversation, but
his thoughts kept wandering off to another place. The coffee
in front of him had grown cold and he was constantl y
checking his watch. T heir flight was scheduled to depart Tan
San Nhut at 1830, in about an hour.
“Don’t worry, Viktor, she’ll be here.”
“Do you think so, Bert? I expected her fort y minutes
ago. Something must have happened. This isn’t lik e her.”
“Yes, I do. If she couldn’t make it she would have gotten
word to you.”
“Then why isn’t she here yet?”
“Who knows. Maybe her shift ran a little late…Saturday
afternoon traffic in downtown Saigon. It could be any number
of things.”
“Maybe, but it’s those o ther things that worry me.”
The concern for his friend showed in Garelli’s face. This
isn’t like him. Usually, when things are going to hell and
everyone is running for the exits, he calmly evaluates the
situation and takes action. His confidence seems to grow
under pressure. Yet, when it comes to Renee, he harbors the
same uncertainties and vulnerabilities as the rest of us.
Garelli tried changing the subject. “Tell me about your trip to
Washington.”
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Kracek’s thoughts were still preoccupied with Renee.
“What did you say? ”
“I asked you about Washington.”
“Oh…sorry,
Bert…not
much
company,
am
I?
Washington, yes. You know about the Joint Session of
Congress and the medals thing. That will happen the day after
I get there. Aside from reservi ng me a suite at the Jefferson,
that’s all I can tell you.”
“You did say earlier that you might have to stick around a
few days after the ceremony. Sounds like they have
something else in store for you.”
“Maybe, but I don’t know anything for cer tain other than
what I just told you. I can onl y add what Colonel Whitfield
suggested might happen.”
“What was that?”
“He thought that I might be asked to testify before the
Senate Armed Services Committee.”
“The Senate Armed Services Comm ittee! Was he
kidding?”
“I’m afraid not. He has good reason to think so.”
“He does?”
“He went through a similar experience during the Korean
War. After he got his fifteenth Mig, he was sent to
Washington to receive his award before a Joint Session.
Eisenhower had also inherited that war from his predecessor
and, like LBJ, was having the same problem trying to
convince Congress and the American people to support it. He
needed to give them a hero, and Whitfield was tailor -made for
the part.”
“I see what you mean; the parallel between the two wars,
the presidents, and now you and the Colonel…it’s amazing.”
“He also told me that, seeing the enthusiastic bipartisan
reception he received from Congress, President Eisenhower
asked him to testify before the Senate Armed Services
Committee. So, his suggestion that I might be asked to do the
same was more than speculation.”
“It’s incredible. For the first time in my life I’m at a loss
for words.”
“Don’t worry, Bert, I’m sure it wil l pass.”
They both laughed.
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19
A D a y To R e m e m b e r
Base Operations, Bien Hoa, 11 December 1965, 1330 hours
Lt. Lafit te and Sergeant Donnell y are standing in front of
the counter in Base Operations. They had just gotten off shift.
“So,” Donnell y said, “our favorite fighter pilot is headed
for the states to have his medals personall y presented to him
by the President. It won’t be the same around here without
him to shake things up.”
“I couldn’t agree more, Sergeant. Captain Kracek seems
to have a talent for turning up at the wrong place at the right
time; which is good for us, but bad for the other guys.”
“I like the way you put that, Lieutenant. He does tend to
make things happen. I’m gonna miss him.”
“So will I. We all will, but none more than our guys out
there in the jungle who are bearing the brunt of this war.”
“Lt. Lafitte?”
She turned around to see a baby face d young airman, who
looked like a recent high school graduate who hadn’t begun
to shave yet. “That’s me.”
“Oh,” he said, surprised. “They told me you were a
woman, but they didn’t tell me you were so…uh…I mean…”
He was able to stop himself from saying beautiful, but not the
blush that turned his face apple red.
“They didn’t tell you what, airman?”
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“That…you were so tall, mam.” It was the best he could
come up with to avoid further embarrassment. Relieved, his
face started to regain its original pale color.
Renee wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easil y.
“Well, Airman First Class P. T. Hunnicut,” she said, reading
his name tag, “who are they? ”
“That would be the dispatcher, mam. He told me to pick
you up at Base Ops before drivin’ out to Tan San Nhut to
meet two other officers arrivin’ in country.”
“So, you’re m y driver.”
“Yes, mam. Guess I should’ve told you that right off.”
“Yes, you should.” She recognized his accent, but asked
anyway. “Where are you from Hunnicut?”
“Lubbock, Texas, mam,” he said, proudl y.
“Texas? I thought all Texans were least six feet tall…lean
and mean.” Hunnicut was barel y five foot six and a little on
the plump side. “No mam. I think it’s the high -heeled boots
and the tall hats that give people that impression.” Pleased
with his comeback, Hunnicut was feeling more confident.
Renee was beginning to like the little guy. “You know, I
hadn’t thought about it in that way, but we reall y need to be
going. Getting through S aigon is always a problem and I
don’t want to be late.”
“Yes mam. My car is parked right out front.”
She turned to Sergeant Donnell y. “I’d better be going
Sarge. Thanks for the company.”
“My pleasure, Lieutenant. Drive safel y.”
“We will.”
Donnell y watched her through the glass front door of
Base Operations as she stepped into the staff car. She is a
beautiful woman, he thought. Neither Hunnicut, nor I, could
ever tell her that, but there is someone who can. And, if he is
as good a man as he is a pilot, they are two very fortunate
people.
Airman Hunnicut drove through the main entrance to the
base. The guard saw the figure in the back and saluted
sharpl y even before he could see the rank on her shoulders.
Better to err on the safe side. That’s what they told him in
training. Besides, anyone sitting alone in the back seat of a
military staff car is almost certain to be an officer. He
confirmed that as she drove by and quietl y congratulated
himself.
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They drove through what might be described as a poor
man’s industrial zone, hastil y built just outside the base. It
was a patchwork of vendor’s in stalls and tin shacks, who
sold anything and everything a GI could want. You name it
and it could be bought: stereos, camer as, wristwatches, food,
drink, clothing, military contraband, and, of course, girls.
A man didn’t have to travel all the way to Saigon for an
evening’s entertainment. He could blow a month’s pay in a
few hours right outside Bien Hoa’s main gate. For these
enterprising Vietnamese merchants, the war —particularl y
with the continuing buildup of American troops —was an
economic windfall.
Lafitte’s natural curiosit y drew her into the seemingl y
chaotic display of frenzied human enterprise; but it was
almost too much for her to take in. White steam drifted lazil y
into the air from pots of boiling rice, while the pungent
smoke from woks frying a variet y of fish, meat, and noodles
filled the air with a hundred different aromas.
Most of the people wer e wearing the typical pajama -like
costumes, their feet clad in rubber sandals. Some women
wore the traditional Ao Dai, while others wore mini -skirts,
see through blouses, and high , spiked-heeled shoes. They
were merchants of a different kind, and the produ ct they were
selling required a special kind of packaging.
The road was buried under an onslaught of bicycles,
motor- scooters, pedi-cabs, and conventional taxis (mostl y
French Renaults). Pedestrian traffic spilled out into the
already overburdened st reet, creating a block part y
atmosphere. For Lafitte, it brought back memories of New
Orleans during Mardi Gras.
Hunnicut was forced to slow to a walk, which made him
an easy mark for every kid with a wrist watch or a sister to
sell. One o f the more braz en mini-skirted “ladies of the
afternoon” propositioned him through his open window.
“Heh, GI, where you go…s top here.
I show you good time…o nl y ten American dorrah.”
Ignoring the uniformed woman in the back seat, she leaned
into the car window and expla ined—not to mention showed —
just what his money could buy. “You like?”
“Airman Hunnicut, I think it would be best if you kept
your window rolled up until we get through this.”
“Yes mam, but the air conditioner ain’t workin’ none too
good. I think we’re low on coolant.”
“That’s okay. I can deal with the heat inside the car. It’s
what’s coming at us from the outside that bothers me. I can’t
afford to lose m y driver to one of those prett y young girls.”
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“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that , mam. I’m just a
small town boy from Lubbock. These ladies scare me to
death…they surel y do.”
“Glad to hear that, Hunnicut, they should.” I wonder how
long it will be before they stop scaring him , she mused.
The other side of this colorful gaunt let of humanit y stood
in stark contrast, as though they had entered another world.
The ugl y nondescript buildings, the frantic activit y of an
endless sea of people desperate to sell their wares, the smells,
the noise…all were suddenl y left behind. In its p lace, as if
waved into existence by a magician’s magic wand, was the
tranquil beaut y of the real Vietnam.
Lafitte and Hunnicut fell silent, as the road that carried
them through the “industrial zone” suddenl y opened to a vista
of lush green countrysi de that extended to the far horizon.
Acres of rice paddies lined both sides of the narrow paved
road, reaching to the jungle’s edge two hundred meters away.
In the field a group of men, women, and children were
planting new rice shoots by hand. Lafit te captured the image
on her Nikon—as she had the very different scenes they saw
just moments ago. She would take many pictures before they
left this utopian paradox behind them.
There was an old man on an ox drawn cart filled with
manure, a woman who was effortlessly balancing a large
basket of rice on her head. Lafitte caught her just as she
looked up and smiled. Several of her front teeth were
missing—a minor physical flaw of no concern to her.
A perceptive Lafitte understood the meaning of the scene
even before she snapped the picture. The woman was a
mother…the rice she was carrying would feed her famil y,
perhaps for the next few days. She had good reason to smile.
Airman Hunnicut saw a young girl riding a bicycle fift y
meters in front of them. She was wearing a white and blue Ao
Dai and a wide -brimmed straw hat with a ribbon streaming
from it to protect her from the hot sun. “Mam, how about that
girl up ahead? Looks like she’d make a might y fine picture.”
“Yes, she would.” Lafitte l eaned forward over the front
seat and took the shot through the front windshield, and
another close up from the side window as they drove by. The
girl turned to look at them just as she released the shutter.
“She’s beautiful,” she said, almost involuntaril y.
“Yes mam, she sure is.”
But, it was more than her physical beaut y. Wearing no
makeup, she had a look of innocence and purit y about her that
contrasted sharpl y with the girls in the “industrial zone.”
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When Lafitte’s mind could finall y proce ss all she had
seen, she summed up their experience: “This girl, the old
man, the woman bearing the basket of rice, the famil y
working in the rice fields…these are the ‘real’ people of
Vietnam. No, they are Vietnam. And they live in this
paradise; one in danger of being destroyed by a war none of
them asked for. God help us.”
“Amen,” Hunnicut said solemnl y.
When the girl saw them looking at her she turned away,
embarrassed. Americans, she silentl y observed . The boy
driving is very handsome . In another time, and in another
place, she and the boy from Texas might have begun a
relationship from their chance encounter. The look in their
eyes told them as much. But not here…not now. For, just as
the war brought them together, so it keeps them apart.
Hunnicut reluctantl y drove past the girl, saddened by the
fact he would probably never see her again.
The sun shone brightl y between the towering cumulus
clouds slowl y forming all around them, turning a t ypical day
in Vietnam into a magical one. A brilliant rainbow suddenl y
appeared in the moisture rich sky and tumbled forth from a
giant gray cloud in the distance, casting its arc of brilliant
colors upon the workers in the rice fields. They stopped what
they were doing, straightened their hunched b acks, and
looked with wonder into the face of nature. The same
ominous gray cloud that had given birth to a beautiful
rainbow was also framed in a dazzling halo of light, back lighted by the sun —a rare manifestation of the poet’s “silver
lining.” Lafitte a nd Hunnicut were as enthralled and humbled
by the spectacle as the peasants in the field. “Stop the car,
I’ve got to get this picture.”
“Yes mam, I was hoping you would.”
Lafitte got out of the car and used up the remaining film.
“It’s breathtaki ng,” she said. “If I didn’t get these pictures,
no one at home would believe it. Percy, do you realize what
we’re seeing?” She called him by his first name. It seemed
natural, given the special moment they were sharing.
“Ah think so, mam.” Hearing her call him by his given
name surprised him, but he liked it. “It’s the prettiest rainbow
ah have evah seen.”
“It’s more than that, Percy, it’s magical. Peopl e talk
about clouds with silver linings in poems and songs, but I
never knew anyone who ever saw one. And, how many people
can say they actually stood at the end of a rainbow? I don’t
know what to make of it, but I’m thrilled to be a part of it.”
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“You’re right, Mam, it is magical.” As he spoke the girl
on the bicycle passed them again. Stand ing outside the car he
got a better look at her, and she him . She’s even prettier up
close.
This time the girl did not divert her eyes. He is more
handsome than I thought. The image of his face stayed with
her long after he drove out of sight. She was both excited by
the encounter and saddened by the loss.
The traffic in downtown Saigon was always slow, but
today it was exceptionall y bad. The main thoroughfare was so
packed with vehicles of every description it looked like a
huge parking lot. The flowers lining the center divider were
as lovel y as ever, but they weren’t enough to pacify the
frayed nerves of the motorists sweltering in their cars. The
discordant sound of a thousand horns reverberated off the
surrounding buildings and shattered the polluted air, as it
echoed back to the street with a vengeance.
They were onl y about four blocks from the Caravelle
hotel, but it may as well have been four miles. Directl y ahead
of them was Cit y Hall; across from it, the American Embassy,
and a few blocks away on the opposite side of the road was
the famous old Continental Hotel. Lafitte had heard that their
French restaurant rivaled the best in Paris. She put it on her
list of places to visit in Saigon —a trul y unique cit y, whose
architecture reflected its French colonial heritage.
“Can you see what’s causing the delay?”
“Not yet, Lieutenant, but it seems like the traffic further
up, near the Caravell e, is moving. Whatever’s causin’ the
delay has to be a little ways ahead. Ah’ve noticed ther e are
more police around than usual —Vietnamese and American
Military Police.”
“Something must have happened,” she said, “something a
lot worse than a traffic accident.”
One of the American MP’s saw the staff car and walked
over.
“It looks like your answer is coming our way now,”
Hunnicut said.
Lafitte rolled down her window to talk to the MP. He
stopped beside the car and saluted smartly.
“Afternoon, Lieutenant, I’m Sergeant Logan. Thought you
might like to know what’s causing the delay.”
“Thanks, Sergeant. We’re on our way to the airbase and
running late. What happened?”
“There was a bombing less than two blocks from here.”
“A bombing?”
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“Well, not exactl y a bombing. Someone tossed a live
grenade into a bar packed with off dut y GI’s and bar girls.”
“My God! Was anyone hurt?”
“Afraid so, mam. I can’t give you a casualt y count, but it
looks bad. Some of the dead and severel y injured are l ying on
the sidewalk; others are still being carried out. The m edics
are doing all they can, but its more than they can handle.
We’re trying to keep one lane open so traffic can keep
moving through. However, with all the confusion and the
additional police and medical vehicles coming and going, it ’s
been almost imposs ible.”
“I can certainl y understand why. Did they catch the guy
who did it?”
“No mam, and it was a girl…drove by on a motor scooter
and casuall y tossed a grenade into the bar as though she were
delivering a newspaper. No one suspected anything unt il it
was too late to stop her, or warn the people inside. She was
described as being very young, and wearing the traditional
Vietnamese dress.”
“You mean the Ao Dai.” Lafitte recalled the first time
Viktor and she had breakfast at the Officer’s club. Mai was
wearing a pink Ao Dai.
“Yes mam. I think that’s what it’s called.”
“It is. A friend of mine explained that bit of Vietnamese
culture to me, the same friend I’m on my way to see off at
Tan San Nhut; that is, if I can get there in time. Hi s flight
leaves at 1830.”
“Say no more, Lieutenant. Have your driver follow m y
lead.”
Walking ahead of them, Sergeant Logan had the cars
blocking their way move off to the side allowing Hunnicut to
pass into the far right lane, which was kept c lear for
emergency and police vehicles. That enabled them to get
around the bottleneck. Unfortunatel y, it would also give them
a disturbingl y close look at the torn bodies sprawled on the
sidewalk, and the walking wounded staggering out of the bar.
Laffite counted five bodies, men and women, l ying in
pools of their own blood. Those still alive were being
administered to by medics. As they drove slowl y by they saw
a young GI being helped into an ambulance. A blood -soaked
bandage wrapped around his head covered both eyes.
Fragments of glass from the beer bottle he was holding were
blown into them. The hand that was holding it was gone.
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A young Vietnamese girl stumbled out of the bar
screaming hysterically, her blouse in shreds and covered in
blood, but it wasn’t hers. It belonged to the soldier she was
sitting with when the grenade went off, killing him instantl y,
but miraculousl y leaving her unhurt. Disoriented, she tried to
run into the crowd, but was stopped by one of the Arm y
medics who wrapped a blanket around her and held her in his
arms. She was shaking uncontrollabl y.
Lafitte and Hunnicut were shocked by the horrific scene.
Neither of them had ever seen the war this close before.
When Lafitte spoke her voice trembled. “That poor gir l.
She wasn’t physically harmed, but the psychological scars
will haunt her for the rest of her life. And the American
soldier…what will become of him? Will he lose his sight as
well as his right hand?”
Mercifull y, their staff car made it through, and the
terrible carnage was put behind them.
“Mam, ah nevah saw anything so horrible in all m y life.
How could anyone do such a thing?”
“I don’t know, Percy. Perhaps no one does. If they did,
we wouldn’t be here.”
Once past the Caravelle Hotel tr affic moved faster. They
made a left turn in front of Cit y Hall, putting them on the
road leading out of Saigon.
“That’s the American Embassy to the left, Lieutenant.
Looks like they’re on increased alert. Everything is locked
down.”
“Yes,” Lafitte acknowledged.
“We’ll be in Tan San Nhut in about twent y minutes.”
Lafitte looked at her watch. “Twent y minutes. That will get
us there at 1720 hours, fort y minutes before they have to
board…not much time.”
They didn’t speak the rest of the tr ip, their minds
constantl y besieged with the horrific sights and sounds of the
gruesome scene they left behind.
“Tan San Nhut just ahead, Lieutenant.”
The guard at the main gate saluted as Hunnicut drove
through. Lafitte returned his salute, but it was more of a
involuntary reflex than a conscious act.
The road to the air terminal divided the ba se into two
distinct sections. On the left was the flight line, and all
facilities required for flight operations. To the right was 7 t h
Air Force Headqua rters, and everything else needed to
support a small town of about four thousand people.
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Hunnicut stopped at the air terminal entrance and got out
to open the door for Lieutenant Lafitte, but she was already
out of the car. “Sorry mam, I’m a little slow today.”
“No need to be, Percy. I could have waited, but I’m not
used to having doors opened for me, and I am a little pressed
for time.”
“Will you be needing a ride back to Bien Hoa,
Lieutenant?”
“Yes. When will you be leaving?”
“The two officers ah’m to meet should arrive at 1845.
Allowing about thirty minutes for them to get off the plane
and collect their luggage, I expect we’ll be ready to leave at
about 1915. Does that work for you?”
“Almost perfectl y. It will even give me some time to
relax over a cup of coffee. After all we’ve been through
today, I’m going to need it. Would you mind coming to get
me at the snack bar?”
“No mam. For you, it would be a pleasure.” He saluted.
The Lieutenant was no longer just an office r to him, but a
new friend, with whom he shared a day that neither of them
would ever forget. He watched her walk away until she
disappeared into the terminal. “Whoever she’s meeting ,” he
heard himself say, “he’s one lucky fella.”
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20
D e par ti ng S ai go n
Lafitte walked into the terminal and headed for the snack
bar. She saw them immediatel y, but —distracted by Garelli’s
endless patter —Kracek didn’t see her as she made her way
through the sea of people. She called his name. “Viktor!”
Although the airport was noisy, Kracek turned at the
sound of her voice and instantl y spotted her in the crowd. He
rushed into her arms and hugged her so close it took her
breath away. Such a show of public affection was
uncharacteristic of him.
“Viktor,” she gasped, “what will all these people think?”
“I don’t care, I’m just happy to see you.”
“So am I,” she said. “Sorry I’m late. There was a
bombing…”
He interrupted her last words before they could be full y
processed in his mind. “You’re here now, that’s all that
matters. Bert’s with me. We’re sitting over…bombing? Did
you say bombing? Where? How? Wait, I’m sure he’ll want to
hear this too.”
Garelli stood up to greet them as they approached, and he
and Lafitte exchanged greetings.
“I’m so happy to see you again, Bert. You’re looking fit.”
“Me too,” he replied. “And you are as beautiful as ever.
But you look tired…something wrong?”
“There was a bombing in Saigon, and Renee witnessed the
aftermath up close,” Kracek explained.
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“That’s right,” she said. “Someone threw a grenade into a
bar near the Caravelle Hotel —a popular hangout for GI’s.”
“I know the area,” Kracek said. “I stayed at the Caravelle
last year. The air base didn’t have enough housing to
accommodate the sudden influx of new Forward Air
Controllers, so they put us up in hotels downtown.”
“You didn’t tell me this was your second tour, Viktor.”
“I guess it never came up,” he replied.
She just shook her head, wondering what else he had not
told her, then continued. “The MP, who guided us through the
traffic jam, also told us that the attacker was a just school
girl. Can you believe that?”
Kracek didn’t respond immediatel y. His mind was flooded
with images of t he carnage. “Goddamn this war! There’s no
place you can go where you can feel safe. You never know
who the enem y is until it’s too late. He, o r she, might be
sitting next to you in one of a thousand Saigon bars: a street
peddler, a shoeshine boy…even a school girl on a motor bike.
They never trained us for this. How could they?”
“Any casualties?” Bert asked, somber faced.
“Sgt. Logan, the MP that got us through the jammed
traffic, couldn’t give us an accurate count, but as we drove by
I saw a half a dozen people l ying on the sidewalk, drenched
in blood. Others stumbled out of the bar in a continuous
stream. Half of the wounded were G I’s, the other half bar
girls. The medics were doing all they could, but were unable
to cope with so many wounded and traumatized people. It w as
awful. I never saw anything like it in my life. I felt so
helpless, I…” Still shaken, Renee could no longer hol d back
the tears.
Kracek took her in his arms and held her tightl y. “I know,
I know…it’s okay. I’m just thankful you’re safe.”
“I was so worried I wouldn’t get here in time see you
off,” she said. “They must be ready to board the plane.”
Garelli looked at his watch. “In about twent y
minutes…enough time for a drink. What can I get you,
Renee?”
“Nothing, Bert…thanks.”
“You sure?”
“Yes. I just need a few minutes to regain m y composure.”
“If you two don’t mind then, I’m going to find something
to read on the plane.”
“You go ahead, Bert,” Kracek said, “but listen up for the
boarding call.”
“Will do.” He flashed a thumbs up and walked away. His
limp was barel y noticeable.
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“He looks healthy,” Lafitte observed.
“He heals fast. A few weeks at home with his wife and
kids and he’ll be as good as new.”
Before they turned away, a small Vietnamese boy
carrying a shoeshine box approached Garelli and tugged on
his arm. “Shine GI? I make number one shine.”
It startled him. Remembering Kracek’s words, he politel y
refused the boy’s offer and instantl y hated himself for doing
it. The youngster reminded him of his own son. “Christ,
Bert,” he chided himself, “he’s just a kid trying to stay alive
in this God forsaken pla ce.”
He took a five dollar bill from his wallet and handed it to
him. When the boy saw the size of the bill his eyes lit up, and
a broad grin spread across his expressive little face, revealing
a missing front tooth. Taking the money with both hands he
bowed and repeated the Vietnamese word for thank you
several times before running off to join his two friends
watching from the side. They were also carrying shoeshine
boxes.
Garelli looked back at his friends and smiled, then gave
them a knowing wink before heading over to the newsstand.
“He’s a good man,” Lafitte said.
That he is, “Kracek said.” “You know, of course, that
excusing himself to buy a magazine was just a pretext to give
us some time alone.”
“I know. Let’s not waste i t.”
They talked about many things, studiousl y avoiding an y
mention of the war, Kracek’s trip to Washington, or anything
remotel y negative that might spoil the few minutes they had.
They recalled more pleasant memories: the first time they
met, dinner at the ‘O’ Club, their first night together. Their
relationship was barel y a week old, yet it seemed as though
they had known each other forever. Perhaps their love for
each other just made it seem that way.
Although they managed to keep the war out o f the
conversation, neither of them could keep it out of their
thoughts. Despite its negatives, it did bring them together.
But things can change quickl y in Vietnam, and she could not
help but wonder if the war would also tear them apart. Could
his trip to Washington be the first ominous step?
“Renee, what’s wrong? You look sad.”
“I’m sorry Viktor. I know we agreed to keep the war from
spoiling our last few minutes together, but I couldn’t help
thinking about it, and how it has affected our live s—ours, and
so many others.”
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“It’s always there, isn’t it, hanging over us like a dark
cloud. But, there is no point in worryi ng about something
beyond our control, and you certainl y have nothing to be
sorry about.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For your understanding… for helping me see things as
they are…for taking away m y sorrow.” Tears welled up in her
eyes as she spoke.
Before the first tear could run down her lovel y face,
Kracek reached across the table and took her hands in his.
“Renee, m y beautiful Renee, have I ever told you that I love
you?”
“No…yes…but hearing you say it now, in this way…it
seems like the first time.”
“I’ll say it again, I love you! I love you more with ever y
moment that passes. Erin’s death left a h uge void and sadness
in m y life. The void, I was able fill with my fl ying and m y
work, but the sadness never left, not until I met you. Now,
everything I do and everything I accomplish has meaning
again, and I’m happy.”
“Viktor, your words sound like echoes of m y own
thoughts. I love you too, so very much. Although we’ve onl y
known each other a short time I’ve never been more sure of
my feelings, or less afraid to embrace them. I know I should
be more wary, but , oddl y enough, I’m not . You, your love,
took away m y fear. Whatever the future may hold I’ll never
regret our time together, however short or long it may be.”
As Renee spoke, his eyes never left hers. The coffee shop
was crowded with people, mostl y military personnel, but also
civilians—reporters, or embassy employees, perhaps. Some of
them would no doubt be on the same flight. All were engaged
in conversation, eating, drinking, or trying to flag down a
harried waitress to take their order. More people filed in
looking for an empt y table. A few were leaving.
Despite the dissonant mix of loud voices and the steady
flow of people brushing past the backs of their chairs, Kracek
was like a man in a trance. All he could see, all he could
hear, was Renee. She was equall y indifferent to the c rush of
people and noise. They felt as though they had slipped into
another
dimension
where
on l y the
two
of
them
existed…enveloped in a aura of indescribable beaut y.
“Do you feel it?” He asked.
“Yes, she whispered. Is it what I think it is?”
“It is.”
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“But, I’ve never felt anything like this before. How can I
know?”
“For that very reason, because it’s an experience like
none other you’ve ever known; one so rare, that few people
encounter it in their lifetime. You never read about it in
books. What writer could possibl y put it into words?”
“How can you be so sure, Viktor? Has it ha ppened to you
before?”
“Yes, with Erin. W hen it happened to us we knew
instinctivel y that we were experiencing something unique and
wonderful.”
Yes, she thought, I did “know” the moment it began.
Doubt entered my mind only when I tried to explain it with
logic. She was about to tell that to him, but never got the
chance.
“Viktor, didn’t you hear it?” Bert asked, as he
approached their table. “Pam Am Flight 816 is boarding
through Gate Three.”
“This is it,” Viktor said. “Will you walk with us to the
gate?”
“You couldn’t keep me away.”
Garelli had his ticket and passport ready and was about to
go through the gate.
Renee st opped him. “Bert, you’re not going to leave
without giving me a big hug are you?”
He didn’t need any more coaxing than that. He took her
in his arms and hugged her warml y. “Goodbye, Renee. Take
care of yourself.”
“You too, Bert.” Whispering in hi s ear, she said: “Look
after him for me.”
“You bet,” he said, with a wink, then let her go and
handed his ticket to the attendant.
Viktor and Renee waited until the last of the passengers
filed through the gate. Taking her in his a rms again, he s aid:
“I love you.”
“And I love you, Viktor. I know you’ll be busy, but try to
think of me sometime. More importantl y, come back to me.”
“I will.”
They kissed one last time before letting each other go.
She watched him disappear through the fl ight line door, then
walked back to a nearl y empt y snack bar and sat down at the
same table she and Viktor had just vacated. She ordered a
coffee and waited for Airman Hunnicut.
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21
Pan Am Fl i gh t 8 16
The stewardess checked his ticket as he stepped into the
Boeing 707, and directed him to the right side of the First
Class section. Kracek thanked her and followed the
passengers ahead of him into First Cl ass. Garelli wa s onl y a
few rows away, but an arm y lieutenant colonel was putting
his bag in the overhead compartment. He waited for him to
take his seat.
“For a while there I didn’t think you were going to make
it.”
“Neither did I, Bert. Leavin g her behind was one of the
hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”
Kracek put his briefcase in the overhead compartment.
Except for his camera it was the onl y carry -on he allowed
himself. Fighter pilots travel light by necessit y. There’s not
much room for luggage in an F -100. Aside from his orders
and other papers, the briefcase contained toilette articles, a
change of underwear, socks, and a new shirt. It was going to
be a long flight and he wanted to arrive in Washington clean
and refreshed, if not res ted.
Also included in the case were a writing tablet, pens, and
pencils. He would utilize the long hours of air time ahead of
them to draft the remarks he might be making before the Joint
Session of Congress.
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Taking the aisle seat he fastened his belt, checked the
backrest, air vent control, radio channels, life vest, etc.
“Everything checks out here,” he said, jokingl y. “Ready for
lift-off. How about you Garelli?”
“What?” Caught off guard by Kracek’s uncharacteristic
humor, Garelli, quick l y recovered and played along. “Right,
I’m good to go here, Captain. ‘Let’s get this crate’ in the
air,’” he shot back, recalling a line from in old Clark Gable
movie.
“What are you talking about, Lieutenant?” Kracek
admonished, straight -faced. “We’re not fl ying this airplane.
They’ve got a very capable crew up front, so just sit back and
enjoy the ride.”
“But you said…I mean, I was just…”
“Gotcha!”
“So, you do have a sense of humor after all. You ought to
let it out more often.” I’m glad he’s able to take is mind off
Renee, but I owe him .
“Would you like something to drink sir?”
Kracek looked up at an attractive brunette by the name of
Susanne—the name on her plastic badge. “Yes, I would,
Susanne, Johnny Walker Black and wat er, please.”
“You got it, Captain.”
He watched her drop the ice cubes in the glass, pour the
scotch, and add the water. She handed it to him with a bag of
pretzels. “Here you are, sir.” Kracek took the glass and
thanked her.
She looked at Garelli. “And you, Lieutenant?”
“A beer would be fine, mam.”
“No, it would not; it would be ‘dear,’” she corrected,
with a smile.
“What?”
Susanne explained. “On one of m y flights to Libya, a
passenger once told me, and I quote, “Wine i s fine, beer is
dear, but whiskey is risky.”
“He sounds like a very wise man.”
“He was also a big flirt. So, what will it be, Bud, Becks,
San Miguel…”
“It doesn’t matter; they all taste the same to me. Wh y
don’t you pick one.” Garelli flas hed the smile that melted
many a female’s heart.
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Great smile, she noted. She could tell by the tone of his
voice that he wasn’t just being flippant. Usuall y shy, she
surprised herself by stepping out of character and in a
deliberatel y affected voice said: “Okay soldier, it’s your
funeral.” Popping the cap on a Beck’s, she poured half of it
into a glass and handed it and the bottle to him with a bag of
pretzels and a not so shy wink.
“Thank you, mam.” She’s pretty, he noted. This trip may
go faster than I thought.
“You’re welcome.” He’s cute, but already taken, she
mused, noticing the wedding band on his finger . Still, having
him on board should keep things interesting. She moved on to
the arm y colonel sitting across the aisle, a row behind t hem.
Kracek glanced back as she served him a coffee, and took
inventory of the seven rows of ribbons that dominated the left
side of his jacket. At the top was the Congressional Medal of
Honor. He wondered what story it had to tell. Next to it was
the Navy Cross, followed by the Silver Star with two oak leaf
clusters, the Distinguished Fl ying Cross, the Bronze Star, the
Purple Heart, and an assortment of campaign ribbons th at told
of his service in three major conflicts. Army Aviator Wings, a
Master Parachutist’s Badge, and the Combat Infantrymen’s
Badge framed the colorful splash of ribbons in silver and
blue.
If Kracek didn’t know what Audi Murphy looked like
from his Holl ywood movies —which included his life story,
“To Hell and Back,”—he might have assumed that Murphy
and the Colonel were one and the same. But, Audie’s boyish
good looks and small stature belied the deeds of one the most
decorated soldiers to survive World War II. One would not
make that mistake with this man. He looked every bit the
part.
A once broken nose, a square -set jaw, and a muscular
physique even his uniform couldn’t hide, made that very
evident. The small scar above his right eye added to the
warrior persona. His closel y cropped black hair was streaked
with gray, and his steel blue eyes, set deep in an almost
handsome face, seemed to hold a thousand magnificent
adventures.
Kracek was quick to recognize such men when he met
them. He made a mental note to introduce himself later, as he
settled back in his seat.
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Flight 816 was little more than half full. There were onl y
six other passengers in first class. Two of them —an Arm y
nurse and her young patient —were sitting in the left front
row of seats. A bandage covered the soldier’s right ear and
his right leg w as amputated at the knee. He wasn’t blind, yet
he stared off into space, seeing nothing.
The tragic scene invoked an unspoken curse from Kracek.
This goddamned war didn’t just take his leg, it took his soul!
The soldier’s nurse, a petite, pla in looking woman not
much older than her charge, took care of him with the same
love and compassion she would give a younger brother.
Though not physicall y beautiful, she had the voice of an
angel—kind and soothing. It took his mind off his pain.
“It’s strange how war not onl y brings out the worst in us,
but the best as well.” Kracek said.
“Yeah,” Garelli somberl y acknowledged.
Kracek knew there was a message in the apparent
contradiction, but was too tired to pursue it. The scotch wa s
already making him drowsy. He put his unfinished drink on
the fold-down tray and laid his head back.
From his window seat Garelli watched the ground crew go
through their preflight tasks. Once completed, the yellow tow
vehicle hooked up to the nos e wheel of the Boeing 707 and
slowl y pushed it backwards into the taxi lane. He was about
to tell his friend, but stopped himself when he saw that he
was already asleep.
It was a short reprieve. Kracek was awakened by the
familiar sound of the huge jet engines at full military power,
and felt the sudden forward thrust as the Captain released
brakes to begin the takeoff roll. He observed approvingl y, as
the pilot smoothl y rotated the nose o f aircraft to fl ying
attitude and eased the big jet safel y into the air. Not until the
landing gear was neatl y folded into the airframe did he settle
back in his seat again, wondering what this journey held for
him. Sleep would come before the answer.
About an hour later: “Captain, Captain,” Susanne said, as
softl y as she could and still be heard.
He felt her hand gentl y nudge his shoulder, and opened
his eyes to see her lovel y face looking down at him.
“Sorry to wake you sir. Would you care for dinner?”
“Oh…yes, I would. Thanks.”
“New York Strip, or grilled salmon.”
“The steak, please.”
She placed a steak dinner on his tray and rolled the
serving cart to the next row.
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“Good choice.” Garelli said. He had already taken a few
bites of his own meal.
“I have a hunch we couldn’t have gone wrong with the
salmon either, Bert.”
“You’re probabl y right. You know, I think I could get
used to this first class stuff.”
“So could I.” Kracek took a bite of his dinner. “You’re
right about the steak.”
That was about th e extent of their conversation until they
finished the meal. They hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast
at Bien Hoa.
Susanne appeared with a fresh pot of coffee. “More
coffee, Captain?”
“Thanks…I’ve had enough.”
“How about you, Lieutenant ?”
“You bet.” Garelli handed her his cup.
Kracek retrieved his briefcase from the overhead
compartment, took out his toothbrush and toothpaste and
headed for the rest room. On his way back to his seat he
noticed several people sitting in the lou nge area, enjoying an
after dinner drink. Returning his briefcase to the overhead, he
suggested they do the same.
“Sounds like a plan to me, Lead.”
“Maybe, but I’ve never had any of them work out exactl y
as briefed. I’ve had to improvise more tim es than I like to
admit.”
“Improvisation, so that’s what you were doing when you
damn near ploughed up the rice paddy with your airplane —
not to mention the people in it.”
The lounge occupied an area about eight feet deep in the
front part of th e first class section. Bench seats conformed to
the curved sides of the aircraft fuselage. Each section had its
own similarl y shaped coffee table and could accommodate
seven people.
Two civilians occupied the seats on the right and were
already half way through their first drink. They had taken
their jackets off and loosened their ties, and were saying
something about a deadline. Reporters no doubt. The c olonel
was sitting alone on the left sectional. The name tag above
his right breast pocket read P .J. Martin.
Kracek made the obvious connection. It must be him.
There can’t be two Martins with the stack of ribbons he’s
wearing. “Colonel Martin?”
The Colonel looked up. “Yes?”
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“Colonel Phillip J. Martin?” Kracek repeated, using his
full name to be absolutel y sure he was who he thought him to
be.
“That’s right, Captain, but you have me at a
disadvantage. Have we met before?”
“Not exactl y sir, but we have worked together.”
He checked his name tag. “Kracek, yes, Captain Vikt or
Kracek. We have worked together, and on one of the hairiest
missions I’ve ever been involved in since coming to Vietnam.
They told me you might be o n this flight. It’s good to see
you.” Martin stood up to shake Kracek’s hand. “I looked
forward to thanki ng you personall y for what you did for us
that day.
“You and your wingman put on a hell of a show. I’ve
never seen bombs delivered so accurately under such poor
lighting conditions, and without the benefit of a qualified
Forward Air Controller. If it wasn’t for you our guys would
have been overrun, and twent y four of the Arm y’s finest
would have been lost. We are in your debt.”
“That’s kind of you Colonel, but no one’s in debt to
anyone. We were all just doing our jobs, except you.
“Me?”
“Yes, sir. You may not be certified in the position, but
you performed as effectivel y as any FAC I’ve ever seen.”
Martin was about to respond when Kracek continued.
“There’s someone else I’d like you to meet, m y wingman,
Lieutenant Robert Garelli.”
“Of course, the look on his face told me he had to be
there. Bert, isn’t it? Thanks, for just doing your job.” As he
shook his hand, Martin looked at Kracek and winked.
“It was our pleasure, sir. Call again, anytime,” Garelli
said.
“I’ll remember that. I’ve heard so much about the both of
you, I feel as though I already know you.”
“We’ve also heard about you, Colonel,” Kracek said. “I
suspect we got our information from the same source.”
“Of course, Lt. Garrett, one of the finest young o fficers
I’ve ever served with.”
Kracek took note Martin ’s carefull y cho sen his words,
placing himself with his men, rather than above them. He
treated his soldiers like he would his peers, because he
understood, better than most commanders, that to lead other
men in battle was not onl y an enormous responsibilit y, but a
unique privilege. His belief in that idea is what made him the
leader he is; one whose men would follow him anywhere, do
anything he asked of them.
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“Now that we’ve been properl y i ntroduced would you join
me for a drink?” Martin asked.
“We’d be honored, sir.”
As though waiting to be cued, the stewardess arrived
with the Colonel’s drink and placed it on the coffee table.
“Your bourbon on the rocks, sir.”
She looked at K racek, who didn’t wait for her to ask. “A
scotch and water, please.”
“Yes sir. Black Label, right?”
“Right.” She must have exchanged notes with Susanne, he
thought.
A look into his eyes, told her that there was something
different about him. He was not at all typical of the fighter
pilots she had met before. The additional time she spent
taking his order did not go unnoticed.
Garelli interrupted her reverie. “I’ll have a Beck’s,
please.”
“Oh, yes sir,” she said, embarrasse d. “I’ll be right back
with your drinks gentlemen.”
For crying out loud, Garelli thought, she likes him.
The Colonel saw it too. “Captain Kracek, I believe you
just stole that young lady’s heart.”
“It was kind of obvious, wasn’t it, Colon el?” Garelli said.
“She doesn’t know that Viktor just left the love of his life
back at Tan San Nhut.”
“Is that true, Captain?”
Kracek tried to deflect the question, suggesting that
Garelli sometimes reads more into things than are actuall y
there.
“Reall y? Judging by your reaction, I’d say he was right
on the mark.”
“You know Colonel, I’ve heard some Green Berets refer
to you as the ‘Delta Fox’. Now I see why. Yes, there is
someone, but I’m not comfortable talking about m y personal
life.”
“Of course, Viktor, I didn’t mean to pry.” Realizing he
called him by his first name, he asked: “May I call you
Viktor?”
“I prefer it, sir.”
“So do I,” Martin replied. “My friends call me Joe, and I
consider the two of you m y friends. By the way, ‘Delta Fox’
is one of the nicer names I’ve been given. Some of the others,
such as Phillip the Masochist and Old Iron Ass are not as
complimentary.”
“Never heard those,” Kracek said.
“Me neither,” Garelli seconded.
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“You wouldn’t. But I don’t mind. In fact, I take it as a
compliment…an indication that I’m making a positive impact.
If they didn’t respect me, and trust me to lead them through
whatever we have to face out there, they wouldn’t waste their
time dreaming up imaginative nicknam es.”
“I see your point,” Kracek said.
“Do you?” Then you’ve no doubt heard the old Arm y
adage, first coined by an old sergeant in Washington’s
Revolutionary Army, which is: ‘If the troops aren’t
complaining, something must be wrong.’ The nickna me thing
kind of falls into the same category of ‘grunt’ philosophy.”
“Yes sir, I am familiar with the expression. But I was told
that it was originated by a U.S. Marine Gunnery Sergeant,
while the Marines were being led across the Libyan dese rt by
Lt. Presley O’Bannon to take Tripoli back from the ‘Barbary
Pirates.’” Kracek knew his rejoinder would get a rise out of
the Colonel.
Garelli cringed. Guess he can’t help himself. Taking risks
is part of his nature.
“Are you contradicting me, Capt ain?” Martin said.
Garelli’s face turned a shade lighter as he braced himself
for the worst.
“No sir. I was just passing on something I picked up from
some ‘barracks lawyer’ during m y stint in the Marines. Even
as young and naïve as I was then, I never put much stock in
their ‘words of wisdom.’ I often wondered how someone with
no more experience than me could know so much.”
Martin smiled like someone who knew exactl y what
Kracek was talking about. “Garrett said you were in the
Corps…the Firs t Marine Division?”
“Yes sir…in Korea.”
“Infantry, right? So, before you climbed into the cockpit
of a jet fighter you were a ‘grunt,’ just like us. Your stock
went up several points when I heard that. It explains the
aggressiveness and cool und er fire you displayed out there.
“By the way, I also spent some time in the Marines. I was
assigned as Arm y Liaison to the 1 s t Battalion, 7 t h Marines,
and fought with them at the Chose n Reservoir. To stand with
such brave men during one of the fiercest b attles of the war,
under the harshest conditions imaginable was an honor, o ne I
will never forget.”
“Christ, Colonel, that’s the same outfit I was in when I
got to Korea almost two years later. That explains the Navy
Cross you’re wearing. I was curio us about that. Now I know
why…”
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No, Viktor, you don’t. I didn’t do anything more than a
dozen other marines I was with, one of whom saved m y life.
He was also awarded the Navy Cross, posthumousl y. Gunnery
Sergeant Zachary Howard was the most courageou s man I’ve
ever known, a warrior among warriors.
“You can understand now, the respect I hold for the
Marines Corps. Most of us in the U.S. A rm y do, particularly
those of us in Special Forces. The rivalry that exists between
our two services doesn’t diminish the mutual respect we
share, or the bond that unites us as soldiers. You are both a
land and air warrior, and I’m honored to call you m y friend.”
“The honor is mine, sir, and we share the same
distinction.” Kracek extended his hand.
Martin met it half way and clasped it firml y. “By the way,
regarding that disputed quote mentioned earlier, I have a
confession to make. I also got m y information from a
‘barracks lawyer,’ and I have no more reason to believe m y
source than you do yours.”
Garelli breathed an audible sigh of relief.
“Did you say something, Bert?” Martin asked.
“Oh, no sir. I was just thinking.”
Rachel arrived just in time to save Garelli from
embarrassment. “Your drinks gentlemen. Refill, Colonel?”
“No thanks, I’m still working on this.”
“I’d like one, Rachel.” The voice that came from behind
her was that of the Captain of Pam Am Flight 816 , Timothy
L. Jackson; a man in his mid thirties, with auburn hair that
was cut closer to the military st yle than t he long-haired
fashion of the day—no doubt because he also flew F-102’s for
the Florida National Guard on his free weekends. His face
was not easil y distinguished from a thousand others, but his
eyes were unusual if not strange. The iris’s were so small,
that in the sun, or a well lighted room, they were practicall y
lost in the gray of his pupils.
He turned to Kracek and ex tended his hand. “Viktor
Kracek. I saw your name on the manifest. How long has it
been…eight years?”
“Tim Jackson…I’ll be damned. How the hell are you?”
Kracek stood up and took his hand. “Yeah, I guess it has. I
had no idea you were fl ying the Pacific route. Weren’t you
with United Airlines?”
“I was. That is, I started out with them. I switched to Pan
Am when they made me an o ffer I couldn’t refuse, one that
better fit m y lifest yle. You haven’t change a bit.”
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“Neither have you. But before we start reminiscing about
our cadet days, I’d like to you meet some friends of mine.
This is Colonel Martin.”
Martin stood up to shake his hand. In his dress green
uniform, decorated with practicall y every medal it was
possible to own, he was an impressive figure.
“It’s a real pleasure to meet you, sir.” Jackson couldn’t
turn his eyes away from Martin’s amazing array of ribbons
and medals.
“Likewise,” Martin said, ignoring the obvious fascination
Jackson had for the left side of his chest. “Any friend of
Viktor’s is a friend of mine.”
Kracek continued the introductions. “And this is Lt. Bert
Garelli, who recently had his baptism under fire…up close
and very personal.”
“Bert…pleased to meet you. Up close and personal, eh?
I’d like to hear more about that.”
“Always happy to meet a friend of Viktor’s.” Garelli let
Jackson’s last remark go without comment.”
“Would you gentlemen mind if I join you?” Tim asked.
“Not at all,” Martin said. I was hoping you’d have time to
visit.”
Rachel waited patientl y while they completed their
introductions. “What will you have, Captain?”
“Make it a double sco tch on the rocks,” he said, with a
wink unseen by the others.
Garelli, Kracek, and Martin, all looked at him
incredulousl y.
“Just kidding,” he said, smiling. “I’ll have m y usual
coffee, Rachel.”
“Yes sir.” She was enjoying her part in the Ca ptain’s
little joke.
“I think we were had, gents,” Martin said. “Viktor, if
your cadet friend is as good a pilot as he is a stand -up comic
we might just make it back to the ‘real world’ in one piece.”
“No worries there. But to tell you the truth, I’ve never
seen this side of him. It must be something that happens to
you when you have so little to do on these long over water
flights.”
“You got it partl y right.” Jackson said. “It also has to do
with trying to figure out how to impress these bea utiful
‘stews’ over drinks at the hotel bars we often f ind ourselves
in. I obviousl y can’t do it with m y looks, but you’d be
surprised how fast women warm up to you when you can
make them laugh.”
“He’s got a point there,” Garelli said.
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“Now there’s a man who appreciates the power of
humor.”
“You don’t know how true that is,” Kracek said. “You
and Bert should get along fine. Tell me Tim, how did you
make it into the left seat so fast? I never expected to see you
come through that door wearing four stripes on your sleeves.”
“As you know, Viktor, the airlines are going through an
expansion phase, acquiring new routes and increasing their
jet fleets, especially for the long distance hauls. Boeing,
Lockheed, and the others, can’t build them fa st enough to
keep up with demand. Pan American Airlines —to a lesser
extent, TWA—was best positioned to capitalize on the
situation, but found themselves short of jet -qualified pilots.
That’s when they approached me —and a lot of other guys —
with an offer I couldn’t refuse, a choice of domicile and a
guaranteed promotion to Captain within five years.”
“I’ll say. That must make you one of the youngest in the
industry.”
“Not quite. Someone else has me beat by about three
weeks. However, while we may b e among the youngest in
today’s fleet, neither of us is anywhere near the youngest to
ever fl y for Pan Am. When they were just getting started,
some of their first Captains were onl y in their twenties.”
“Are you serious?” Garelli asked.
“The oppo rtunities for pilots in those earl y days were
unlimited. We thought we’d never see that kind of
opportunit y again, but here we are —something you may want
to consider, Viktor. I know how much you love fl ying
fighters, but if you were ever going to make the move this
would be the time.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. You’re right, I do love fl ying,
and I’m not ready to give up m y formula one racer to drive a
bus.”
“I hear you, and you don’t have to. I do m y ‘formula one’
racing on weekends flying F -102’s for the Florida Guard. You
could do the same.”
“It sounds tempting, but it’s more than a love of fl ying
that keeps me in. I love the job. It takes me to places all over
the world, and not just for one night stands. The opportunit y
to experience new cul tures, different languages, and political
systems has taught me a lot about the world and the people in
it. I’m not the same naïve kid who joined the Marines thirteen
years ago. I’m older and wiser —wise enough to know that
there’s much more to learn. In th e Air Force I have the
opportunit y to do that.
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“After all, where else would a young man be given the
responsibilities I’ve been given? Each new assignment, each
new job, each new problem I face is a challenge, and I thrive
on challenge. Hell, I need it as much as I need to fl y,
probabl y more. So, as long as the Air Force provides me with
interesting jobs, and recognizes m y work, I’ll stay where I
am.”
Martin understood exactl y what his friend was talking
about. “Viktor, you’re beginning to impres s me as much with
your verbal skills as you do with your fl ying. I’ve never
heard the case for a military career made so convincingl y, or
with as much conviction. Your words come across loud and
true. I’ll remember them the next time one of m y men needs
career counseling.”
“Thanks, Colonel. Coming from you that’s a real
compliment.”
“Just stating the obvious. I would also suggest —should
you ever decide on a career change —that you seriously
consider writing.”
“I’ve been told that before. I do like to write, and I have
been thinking about doing a book. In fact, it’s a goal I set for
myself a long time ago.”
“Okay Viktor, you win,” Tim said. “I should’ve known
better than try to recruit you. Hell, you almost convinced me
to give up m y posi tion with Pam Am and go on full -time
active dut y. But I also love what I’m doing, and I’m not ready
to give up the perks that go with this job. I might work on
Bert, though.”
“No way,” Garelli said. “I’m strictly a career officer;
though I’ll admit yo u had me going there for a while.
However, Viktor’s eloquent defense of a military career
erased any doubts I may have had, and convinced me to stay
where I am. That’s the second time he’s ‘rescued’ me.”
Jackson was quick to connect Garelli’s words wi th
Kracek’s reference to his “baptism under fire,” and Martin’s
remarks about his flying abilit y. How could he know about
that, unless he had seen him in action. Is it just coincidence,
that these three men are traveling together? There’s got to be
more to it. “‘Rescued?’ What do you mean.?”
Garelli started to respond, but Kracek’s eyes told him he
would rather the subject be dropped. “It’s a long
story…better left for another time.”
“We’ve got nothing but time,” Jackson said. “We won’t
be starting our approach into Guam for about fort y minutes.
If that’s not enough, we can continue it over a cup of coffee
at the flight line snack bar while they refuel the aircraft.”
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He wasn’t going to take no for an answer. Garelli looked
at Kracek again, who , seeing that Jackson wasn’t going to be
put off, shrugged his shoulders and stood up. “You go ahead
without me, I’ve heard it all before. I need to stretch m y
legs.” Excusing himself, he walked towards the back of the
first class section and continued int o coach. They wouldn’t
see him again until Garelli had finished telling his “war
story.”
“Did I say something wrong?” Jackson asked.
“I don’t know how he was when you and he were going
through flight training,” Garelli replied, but Viktor rarel y
talks about his missions. It’s not his st yle. If you press him
he’ll give you a watered do wn version, that’s about it.”
“Yeah, that’s him alright; he hasn’t changed a bit. Did
you know that he was the second cadet in our class to solo? I
was the first, but I had over four hundred hours of fl ying
time, and a commercial pilot’s license, before I even started
the program. He, on the other hand, had never even sat in the
cockpit of a real airplane before. Once he did there was no
stopping him. I’ve never seen a more naturall y gifted pilot, or
known anyone who loved fl ying more.
“He was also a perfectionist, who would spend hours
alone in a parked airplane going through checklist procedures
over and over again until he had them memorized. He was
never second again for anything.
“His goal, he told me, was not just to become a pilot, but
a fighter pilot. At the time, onl y the top five percent of the
students could be assured of an assignment to fighters after
graduating basic fl ying school. Sometime s even fewer slots
were offered, depending on the needs of the Air Force. But,
he left nothing to chance. He finished first in our class.
“I remember too, a guy named Brown. He was runner -up
to Viktor in almost every phase of training, and not happy
about it. Coming in second was something he wasn’t used to,
and never learned to accept. He and Viktor both earned
fighter assignments.
“I know about Brown,” Garelli said.
“You do?”
“He’s in our squadron. And he still hates Viktor’s guts,
more now than he ever did in cadets.”
“How so?”
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“You know how intense and competitive Brown is. He
sees everything as a contest he has to win. It was drilled into
him by his father since he was a boy and, despite his great
running abilit y, he hasn ’t been able to outdistance that demon
from his past. Now that Viktor has been awarded the Air
Force Cross for each of his last two missions he’s more
frustrated than ever.
“The other night at the club he tried to goad Viktor into a
fight. He was drunk and threw the first punch. It was the
biggest mistake of his life; which is what it almost cost him.
In a move so fast none of us could follow it, Viktor
blocked it with his left forearm and countered with a right to
Brown’s solar plexus.” Garel li demonstrated the move as he
spoke. “Before Brown knew what happened, he was down on
all fours gasping for air. If Viktor hadn’t acted as quickl y as
he did to reverse the effects of the blow, he would have died
right there.”
Jackson listened in disb elief. He thought he knew his
friend—they were roommates in cadets. Yet, he never knew
of his martial arts prowess, and had never seen him come
close to getting into a fight.
“What happened?”
“When Brown got up there was fire in his eyes. He gave
Viktor a look I’ll never forget and stormed out of the club.
The animosit y between them was raised to a whole new level.
Ever since that night, whenever one of them walks into a
room with the other there, the tension is so palpable you
could cut it with a knife. I hope they never have to fl y
together.”
“That could be a problem; but, tell me about the missions
you alluded to earlier. They don’t hand out the Air Force
Cross for a routine sortie. What has m y old cadet buddy been
up to?”
“It’s a story you’re not going to believe. But, that I’m
here to tell it at all, and not l ying face down in some stinking
rice paddy, or tied to a tree in a Vietcong base camp, is
because of him. He saved m y life.”
Colonel Martin jumped in before Garelli cou ld continue.
“I’ll second that. It wasn’t m y life he saved that day, but he
and Bert damn sure saved the lives of m y men. Despite
Viktor’s matter -of-fact characterization of it, we are in their
debt, and the Green Berets always repay their debts.”
“This gets more interesting by the minute. But, I’m
confused. First, Bert tells me that Viktor saved his life, then
you tell me that he and Bert saved the lives of your men…on
the same mission?”
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“Yeah,” Garelli said, “but in two separate phases. We
were scrambled to provide air support for a Special Forces
convoy under ambush by the Vietcong, the Colonel’s unit. I
was hit by ground fire on m y second bombing run. I tried to
nurse it home, but flamed out and ejected about twent y five
miles short of the fiel d. The second phase of the mission was
my rescue.”
“Sounds like you had a busy day.”
“That’s an understatement,” Martin said. “If you don’t
mind Bert, I’d like to cover the first phase, since I probabl y
had the best seat in the house.”
Garelli deferred to the Colonel.
Martin described the ambush in vivid detail, as though he
was still there. And, by the time Garelli got through telling
his side of it, Jackson realized he had heard an incredible
story of courage and fl ying skill. He also understood his
friend’s reasons for staying in the Air Force.
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22
Once a Marine
Kracek found an empt y aisle seat in coach where he could
wait out the war stories. Talking about a mission beyond the
flight debrief made him uneasy; hearing someone else rehash
it was no less tolerable.
A stewardess came by with a tray full of assorted drinks.
He took a coffee. She ask ed the marine corporal sitting next
to him if he would like something, but he kept staring out the
window, oblivious to what was going on inside the aircraft.
“Let me try, miss. Corporal…corporal.” Kracek tapped
him on the shoulder, startling him.
When he saw his rank the young marine practicall y
snapped to attention in his seat. “Yes sir…sorry sir. I was
kinda lost in m y thoughts.”
“At ease, corporal. War tends to do that to a man. This
nice young lady was just offering you a drink.”
“Oh, yes mam…a glass of milk please.”
“Coming right up, soldier, and please don’t ca ll me mam;
it makes me feel so old. My name is Kathy, and it’s a
pleasure to serve you.” Kathy was the ‘girl next door’ t ype, a
blue eyed blonde with a soothing voi ce that reflected her
Carolinian roots.
“I apologize, mam, I mean, Kathy.” Looking into her
eyes, it suddenl y seemed as if all the problems of his private
world melted away. A prett y girl will do that to you, and she
was prettier than any girl he ha d ever seen before.
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“Here you go, corporal.” She handed him a container of
milk and a clear plastic cup.
“What’s your name, marine?” Kracek asked, as he
watched him empt y the carton into the cup.
“Boone, sir, Joshua D. Boone. My friends ca ll me Josh,
mostl y.”
Kracek reached over to shake his hand. “Kracek…Viktor
Kracek. Pleased to meet you, Joshua D. Boone. Now that’s a
name no one is going to forget. The ‘D’ wouldn’t stand for
Daniel, would it?”
“Yes sir, it does. How did you k now?”
“Just a guess. You’re probabl y asked this a lot when you
meet people for the first time, but are you related to the
Daniel Boone we read about in history books?”
“Yes sir, I sure am, he said , proudl y, “a direct
descendent. My daddy tells me that I got my eye for shooting
from him.”
Kracek took note of the Expert Medal Josh was wearing
just below the single row of ribbons on his uniform. “I see
you
earned
the
Expert
Medal.
That’s
quite
an
accomplishment.”
“Thank you, Captain. I won it in Boot Camp, at Parris
Island. It wasn’t so hard, reall y. The M -16 is a very accurate
rifle.”
“I know.” This is good, Kracek thought. He’s beginning
to open up. All he needed was someone to talk to…take his
mind off whatever it is that’s troubling him. “What was your
total score.”
“Two hundred and fort y eight, sir,” he said, hoping he
didn’t sound too boastful.
“Two fort y eight. That’s a near perfect score…just two
points shy of it. The best I could do was two nineteen, good
enough for Sh arpshooter. If I remember correctl y the range
record back then was two fort y seven. That was with the old
M-1 rifle.”
“You went to Parris Island, sir?”
“I sure did. Like you I wanted to be a marine, and joined
shortl y after graduating high school . It was the Korean War
then—a war no more popular than this one. Still, I wanted to
be part of it. I had to be a part of it.”
“You did, sir. Why? ” Boone was feeling more at ease. He
had never known an officer like him before —one that talked
to him, not at him. He felt he could trust him.
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“Probabl y for much the same reason you had when you
joined up, Josh. My friends thought I was craz y, and maybe
they were right; but I could not sit at home while there was a
war going on somewhere in the world i n which Americans
were getting killed. If there was a bullet with m y name on it,
I had to be there to take it .”
“By goll y sir, that’s exactl y why I joined the Marines. My
friends told me I was craz y too, but I didn’t know how to
explain. Now I underst and. A few minutes ago I was doubting
myself and this awful war. I kept asking why…w hy are we in
Vietnam? What good are we doing?
“I’ve seen so many terrible things. I’ve seen m y buddies
blown to pieces in front of me —parts of them splattered
against m y flak jacket. I’ve walked into suspected Vietcong
hamlets shelled by our artillery, onl y to find that practicall y
all of the bodies were women, children, and old men. We
were ordered to burn their huts, destroy their rice stores, and
kill all the animal s. The bodies l ying in the streets were left
there to rot; everything else was burned. They told us to leave
nothing the Vietcong could possibl y use.”
Hearing his own words was more painful for him than the
memories that constantl y haunted his mind. You co uld see the
torment in his face as he fought back the tears. “What kind of
war is this, sir? How can God -fearing men do such horrible
things to each other?”
“I don’t know, Josh. I don’t have the answers. Maybe
there are none. No, I don’t believe tha t. They’re out there
somewhere. One day we’ll find them. When, or how, I don’t
know that either; nor do I believe will we see the end of war
in our lifetime, or our children’s.”
“You paint a real dark picture, Captain. More wars as far
into the future as we can see. That’s not a world I want m y
kids to live in. Isn’t there anything we can do to change it?”
“It’s the onl y world we’ve got, J osh. Can we change it?
Yes, I believe we can, given enough time. We must! But not
if we leave it to our politi cal, religious, or intellectual
leaders to do it for us; certainl y not to our generals and
corporate executives.
Yet, even among the groups I just mentioned, there are,
and always have been, a few mavericks and forward thinkers,
who were willing to risk it all to advance us another step.
Patrick Henry, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Teilhard de Chardin,
Howard Hughes, and Barry Goldwater (more a maverick, than
a forward thinker) are a few that come to mind.
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“Unfortunatel y, the vast majorit y of people are still mired
in the past, and believe their careers are best served b y
maintaining the status quo. They see change as their enem y.
Practicall y every decision taken by them is made not with our
interests in mind, but theirs. If that means going to war to
maintain power, or protect corporate profits —despite the
potential loss of millions of lives —we go to war!
“The onl y way we’re going to change this is by changing
them; and the onl y way we are going to change them is by
changing us, because they are us.”
Josh was stunned. “I’m sorry sir, but I never heard
anyone say such things before. You sound, so…so cynical, if
you’ll pardon m y saying so.”
“I am cynical, Josh, at least to the extent that I don’t trust
our leaders to always act in our best inte rests. Maybe it’s
because I’ve been around a little longer than you have and
seen more of this world. But, I think you’ve seen enough this
past year to have some doubts of your own. If what you’ve
been through in this war hasn’t shaken your confidence in t he
people who sent us here, then nothing will.”
“You’re right, sir, and it did. Guess I wasn’t ready to le t
go of the more simple beliefs I held before coming to
Vietnam. But after hearing you, I know now I can never go
back. I don’t want to. I owe th at to the men and women who
aren’t going to make it home —and the children I hope to have
someday—to do more with m y life…something that they, and
I, can be proud of.”
Kracek looked at him and smiled. He felt the same sense
of pride for the young marin e as he would for a younger
brother. He’s a good kid , he’ll be okay, he thought. “Have
you ever considered fl ying, Josh?”
“Fl ying?”
“It’s the greatest job in the world —in m y opinion, of
course. There’s nothing else like it, especiall y piloting
fighter aircraft. To be able to break free of the earth and soar
like an eagle through an unlimited expanse of blue sky is a
high like none other. In fighters, because they’re faster and
more maneuverable, the rush is even greater, as is the
challenge to the pilot. It never gets old or boring. Each time
you go up is a new experience, one that is never predictable.”
“You make it sound great, like it’s the onl y job in the
world.”
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“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s the only one I want to do.
If I could do it for the rest of m y working life I would. If I
could afford to pay the Air Force for the privilege of fl ying
their airplanes I would gladl y do that. The irony is they’re
paying me. But don’t tell them I said that.”
“Sounds wonderful, sir, but d o I qualify ‘I‘ve onl y got a
high school diploma. I thought flight school required a
college degree.”
“It does. The Air Force phased out the Aviation Cadet
program several years ago. When I went through, it only
required a high school certificate; no w you need a four year
degree. However, the U.S. Navy “NAVCAD” program —for
which you are eligible—onl y requires two years of college, or
the completion of the GED equivalency exam. How old are
you, Josh?”
“Twent y, sir.”
“Same age I was when I ca me back from Korea. How
much time do you have remaining on your current
enlistment?”
“A little less than a year.”
“That’s about what I had left.” Kracek recalled his
discussions with Whitfield, and the striking parallels in their
lives. He was be ginning to feel like a bridge between
generations. “Strange,” he said under his breath.
“What, sir?”
“Oh, nothing Josh…just thinking about another
conversation I had recentl y.” He gathered his thoughts and
continued where he left off. “From Korea , I was reassigned to
the Marine Securit y Detachment at the Brookl yn Navy Yard,
about an hour from my home.
On free weekends I’d take the Long Island Railroad to a
small town called Bellmore; then take the bus or walk the
mile and a half to m y home in No rth Bellmore, an even
smaller town. When we were kids, m y friends and I made that
same walk every Saturday to the movie house in Bellmore
with sevent y five cents jingling in our pockets —enough for a
ticket, a candy bar, popcorn, and an ice cream sundae aft er
the show.”
Kracek’s voice trailed off as images of his childhood
flashed before him as vividl y as the movies he watched in
that little theater. Josh wanted to say something, but couldn’t
bring himself to disturb what were obviousl y happy memories
for the Captain.
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“Sorry, Josh, got a little carried away. They were good
times for me—as they should be for any kid. Unfortunatel y ,
war has a way of changing all of that. Nothing saddens me
more than knowing that there are millions of children in t his
world who will never have the same opportunit y we did, who
will be forced to lose their innocence before they’ve had a
chance to know the joys of childhood.
Their birthright is literall y being stolen from them by
selfish, narrow minded little me n who place their own
interests above ours. “This isn’t just cynicism talking, Josh,
it’s anger. Those self-serving sons -of-bitches trul y piss me
off.”
“I know what you mean, sir.” Josh felt his own anger
rising within him as he was moved by the impa ssioned words
of a man, who genuinel y cared about the plight of our
children. “I’ve seen the war from the ground and got to know
the children of Vietnam first hand. They’re no different from
kids anywhere else in the world. But, unlike that little theater
in Bellmore you went to as a boy, the onl y movie playing in
their neighborhood is war. They were born into it, and there’s
a good chance they’ll die in it.”
“You’re right, and no child should ever have to bear that
burden.” Kracek momentaril y paused, deep in thought.
“Enough about war, Josh, where do you go from here?”
“To Clarksville, Tennessee, sir…m y hometown. Just like
you, I’ve been assigned securit y dut y. Isn’t that something?”
“More than you know. Clarksville was m y first
assignment out of Boot Camp. It was a high securit y facilit y,
and they were very selective as to who they assigned to it.”
“They still are, sir. I had to have m y clearance upgraded
to top secret and pass a battery of tests before being
accepted.” Amazed over the similar paths of their military
careers, Josh began to feel as though he were following in the
footsteps of an older brother.
“I took the same tests,” Kracek said, “and I’ll say this: If
you can pass them, you have an excellent chance of gettin g
into Navy Flight School.”
“Do you reall y think so?”
“Yes, but if you’re going to pursue a flying career you’ve
got to want it more than anything else.”
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“I do, sir. But, until now, I never thought it was possible.
Ever since I saw my first airplane, I’ve dreamed about
becoming a fl yer. I remember it like it was onl y yesterday.
My father took me took me to a carnival in Nashville when I
was eight years old —along with m y mom and baby sister who
was two years younger than me. It was set up in b ig grassy
field about a mile outside the cit y, and had the usual tent
shows, rides, and games. For me, the biggest attraction of all
was a seven minute flight in an old World War I biplane—a
New…something or other.”
“Neuport?”
“Yes sir, that was it. The pilot looked as old as the
airplane. I’ll never forget him. He was a short, plump, rosy
cheeked man with a big handlebar mustache and an even
bigger smile. He wore an old brown leather jacket, a leather
helmet and goggles, a red silk scarf, ridin g britches, and
shiny brown boots. What a sight he was.
“What I remember most was his love of fl ying. When he
talked about it his face lit up, his eyes sparkled, and suddenl y
he was twent y years younger and six inches taller.”
“He sounds a lot my first instructor. Fl ying wasn’t just a
job for him, it was his life. He not onl y taught me how to fl y,
but instilled in me the same love for it that he had. I couldn’t
have had a better teacher to launch my fl ying career. I’ll
never forget him. By the way, Josh, how was that ride?”
“Never took it, sir.”
“You didn’t?”
“No sir. My Daddy couldn’t afford the ten dollars. It was
all he had in his pocket.”
“Sorry to hear that. I’m sure your Dad regrets it even
more. He must have felt terrible …probably still does.”
“He does,” Josh said, with a slight sadness in his voice.
“Disappointed as I was, I would’ve felt even worse if he had
spent the whole ten dollars on me, knowing that it was all he
had for the famil y. I could also see the pained look in his
eyes when he turned me down, and explained why he couldn’t
do it. I didn’t let him see m y disappointment that day, and
I’ve never mentioned it to him since. Yet, every time we’re
alone together he brings it up and apologizes again. He’s
never forgiven himself.
“I love m y Dad more than anything. He’s the finest, most
upright man I know. I wish I could do something to take away
his hurt.”
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Kracek was moved by his story, particularl y the love and
concern he expressed for his father. T hough onl y eight years
old at the time, he had the maturit y to understand why his
father had to deny him.
“Josh, you’ve already given him the most precious gift
any father could hope for, a good and loving son. But, maybe
there is something you can do to take away his hurt.”
“There is?” He asked. “How?”
“By taking that flight.”
“By taking…” He started to repeat Kracek’s words. “Yes
sir, I think I know what you mean…by going to flight
school.”
“Exactl y, but only if it’s what you r eall y want. It’s your
life. You’ve got to do what’s best for you. Anything else
wouldn’t work—not for you, nor for your Dad. If he were
here he’d be the first one to tell you that.”
Kracek’s obvious concern touched the young marine
deepl y. He felt ali ve again, excited about his future. “You
almost sound like him, sir.”
“Do I? You know, Josh, talking to you like this reminds
me of something an ancient Chinese philosopher by the name
of Lao Tse said a long time ago: ‘When the student is ready,
the teacher will appear.’ The quote may not be exact, but the
idea is.
“Looking back on my own life, I can see that I’ve always
been both a student and a teacher —in fact, we all are. The
roles are interchangeable, depending on the circumstances.
Today you needed a teacher and I needed a student. I
believe—as Lao Tse did —that this is in accord with the
natural order of things, more specificall y, human
relationships. A nice idea, don’t you agree?”
“Yes sir it is. Never thought about it that way, but it’s
true. How did you come to know about Louser…er…lou…”
“Lao Tse,” Kracek corrected.
“Yes, Lao Tse,” Josh repeated.
“I read a lot, and I’m a good listener.”
“Gosh, Captain, you must have done a lot of reading and
listening.”
Kracek sm iled. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the
stewardess standing in the aisle next to his seat.
“Captain Kracek,” she said. “Sorry to bother you sir, but
we’ll be letting down into Guam in about ten minutes. Your
friends were wondering where you were.”
Kracek checked his watch. “Where did the time go, Josh?
I was enjoying our conversation so much I lost track of it.”

188

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

“Me too, sir. And, I’ve been listenin’ too. You’ve given
me a lot to think about. I’m also going to try and find the
book by that Lao Tse fella.”
“You do that. As teachers go he’s still one of the best.
Kracek got up to leave and shook hands with his latest
student. “Take care, Josh.”
As he walked away the plane was hit by clear air
turbulence. It rocked the big jet, but Kracek quickl y found his
“sea legs” and continued on. His steadin ess did not go
unnoticed by his new friend.
Colonel Martin and Bert were heading back to their seats
when they saw him enter the first class section. “Viktor,
where were you? We were about to send out a search part y.”
“No need, Colonel. I was just visiting a Marine Corps
buddy of mine.”
“Once a marine, always a marine, eh Viktor?”
“Not unlike the Green Berets, Colonel.”
“Semper fi m y friend,” Martin said, with a wink.
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23
G ua m Cof f ee S hop
A bright multi-colored coral necklace encircled the island
of Guam, and protected it from the relentless pounding of the
ocean’s waves. It served as a home for thousands of marine
life species and provided a ready source of protein for the
native islanders. The clear aquamarine water between the reef
and the island was like a window into the beaut y of the world
below. Beyond it the ocean became a impenetrable deep blue.
That contrast was a sobering reminder of how vulnerable the
island would be to the destructive power of the sea were it
not for the barrier reef.
Garelli followed their approach from his window. A few
low clouds obstructed his view of the entire island, but they
would pose no problem to the landing. Captain Jackson set
the big plane down so smoothl y you couldn’t feel the wheels
touch the runway. “Not bad, ” he remarked.
“He always could ‘grease’ them on,” K racek said. “It’s
Tim’s specialt y, the one thing I could never best him in
during our cadet training. I think he’s got the patent on it.”
“How much time will we have on the ground?” Garelli
asked.
“About an hour, long enough to top off the tanks and take
on a few more passengers —enough time for a cup of coffee
and a sandwich.”
“Sounds good. I need to stretch m y legs.”
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At the Base Ops snack bar, Kracek, Garelli, and Colonel
Martin picked up their coffee and sandwiches and found an
empt y table.
Jackson stopped by a few minutes later carrying tray with
a taco plate special, a piece of cherry pie, and a coke. “Mind
if I join you.”
“We saved you a seat,” Garelli said, pulling out the chair
next to him.
“Thanks, Bert.”
“Still got a healthy appetite,” Kracek noted.
“You know how I love Mexican food, and this is the
best.”
“I remember. What makes it so good here…the cook
Mexican?”
“No, he’s a local, but he knows his spices. The story I
heard is that an airmen stationed here years ago, who was
Mexican, showed him how to prepare his mother’s recipes. It
became an instant success, and he’s been doing it ever since.
I’ve been to Mexican restaurants all over t he world—even
Texas—and there’s none better. Can’t beat the price either.
You should try it next time you pass through.”
“Maybe I will.”
Quickl y setting the small talk aside, Jackson wasted no
time steering the conversation to the subject that mo st
interested him. “About those missions you’re friends told me
about; they sound unbelievable, like something they might
have dreamed up in Holl ywood. But, I doubt that any writer —
unless he himself was a fighter pilot who had done those
things—could even imagine the kind of fl ying you did on
those two missions. And he would have needed more creative
abilit y than any fighter pilot I know. I’ve always known you
were good, but this…”
Although
uncomfortable
with
the
direction
the
conversation was headed, Kracek couldn’t walk off again
without giving his friend something. “To tell you the truth
Tim, except for what we briefed for those missions, I had no
idea what I was going to do until I did it. The situation prett y
much dictated m y actions. You know what they say,
‘Necessit y is the mother of invention.’”
“Maybe, but not everyone would have attempted what you
did in that field, nor would they have had the presence of
mind, or the fl ying skill to take out two Migs that had you
dead in their sights.”
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“Luck had a lot to do with it. I could just as easil y have
‘bought the farm’ in that paddy. Moreover, if I had turned
just a fraction of a second later, the Mig leader’s missile
would have found its mark, and a enem y star would have been
painted on the side of his cockpit instead of mine.
“The way I see it, we were all were simpl y trying to do
our jobs, and equally willing to risk it all to get it done.
Many of the men in that rice paddy did. They paid the
ultimate price.
I can understa nd the need for some guys to let off a little
steam after going through something like that, but I take no
satisfaction in gloating over another man’s misfortune.”
When he finished there was only silence. Jackson
desperatel y searched his mind for som ething to say, but
couldn’t find the words.
Kracek used the pause to make his break. “Now, if you’ll
excuse me, I see an old Marine Corps buddy of mine sitting
over there by himself.” He didn’t wait for a response before
walking away.
“Is he always like this?” Jackson asked.
“Always,” Garelli said, smiling.
“Corporal Joshua D. Boone.” Kracek annunciated the
young marine’s name with emphasis as he approached his
table. Josh was surprised by the unexpected visit. “Captain
Kracek. It’s good to see you again, sir.” He sprung to his feet
before Kracek could stop him.
“No need for that. May I sit down?”
“Of course, sir…please.” He motioned to an empt y chair.
“I can’t stay long, I’m with some friends…just wanted to
say hello.”
“That’s might y nice of you, Captain.”
“Not at all. To be honest, I needed to get away for a few
minutes. You could do me a big favor though.”
“Anything, sir.”
“Let me introduce you to m y friends over there.” Kracek
gestured to the table he just left. “They’d like to meet you.”
Josh took a quick inventory of the table: an Arm y
colonel, Air Force lieutenant, and an airline captain. He
swallowed hard. “Oh, I don’t know sir…maybe another time.“
Kracek saw his uneasiness over sitting down with a group
of officers —one of them a Lt. Colonel with a ton of ribbons
on his chest. “No need t o worry, Josh, they’re good men, and
it would be a big help to me.”
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He wondered why the Captain needed his help, but didn’t
ask. He didn’t think i t necessary or proper to question him. If
the Captain needs my help that’s good enough for me, he
reasoned. After twelve months of Nam I guess I can do this.
“Okay sir, I’m ready.”
“I knew I could count on you.”
They walked over to the other t able.
“Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet a friend of mi ne,
Corporal Joshua D. Boone.” The three men stood at the same
time.
“Josh, this is Tim Jackson, the Captain of the Pan Am
flight that’s fl ying us back to the states.” They shook hands.
“Pleased to meet you sir. That was a real nice landing.”
“Thanks, Josh. I didn’t think a nyone back there would
notice, except Captain Kracek, of course.” Jackson winked at
his friend.
Kracek continued with the introductions. This is Colonel
‘Joe’ Martin, Commander of the 3 r d Special Forces Company
in the Delta. You may have heard of him.”
“I sure have. It’s a real honor to meet you, Colonel,” he
said, shaking his hand. “I’ve heard many stories about you
and your men. My ‘Gunny’ told me that you r company is the
best Arm y unit in ‘Nam.’”
“Well, that’s a real compliment coming from a Marine
Gunnery Sergeant. We have the same high regard for the
Marines. You’re combat record here, and in every other war
the Marines have fought, is second to non e.”
“Thank you, sir. That means a lot to me.”
A fine young man, Martin thought. He handles himself
with confidence. “Have you ever given any thought to
becoming an officer, Josh?”
“Yes sir, I sure have.”
Martin saw him glance at Krac ek as he answered and
didn’t ask the obvious question.
“And this,” Kracek continued, “is Lieutenant Bert
Garelli.”
Garelli reached out to shake his hand. “Good to meet you,
Josh. Viktor has told me all about you. Apparentl y you and he
share a similar background. We have something in common as
well.”
“We do?”.
“Yes, we all share the same good friend. Why don’t you
join us? I’m sure we have a lot to talk about.”
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Garelli’s disarming manner and charm put him at ease
and made him feel welcome. “Thank you, sir; I’d like that.”
He hesitated just long enough to insure that he wasn’t seated
before the others. It wasn’t simpl y a matter of military
protocol, but something his father had instilled in him years
ago—respect for his elders.
The snack bar was filled with people, most of whom were
on the same flight. The majorit y were Arm y enlisted men —
although there were a few from the other services, as well as
several nurses. They all had one thing in common; they
completed their year in “Nam” and were going back to the
“real world.”
A great weight had been lifted from their shoulders, and
the excitement over that long awaited event was heard in the
jubilant tone of the voices coming from each group. However,
rather than compete wit h one another, filling the room with a
discordant array of sounds, they seemed to be joined in “a
cappella” harmony.
The mood was decidedl y upbeat, but the “choir members”
were not so preoccupied that they didn’t notice an Air Force
captain inviting a Marine corporal to join him and his officer
friends at their table.
“Who is that guy? ” Someone asked.
“Beats me,” another replied, “but he must be ‘connected’
to get that kind of attention from the brass.”
“Maybe he’s a general’s son, or somet hing.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
“Who cares man, we’re going home.”
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24
Hawaii Leg
Flight 816 departed Guam twent y five minutes late. There
was nothing wrong with the aircraft. I t just took awhile
longer to get refueled. The B-52’s were being readied for a
major bombing operat ion over Vietnam and every fuel truck
on the base was being used in support of that effort.
Kracek checked his watch as the Pan Am jet started its
takeoff. It was 1930 hours. They were taking off late, but a
good tailwind and a slightl y higher cruise speed would get
them to Hawaii on schedule. He made a quick mental
calculation of their time to cruise altitude. Should take about
twenty minutes, he mused.
Exactl y twent y minutes later the familiar static noise of a
keyed mike pre-alerted the passengers to a pending
announcement: “This is Captain Jackson. Sorry for the dela y
back there, but I’m sure I don’t have to explain the priorities
in this part of the world to the men and women in this plane.
“In any event we ’re on our way; cruising at five hundred
miles per hour at an altitude of thirt y seven thousand feet.
We’ll be picking up a tailwind midway through the flight,
which will give us the added push we need to make our
planned arrival time at Hickham Field, Hawaii.”
No sooner did Tim finish speaking when a loud cheer
from coach class came thundering back t o him. “Would you
say the troops are in a good mood, Pete?” Tim asked his co pilot.
Labou smiled broadl y. “Great to hear isn’t it?”
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“You bet. We’re fl ying with the most appreciative and
most deserving passengers in the world. What’s more, we’re
getting paid handsomel y to do it. I’d make this trip for
nothing, but don’t tell that to the president of Pan Am.”
“So would I. T he mission of this flight is it s own reward.
I hope we can continue making this run. On the other hand,
I’m looking forward to the day we won’t have to, when this
war is finall y over.”
Tim looked at his co -pilot and nodded in agreement. First
Officer Peter S. Labou
joined Pan Am on his
recommendation about a year after he did. They were
assigned to the same squadron in t he Florida Air National
Guard. The Guard was a great way for a fighter pilot to leave
the active dut y Air Force for a more lucrati ve fl ying job with
the airlines and still continue to do the flying he loved best.
Labou had the look of a patrician ge ntleman. Tall and
slim, with slick black hair, combed straight back and parted
in the middle, piercing gray eyes, and a nose that appeared to
hover over the pencil thin must ache under it. He reminded
you of an old Holl ywood actor who had gained fame throug h
his roles as Count Dracula; not Bela Lugosi, but John
Carradine. He even had the same impressivel y rich voice of
the actor, as well as his serious demeanor.
Born and raised in Queens, New York, he lived less than
a mile from the Belmont Racetrack —a street kid, who had his
share of fights. But, he was also a loner and never ran with a
gang. Every chance he got he’d be at the stables. He loved
horses, and dreamed of becoming a jockey.
Unfortunatel y, his physical development would rule out
any hope of pursuing his dream. Nevertheless, even when it
became obvious he could never become a jockey, he couldn’t
stay away from the track. It was like entering another, more
wonderful world: the smells, the clean fresh air, being close
to such magnificent animals, and the people that loved them
as much as he did.
The trainers and other horsemen took a liking to the kid
and gave him work cleaning the stalls and grooming the
horses. On occasion, they would even let him exercise them.
They not onl y pai d him for work he would have gladl y done
for nothing, they made sure he had a good lunch.
Every year he would spend his entire summer at the
racetrack with his parents blessing. They loved their only
son, but couldn't afford to take him on a real va cation. At
Belmont he was with good people, safe, and off the street,
doing something he loved. For little Pete, it was better than
any vacation.
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When the cheers subsided Jackson keyed his mike again.
“Thank you ladies and gentlemen; that was mu sic to our ears.
The cabin crew will be serving dinner shortl y, so sit back,
relax, and enjoy the ride.” Another cheer swept through the
aircraft.
After dinner, Garelli stood up to stretch. “I’m going to
the lounge. You coming, Viktor?”
“Not this time, Bert. I’ve got some work to do, and I need
to get it done on this leg of the trip.”
“You mean the speech you’re writing for the Joint
Session?”
“Yeah. I want to get the first draft written before we land
at Hickham. That’ll give me time to edit and rewrite before
we get to Washington.”
“I’m glad I’m not in your shoes. If you feel like taking a
break, you know where to find me.”
“I sure do partner, with that cute little brunette. What was
her name?”
“Susanne.” He said, as he walked away.
“Bert.”
Bert turned back to see the big smile on his friend’s face.
“Remember you’re flying solo this time.”
Garelli winked and flashed a thumbs up as he turned to
walk away.
Retrieving his briefcase from the overhead compartment,
Kracek took ou t a yellow writing tablet and a black
mechanical lead pencil. He slid the case under the seat in
front of him and lowered his tray table. All he needed now
was a little inspiration.
Several hours and a few cups of coffee later he put away
his note pad, satisfied with what he had written. He reset the
folding tray, reclined his chair, and rested his head back
against the pillow. Before falling asleep his mind drifted off
to Vietnam. Not the war…Renee.
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25
L. A. I nter na ti on al
As Jackson promised they did catch a tailwind, and
landed on time at Hickham. Flight 816 would continue into
Los Angeles carrying a few more passengers, but with a
different flight crew. Tim and company would be staying
overnight in Honolulu to get their required crew rest before
fl ying out the next day on another Pan Am flight.
In Los Angeles Martin, Kracek, and Garelli reporte d to
the American Airlines ticket counter to get their departure
times and new boarding passes. Martin and Kracek would be
fl ying out in an hour and a half on American Flight 448,
nonstop into Dulles International. Garelli would depart
fifteen minutes late r, taking AA Flight 444 into Dallas, then,
Trans Texas Airways into Clovis, New Mexico.
They were greeted at the entrance to the First Class
Lounge by a young woman in an American Airlines uniform.
She wore her long straight hair pinned up in a bun a nd very
little makeup. Despite her plain appearance the natu ral beaut y
of the woman could not be hidden, but it was the confidence
with which she handled herself that impressed more.
“Good morning, gentlemen, I am your hostess, C ynthia
Waldon.”
“Where do they find these women,” Bert said in a half
whisper, not expecting her to hear him.
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“I couldn’t help but hear that, Lieutenant…”
Bert didn’t let her finish. "Oh, sorry mam, I meant no
offense.”
“None taken, Lt. Garelli,” she said, noting his name tag.
“The tone of your voice told me as much. I’d be happy to
explain how we’re selected for this position, but first let me
give you a tour of our lounge. On the right side of the room
we have a self-service buffet with sandwiches, appetizers,
cakes, pastries, coffee, tea, or milk…but not me.” They all
laughed.
Intelligent and a sense of humor too , Bert mused .
Whatever they’re paying her, it’s not enough.
“Did you say something, Lieutenant?”
“Me? No, never said a word.” Bert answered, unable to
conceal his surprise. He felt like the little boy caught with his
hand in the cookie jar. Jesus, does she read minds too?
“I think she’s got your number Bert,” Viktor said.
“No kidding.”
“Rest rooms,” Cynthia continued, as if cued by Bert’s
thoughts, “are in the rear of the room to the left. In there,
you’ll a find sho wers, shaving gear, towels, and more. To our
left front is the lounge bar, stocked with just about any kind
of liquor or soft drink you ca n name. James, our bartender,
will be happy to take your order.
“Behind you, near the rear windows overlooking the
parking ramp, are several desks for your use. If you need to
do some t yping we have a private room for that.
“Well gentlemen, t hat about covers it. If you have any
other questions, or if I can be of further assistance, please
call me, I’ll be up front.”
“Thank you, Miss…Miss…” Martin couldn’t remember
her name.
“Waldon,” she said.
“Miss Waldon, yes, thank you. Tha t was as good an
orientation brief as I’ve ever heard. You may want to
consider a new career field.”
“And what field might that be, Colonel?”
“Arm y Special Forces. We can use some good women in
our ranks.”
C ynthia was both surprised and flat tered by the Colonel’s
answer. She knew of that elite group. Her younger brother
was currentl y going through Ranger training at Fort Benning
in his quest to join their ranks. Onl y the best of the best get
to wear the green beret.
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“Why thank you, sir, that’s quite a compliment. Do you
reall y mean it, or have I just been taken in by a new
approach?”
“I never say anything I don’t mean,” Martin replied,
without a trace of irritation in his voice. “ It was not meant as
a ‘come on;’but, i f it was, would you have been offended?”
He was charmed by this intelligent young woman and enjoyed
the verbal spa rring,
“That’s a very interesting question,” she said,
sidestepping the issue, yet leaving it open. “Perhaps, we can
discuss it sometime when I’m not on dut y.” She too was
attracted to this rugged soldier hero, and thought: Now he’s a
man I would like to know better.
“Maybe, we can.” I’ll be coming by this way again, and,
since I haven’t taken any time off in over a year, I think I can
convince m y bos s to allow me a few days leave before going
back to Vietnam. If I could arrange it, would you consider
renewing our conv ersation over dinner?”
C ynthia had seen a lot of men come through the AA
lounge; some who were just as self -assured and far richer.
However, none stirred her interest as much, or made her feel
more like a woman than this man. It was an opportunit y she
couldn’t let pass. Not given to false modest y —she was too
honest for that—and unafraid to take a risk, she said: “I’d
like that, Colone l.”
“So would I. How may I contact you?”
She took out a business card and wrote down her
telephone number. Handing it to him, she said: “You can
usuall y reach me at work, but if I’m not here try this
number.” She turned to walked away, then look ed back over
her shoulder, striking a pose reminiscent of Maril yn Monroe
at her seductive best.
The smile she managed to put on his usuall y taciturn face
was still there when Martin turned to his friends. Before they
could pick up their dropped jaws , he preempted them. “Gents,
what do you say we have James pour us some refreshments?”
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26
Wa s h i n g t o n D . C .
.
The sun had just slipped below the horizon as Kracek and
Martin stepped off the air plane at Dulles International ,
leaving in its wake a panorama of magenta and purple hues
covering the western sky.
“Well, we’re here,” Martin sai d, with little enthusiasm. “I
don’t mind telling you that Washington is not m y favorite
cit y. Given the choice, I would have preferred to stay in
Vietnam. But, after traveling half way around the world in a
fl ying submarine, even D.C. can look good.”
“You took the words out of m y mouth, Colonel. Sounds
like you’ve spent some time here.”
“Done m y time would be a more ac curate…three years in
the Pentagon, as part of the Arm y Chief of Staff’s Planning
and Anal ysis Team. With the exception of the few times I was
given the opportunity to make a trul y meaningful contribution
to a needed Arm y project I did not enjoy m y tour. Though, I
will admit, I did take some satisf action in outmaneuvering m y
ambitious young colleagues.
“On the other hand, this is D.C., the politician’s ‘mecca,’
and if you aren’t one of them, or do not quickl y learn the
rules of their game, you won’t survive in these waters. The
barracuda in this pond will eat you alive. I’ll take a war
anytime. There, at least, a fighting man has an even chance.”
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Kracek pondered his words. He’s obviously not one of
them, or he’d be wearing a star on his shoulder now. “I know
what you mean, sir. I haven’t done m y penance in this place
yet, but I’ve seen enough of what you talk about at the
squadron and wing levels of Command, and I don’t like it any
more than you do.”
Martin smiled. “We share that in common, Viktor,
including the love and dedication we have for our profession.
However, if I had it to do all over again, there is one thing I
would do differentl y.”
“What’s that, Colonel?”
“Knowing what I know now, I’d be far less trusting of the
people I work with, especiall y in a ‘non -combat’
environment. Fighting prowess, tactical knowledge, and
leadership skill are highl y priz ed qualities everyone values
and depends on in the trenches. In peacetime, when no one’s
life is on the line, it’s a different story. Then, if you display
the same level of skill and courage to promote an idea you
believe in, particularly one that would c hange the way we do
things, you become a target for any number of more career
oriented officers to shoot at.
“Why? Because you make them look bad, or so they
believe; which is all that matters to these pett y bureaucrats.
Your competency is seen more as a threat than an asset. And
make no mistake, if you don’t watch your back, they can and
will bring you down. So, as you fighter pilots are so fond of
saying, ‘check your six.’”
“Colonel, you’re the second person th is week to talk to
me about the same subject. Although your version is a bit
more colorful, your words echo the advice given to me
recentl y by m y boss, Colonel Whitfield.”
“Whitfield?”
“Yes, the 429 t h Squadron Commander. Do you know
him?”
“No, but he sounds like a man I sh ould know.”
“I’d be happy to introduce you to him when we get back
to Vietnam. As much as the two of you have in common it
ought to be an interesting meeting.”
They followed the other passengers through the terminal
to the baggage claim area. The sign above Station ‘B’ read:
AA448. Suit cases, boxes, golf club bags, and an assortment
of other containers soon came popping through the vinyl flap
opening.
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Among the first to come out were two military issue,
green canvas suit bags, folded in half, wi th large zippered
compartments on each side and a leather carrying handle
attached to the top. It was all the luggage each of them would
claim. One learns to travel light in the military. After all, the
combat soldier carries every-thing he’ll need on his back for
as long as he’s in the field, and the fighter pilot doesn’t have
room for much else in his airplane but himself.
They pulled their bags off the conveyor belt, loaded them
onto the luggage carrier and headed into the terminal. A
crowd lined th e guard rail to the walkway—some holding
signs with company and individual names on them, including
theirs. An Arm y major was holding one, an Air Force captain
the other.
“Colonel Martin,” the major called.
“That’s me major, and this is Captain K racek. I presume
your Air Force associate is here for him.”
“Yes, sir.” This is Captain Leslie Schuler. I’m Major
Dietzel, Richard Dietzel.”
Captain Schuler was a woman who was obviousl y more
dedicated to her work than she was to her personal
appearance. She wore little makeup, and her shoulder length
hair was put up in a bun. If her objective was to present
herself as a no nonsense professional, she succeeded. Black
rimmed glasses not onl y reinforced the image, but sugges ted
that there was more b ehind them than stunning blue eyes.
Indeed, she graduated from Stanford Universit y summa cum
laude with a BA in Political Science, and stayed on another
year to earn a Masters Degree in International Affairs.
Shaking their hands, she said: “I’ve seen your files,
gentlemen, and it’s an honor to meet you both. I’ve also
heard a great deal about you from the people here who know
you—particularl y you, Colonel.”
“I can onl y imagine what you’ve heard, Captain.” Her
half smile told him that the stories s he heard were not all
complimentary.
“Don’t worry, Colonel, I’m an analyst —a good one I
think. It’s m y job to sift through the tons of intelligence data
we receive dail y to uncover the solid facts our decision
makers can use with confidence. I don’t h ave time for hearsay
and gossip; which, as you know, there is far too much of in
the Pentagon. I’ve also learned to judge people by what they
do, not what they say.”
“Very wise of you, Captain. We could use more like you
in this bureaucratic wonderlan d.”
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Major Dietzel listened with interest, if not with
understanding. He was a slight, mousy looking man, who
looked like he could have been Herman G oebels illegitimate
son. Like the more infamous confidant of Adolf Hitler, he
was also the perfect bureaucrat, and far too comfortable in
the role. “We have a staff car waiting out front to take you to
your hotel, sir. Please, follow us.” He reached for Martin’s
bag. “I’ll take your bag, Colonel.”
“Not necessary, I’ve got it,” Martin snapped. He gla nced
at Kracek, who knew what was going through the Colonel’s
mind.
The chauffeur held the door of the stretched black
limousine as Kracek and Martin got in. Schuler and Dietzel
took the rear -facing seats opposite them. After putting their
luggage in the trunk, the driver slipped behind the wheel of
the big Cadillac and drove off.
“Not your t ypical staff car,” Martin noted.
“No sir. When the General Manager of the Jefferson
heard that he would be hosting two highl y decorated war
heroes he insisted on picking you up in the limo. It will be at
your disposal for as long as you are in Washington.” Dietzel
opened a compartment between his and Schuler’s seat
revealing a mini -bar with several bottles of premium whiskey,
ice, and glasses. “And it com es full y stocked. Drink, sir?”
“I was ready for one as soon as I stepped off the plane,
Major. Do you have any bourbon in there.”
Dietzel put some ice cubes in a glass and poured a double
shot of Jim Beam. “How about you, Captain?”
“No thanks. It’s been awhile since I’ve seen this cit y and
I’d just like to take in the sights.”
“So you’ve been here before.” Martin noted.
“Yes sir, a long time ago. I was fourteen. My parents and
I drove down from Long Island on our way to North Caroli na
to spend a few weeks of the summer with my Aunt and Uncle.
Dad wanted to drive straight through, but Mom had never
been to Washington before and wouldn't let him do that
without stopping to see some of the more famous monuments
and buildings. We took a lot of pictures, including one of me
doing a handstand in front of the Supreme Court Building.”
“Doing a handstand…what the devil for?” Martin asked.
“Because it was Washington, and an opportunit y to add it
to the list of places I had looked at upside down. Given the
decisions that come out of this place, you have to wonder if
our politicians aren’t seeing the world from that perspective.”
“Viktor, you’re just full of surprises. I suppose the next
thing you’ll tell us is that you were a cir cus acrobat.”
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“I thought about it , but never followed through. Funny
you should mention it though. The man who taught me to do
handstands was a circus acrobat. He used to perform in his
home country of Canada before immi grating to the United
States. His name was Guy Marcel, m y neighbor. I’ll never
forget him.
“His act consisted of doing a handstand on top of a fift y
foot, speciall y rigged, flexible pole, then sway it like a giant
metronome from one side of the center ring to the other
without a net.”
“Christ, he sounds like one craz y Frenchman.” Martin
said. “I see now where some of your own fl ying stunts may
have come from.”
“That’s onl y the half of it, Colonel. He worked with a
partner, who was on an identical pole swinging In the
opposite direction. They missed each other by inches as they
passed in the middle of the ring with a closure speed of close
to fort y miles an hour.”
Dietzel and Schuler looked at each other, saying nothing.
They weren't sure what to make of Kracek’s story, but
suspected that it was nothing more than a joke by a smart -ass
fighter pilot and his Green Beret accomplice. What they could
not comprehend, was how anyone could concoct such a
fantastic tale.
But Kracek wasn’t finished. Before the incredulous looks
on their faces had dissipated, he added: “F or a finale, on their
last pass they actually switched poles!”
“C’mon Viktor,” Martin said, now I know you’re pulling
our leg.”
“No sir, I wouldn’t do that. I’m just t elling it to you the
way Marcel told it to me. To show that they actuall y made the
exchange the poles were painted different colors, one red, the
other white—colors of the Canadian flag. The color of their
tights matched the pole they started on. That way the switch
could be clearl y seen by the audience.”
“Unable any longer to keep silent, and thinking he had
him, Dietzel said, smugl y: “You would think an act that
spectacular would have been picked up by a major American
circus, like Ringling Brothers, Barnum and Bailey.”
“It was,” Kracek said, ignoring Dietzel’s sarcasm
“It...it was?” Dietzel stuttered.
“Yes sir. Ringling Brothers did sign th e act. It’s what
brought him to the states. Unfortunately, he was injured
before they could put on their first performance.”
“What happened,” Schuler asked. Did he fall while
performing?”
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“Nothing that dramatic. He was driving his aunt’s
Volkswagen Beetle, when some kid in his father’s Packard,
ran a red light and broadsided him. Fortunatel y, it was on the
passenger side, but the impact was so great that he was
pushed clear across the intersection and pinned against a light
pole.
The kid had panicked and instead of hitting the brakes he
floored the accelerator. With both doors blocked —the pole on
one side and the Packard on the other —Guy appeared to be
trapped.”
“Appeared to be?” the Colonel asked.
“Well, the doors were crushed, and the windows were
jammed shut, but he did have a way out. Despite a broken left
shoulder and two cracked ribs, he pulled himsel f through the
open sunroof of the VW and slid down the back of the car.
About the time his feet hit the ground the Packard’s big
straight eight engine burst into flames.”
Kracek paused for a minute, expecting some response
from his listeners. But, by then, everyone was too interested
in hearing the rest of the story to interrupt him again. “Guy
was already out, and could have simpl y walked away, but the
kid was still in the Packard. He wasn’t hurt, but he was in
shock and frozen with fear.
Disregardi ng the growing flames, Guy ripped open the
driver’s side door of the Packard with his good right arm,
grabbed the collar of the boy’s varsit y jacket and dragged him
to safet y.
“He later said, that the crowd of people that had
witnessed the c rash gave him as big a round of applause as he
ever got in the circus. Despite being a little dazed, he even
bowed in acknowledgement, as he always did after finishing
his act. He claimed it was onl y an automatic reflex, but I
think the ‘ham’ in him had so mething to do with it.”
“The man was a hero,” Martin said, still not sure he
should believe the story, but enjoying the effect it was having
on Dietzel and Schuler.
“That he is, Colonel. Marcel risked it all to save the life
of someone who alm ost took his —a pure unselfish act of
courage. In m y opinion, that’s what being a hero reall y
means. I, on the other hand, feel like I’m here for all the
wrong reasons.”
“My friend,” Martin began; You’re being much too hard
on yourself. I know what you did; hell, I witnessed it —part of
it at least —and I’m here to tell you, that you more than
earned your place at the table. The honors you will be
receiving in Congress tomorrow are not at all misplaced.”
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“Thanks, Colonel, but…”
“No buts, Vikto r, now finish telling us about your friend.
What happened to him after the accident?”
“Yes,” Schuler asked. “Did he ever perform for The
Ringling Brothers?”
“No, I’m afraid not. Guy’s broken bones healed well
enough, but he never regained full st rength and flexibilit y in
his left shoulder. The loss was imperceptible to anyone else,
but he knew he could never again risk doing the pole
switching stunt. It demanded split second t iming and perfect
coordination. Without it in the act, Ringling Bros was n’t
interested.”
“Oh, what a shame,” she said, with genuine concern. The
words came out involuntaril y, surprising herself and the
others. She didn’t know whether to be embarrassed, or
grateful that she still had such feelings. Apparentl y, the
Washington scene hadn’t completel y politicized her.
“Yes, it was,” Kracek said. “But, don’t waste your time
feeling sorry for him, Leslie, he certainl y didn’t. You se e, he
taught me much more than handstands. Guy Marcel was not
onl y a great acrobat, but a ph ilosopher, a man who
understood the vagaries of life and how quickl y one’s fate
can change.
“I was more devastated by his lost opportunit y than he
was. ‘My young friend,’ he said to me, ‘if it was not meant to
be, it was not meant to be. To dwell o n what could have been
will change nothing, but it could destroy the rest of your
life.’” Kracek tried —with some success —to impart a French
accent to his mentor’s words. He couldn’t help but smile as
he recalled them.
“What became of him after that,” the Martin asked.
“For starters, the North Bellmore Volunteer Fire
Department honored him with their highest award for bravery.
It was presented to him by the mayor. They also made him an
honorary Chief and invited him to join their r anks as a full fledged fireman, which he accepted with great pride. After
all, he had onl y recentl y arrived in this country, and now he
was practicall y guaranteed the opportunity to stay. He was a
happy man.”
“That’s a great story,” Martin reflected. “But, why do I
feel that there is more to it?”
“Probabl y because there is . With Marcel now on their
team, the North Bellmore firemen became the perennial
favorites at the annual Hook and Ladder competition, in
which every fire department in Nassau Count y participated.
They were never again beaten in the ladder climbing event,
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his specialt y.
“In that event, they are timed at taking a ladder off the
truck, hoisting it up to a fifth story window a nd getting a man
inside. Guy was half way up the ladder before his te ammates
could place it against the building. Their closest competitor
couldn’t come within ten seconds of their time.
“If that wasn’t enough to excite the crowd he would do a
handstand on top of the ladder while his teammates pulled it
to the vertical and held it there for several seconds before
leaning it back against the window. Not through yet, he
would then climb down several rungs on his hands before
righting himself —his signature move, and the highlight of the
tournament.
The crowd, even th e other teams, loved it. He
acknowledged their cheers and applause by waving to them
with his fireman’s hat. They didn’t stop until he was back on
the ground and had taken his bows. For him, i t was as good as
the circus…better.”
Martin and Schuler lau ghed easil y, but Dietzel didn’t
crack a smile.
“You’re full of surprises, Viktor,” Martin said.
By the time Kracek had finished telling the rest of the
story, the driver was turning off I -66E at the E Street exit an d
onto the E street Expr essway. “So much for seeing the
sights.”
Don’t worry,” Dietzel said. “I thought you might like to
‘recon’ the area before checking into your hotel, so I
instructed the driver to take us by a few of the more popular
landmarks.”
“Thanks, Major. I’ m not a recce pilot, but I do like to
check out the target before engaging.”
“Before engaging what?” Dietzel asked, a bit defensivel y.
“I don’t reall y know, but I’m sure I’ll find out
tomorrow.”
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27
The Jefferson Hotel
The driver turned left from “E” Street onto 17 t h , then
made another left on Constitution Avenue —putting the
Ellipse to the left and the Washington Monument to their
right. A turn onto Pennsylvania Avenue brought into view a
brightl y illuminated White House. A few minutes later they
pulled up in front of the famous Jefferson Hotel —as grand in
its splendor as the some of the historic sites they had just
seen.
The doorman, dressed like a World War I Prussian
General, opened the rear door of the limo and stood to the
side at attention. Colonel Martin got out first, followed by
Dietzel, Kracek, and Schuler. The driver and bellman
unloaded their bags and put them on a brass -framed doll y.
“This way, gentlemen.” Dietzel said, leading them
through the hotel’s impressive entrance. The “General” held
the door open for them.
A tall distinguished looking man wearing a dark pin striped suit and a red silk cravat observed them enter the
lobby. He glanced at his Rolex. They’re late…must have hit
some traffic, he mused. “Major Dietzel, so nice to see you
again, and you, Captain Schuler. I see you brought our
special guests.”

209

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

“Dietzel shook Hazelton’s hand. “Yes. Let me to
introduce you to Lt. Colonel Phillip Martin and Captain
Viktor Kracek. Gentlemen, Mr. Anil Hazelton, General
Manager of the Jefferson Hotel.”
Extending his hand to each of them, Hazelton said: “It’s
an honor and a pleasure to meet you both. I can’t tell you how
pleased we are to have you as our guests. Anything, anything
at all that you may need during your stay here, please let me
or m y staff know.”
“Thank you sir,” Martin replied. “I think I speak for bo th
of us, when I say that, while we expected to be billeted in a
nice hotel, we didn’t expect it to be quite this nice.”
“Kind of you to say so, Colonel. Indeed, we are proud of
the Jefferson and its historic place in this unique cit y. Within
these venerable walls reside not onl y our distinguished
guests, but some rare artifacts of your nation’s history.”
“You said your nation,” Martin observed.
“Yes, I did. England is m y home. But, like so many of us
in m y career field, we are asked to tak e various
assignments—not unlike those of you in the military. I’ve
been in Washington for almost four years now.”
“Your accent and your famil y name make that evident,
but your given name is unusual for a ‘Brit,’ isn’t it?”
“It is. “My mother is Indian. I was born in India and
spent the first nine years of m y life there. My father was a
Squadron Leader in the Royal Air Force. Like you, Captain,
he was a fighter pilot. He flew the Spitfire. Are you familiar
with it?”
“Of course…a great airplan e,” Kracek said. “The pilots
who flew them in defense of Britai n during World War II—
though far outnumbered —shot down many German aircraft in
a historic display of skill and courage.”
“Yes, they did; my father was one of them. When he can
be persuaded to talk about that dark, yet glorious time in
England’s history, he does so with both pride and sadness. He
always reminded us that, while our victory in the ‘Battle of
Britain’ denied Hitler his greatest victory, it was not
accomplished without tremendou s sacrifice. Many of our
finest men were lost in that epic struggle, some of whom were
his closest friends.”
“I understand his feelings.” Kracek said. “Your father,
and the many other pilots who fought the Germans over the
English Channel, were he roes of legend. Churchill put it best
when he said: ‘Never in the field of human conflict was so
much owed by so many to so few.’”
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Hazelton was impressed. “I see you are a student of
history. Your quote by the Prime Minister was verbatim.
Although it’s one of the more often quoted passages from the
many notable speeches he’s made, most people will change a
word or two, even leave out much of the first part.”
“Thank you. History is an interes t of mine, particularl y as
it relates to aerial warfare. There is much to be learned from
the past, from both the successes and the mistakes of our
predecessors. If we don’t make use of that knowledge we are
likel y to repeat the same mistakes…waste our time
reinventing a perfectly good wheel.”
“I’ve never heard Santayana paraphrased in that quite that
way, but he would no doubt approve.”
“Santayana put it more concisel y,” Martin said, “but
Viktor’s interpretation presents the idea in more practical
terms.”
Captain Schuler was listening with specia l interest. She
had studied the Spanish born philosopher at Stanford and
referenced his work, “The Life of Reason,” in her master’s
thesis. Thus, she felt obliged to insure that his origina l words
were properl y stated. “‘ Those who cannot remember the past
are condemned to repeat it’ were his exact words,” she
offered.
“Quite right, Captain Schuler.” Hazelton acknowledged.
He was pleased, not onl y with her knowledge of George
Santayana, but with the level of conversation they were
engaged in. One of the perks of his job that he loved most
was in meeting and exchanging views with well read people.
“Gentlemen, you’ve had a long journey and no doubt
could use some time to relax, so I won’t hold you any longer.
However, before I let you go, I hope you will accept m y
invitation for dinner tomorrow night.”
“That’s very kind of you,” Martin said. “I’ll look forward
to it.”
“So will I,” Kracek said.
“And you, Major Dietzel…Captain Schuler?”
“I’m sorry to say I can’t make it,” Dietzel re plied. “I
have another commitment.”
Hazelton looked at Leslie.
“I’d like that very much,” she said.
“It’s settled then. We’ll me et in the lounge bar at seven.”
* * *
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In the elevator, Martin spo ke first. “I’ve told you what I
think about this town —at least, some of the people in it.
Nevertheless, I have a feeling this trip is going to be very
interesting. I might even enjoy it.”
“I agree with you on the interesting part. As to the
second…”
“Don’t worry, Viktor. I know this is all new to you, and
that you have a more challenging agenda, but I’m confident
that you can handle anything they throw at you. What do you
say we check out our rooms, then head down to the bar?”
“Sounds good, but I can’t stay long, I’ve still got some
work to do before we go in tomorrow.”
“I think you’re working too hard, Viktor, but, then again,
this is prett y much your show.”
“Maybe, but I’m damned glad you’ll be there with me.”
“I wouldn’t miss it, but not because you’re going to need
me for moral support. I want to see you take on the United
States Congress.”
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28
Joint Session
“Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United
States.”
The Congressional chamber erupted in enthusiastic
applause for the thirty sixth P resident, as he entered the room
to the music of “Hail to the Chief.” Lyndon Baines Johnson
made his way down the center aisle, shaking hands and
stopping to exchange a few words with friends and former
colleagues on both sides of the aisle. He knew how to work a
crowd, especiall y this one. He was one of the most effective
Senate Majorit y Leaders to hold the post, before being asked
by Kennedy to join him on the Democratic ticket as his Vice
President almost five years ago. Now, as President, his Senate
friends are not quite as dedicated to his support as they once
were, and his enemies are even more determined to defeat
him.
His strongest antagonist, and a constant thorn in his side,
was the outspoken ultra-conservative from Arizona, Senator
Barry Goldwater. Taking advantage of th e upbeat spirit of the
occasion, and in an impromptu display of bipartisan politics ,
Johnson stopped in front of an unsuspecting Goldwater to
shake his hand. “Good morning, Senator…good to see you.”
“Good morning to you, Mr. President. You’re looking
well.”
Bipartisanship notwithstanding, neither man was prepared
to address the other by his first name.
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“Ah have a hunch,” the President said, smiling, “that, on
this particular day, you and I may at long last find something
to agree on.”
“Indeed we may, Mr. President, indeed we may.”
Goldwater was unusuall y cordial with a man he didn’t
like. That he himself was a Brigadier General in the Air Force
Reserve, and one of his own was being honored today,
probabl y had something to do with it.
Standing in the front section reserved for the President’s
Cabinet, were Vilos and Katerina Kracek. They were flown in
for the ceremony and arrived in Washington late last night —
too late, they thought, to call their son. Little did they know,
that he was up unt il two in the morning polishing his speech.
All eyes were on the President as he made his way to the
podium. No one observed with more interest than the
Kracek’s, who, as professors of the subjects, were keenly
aware they were witnessing political science and history in
the making.
Johnson continued to make his way to the front of the
room, shaking the outstretched hands of every congressman
and senator he could reach —taking the time to stop and chat
with key players, as well as his old friends. Upon reaching
the dais he shook the hands of the Vice President and the
Speaker of the House. Then, turning to the audience he
reached into his coat pocket, took out his prepared remarks,
and set them down on the podium. He never looked at them
again.
“Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests, honorees,
mah fellow Americans. Today ah’ll be performing one of the
most pleasant tasks of m y office, the awarding of medals of
valor to two of our finest fighting men. It is a task I
undertake with great prid e and humilit y.
“Now ah don’t need to tell you that our involvement in
the Vietnam War is surrounded by controversy. Indeed, it is
opposed by many of you in this chamber. However, that does
not make the deeds of these two men any less worthy of
recognition. They are as deserving of our acclaim as any of
the heroes of past wars, and ah know that you will join with
me to pay proper tribute to their selfless acts of courage, to
let them know that we, the government of this great country
they have pledged to defend, are trul y appreciative of the
extraordinary sacrifices they are making on behalf of all
Americans.”
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Before the President could continue, the chamber erupted
in sustained applause, so loud it could be heard throughout
the halls of the Capi tol Building. Everyone in the room was
on their feet. LBJ turned to his Chief of Staff and other key
members of his cabinet and winked knowingl y.
“Colonel Whitfield was right,” Kracek said, “this
President is one hell of a politician.”
“Not bad for a good old boy from Texas,” Martin added.
When the applause subsided and everyone took their
seats, Johnson began again.
“Thank you. Ah know your applause was not for me, but
for the brave men we are honoring —as it should be. We owe
them that, and through this ceremony we have the opportunity
to properl y express our gratitude, and that of the American
people. Tomorrow, however, after they have returned to
Vietnam to continue to do their jobs, we must do ours.
“They will be going back to face a relentless and driven
enem y, one who, despite the brave efforts of our fighting men
and women, is getting stronger and bolder. Our job is not
onl y to lend them political, diplomatic, and moral support,
but to insure that they get the tools they need to do theirs.
They expect that much from us…they deserve that much from
us. “Thus, in a show of unit y here today ah wan t us to let
them know that, by God, their government will hold up its
end of the bargain.”
The applause was deafening. Shouts of approval could be
heard from every corner of the room. An animated Johnson
encouraged them by joining in the applause himself. He
looked at Martin and Kracek and smiled. The craft y old fox
had done it again, caught his political opponents off guard.
Even Goldwater, Johnson’s political nemesis, was
genuinel y moved by his words. To his aid he said: “Jerem y, I
believe we’re getting a lesson in political ‘arm twisting’ by
the master himself. We don’t ever want to underestimate this
fellow.”
“I agree, Senator. But this time he came down on our
side.”
“He did indeed.”
However, not everyone was as enamored with the
President’s masterful speech as Goldwater. The junior senator
from New York saw it differentl y.
“That long-eared son-of-a-bitch just stuck it to us. Where
the hell does he get off using an occasion like this to push his
political agenda?”
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“Come on Bobby, you knew this was coming.” a
Democratic colleague standing next to him said. “We all
knew it was an opportunit y Lynd on couldn’t pass up. Hell, he
arranged it.”
“I suppose so. But, what we didn’t know was how
goddamned effective he was going to be.”
“So that’s it, you’re more pissed at his success in pulling
it off than you are with him doing it.”
“No…well, maybe I am, but it’s not over yet. If he thinks
this will give him his appropriations bill he’s got another
thing coming. I’ll nail his ass in committee.”
“That said,” Johnson continued, “it’s time to get on with
the business at hand, and for me to turn the proceedings over
to the Secretary of Defense. Mr. Secretary.”
On cue, McNamara joined the President at the podium.
Taking out his own notes, he looked them over briefl y and
laid them down. “Thank you, Mr. President. I had planned to
say a few words on the same subject but, to paraphrase our
cit y’s finest, you obviousl y don’t need backup. So I’ll get
right to it. Our first honoree, Lt. Colonel Phillip Martin, is
the most highl y
decorated soldier currentl y serving on active dut y.”
The Secretary nodded to Martin, who stood up and
walked towards the dais. The entire chamber applauded in
bipartisan approval. Major Dietzel, McNamara’s military aid,
read the citation for the award of the Army Cross:
“On December 8, 1965, Lt. Colonel Phil lip J. Martin
distinguished himself by his effective use of fighter support
against an enem y force that threatened to overrun a U.S.
Arm y Special Forces convoy in the Delta region of South
Vietnam.
“Without a flare ship to illuminate the pre -dawn
darkness, and despite multiple hits to his airplane,
threatening his own survival, he remained over the target
directing the fighters to destroy key enemy positions, forcing
their retreat. His determined effort in the fac e of imminent
personal danger, enabled the embattled convoy to safel y
return to its base camp with minimal casualties.
“Col. Martin’s courage and resolve under the most
difficult conditions, reflect great credit upon himself, his
country, and the United States Arm y.”
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“Colonel Martin, it gives me considerable pleasure to
award this medal to you on behalf of a grateful nation.” The
President shook Martin’s hand and whispered: “Now don’t go
away just yet.” Turning back to the audience he said, “Ladies
and gentlemen, Colonel Martin has not been made aware of
what I am about to do. It’s a Texas surprise.
“Before his arrival in Washington I reviewed the
Colonel’s file and discovered that he had been twice passed
over for promotion. I found it hard to believe, that a man of
his character, combat record, and devotion to dut y would be
overlooked for promotion at the earliest date of eligibility.
“Now, I don’t know why, and it’s probably best that I don’t.
Nevertheless, as Harry Truman would say, ‘the buck stops
here.’ Effective immediate l y, I am promoting him to the rank
of full colonel. Mr. Secretary, would you help me do the
honors?”
“I’d be delighted, Mr. President.”
The huge chamber once again exploded with applause so
loud it could be heard on Constitution Avenue. Johnson and
McNamara each took a shoulder, removed Martin’s silver oak
leaf emblems and replaced them with eagles of silver.
Congratulations Colonel,” the President said, shaking his
hand.
“Thank you, sir,” Martin replied. He saluted sharpl y and
held it until it was returned by the President; then did an
about face and walked back to his seat.
Kracek gave him a thumbs up as he approached. Only
then did Martin allow himself a smile. “Let me be the first to
salute our newest ‘bird’ colonel, he said, ren dering one of his
best. Taking Martin’s hand in both of his, he added,
“Sometimes the good guys do win.”
“Thanks, Viktor. Never thought I’d see this day. I’ve
pissed off too many senior officers in m y time, and had
already resigned myself to the fact that m y career was
essentiall y over. I’m not a big Texas fan, but I do like their
surprises.”
Looking out into a sea of smiling faces and clapping
hands, Johnson was more than pleased.
“Mr. President,” McNamara said, “I think you just did
more for the war effort than any number of C-130’s landing
in Saigon with a cargo bay full of new weapons.
“Ah sure hope you’re right Mac. Now, let’s complete the
show.”
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The Secretary waited for the applause to taper off. He
held up his hands to quie t the widel y sympathetic audience.
“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for your warm reception
and enthusiastic show of support for the brave men we honor
today. Our second honoree, is a fighter pilot with the 429 t h
Tactical Fighter Squadron, recognized by h is peers as ‘Top
Gun,’ Captain Viktor Kracek. You will soon learn why he is
so deserving of the title.”
Kracek had already started toward the dais as the
Secretary of Defense began his introduction. McNamara
greeted him, then relinquished the platfor m to the President’s
military aid, Air Force Colonel Jack Pollard, for the reading
of the citation for the awar d of the Air Force Cross.
Colonel Pollard shook Kracek’s hand as he joined them
and placed the folder he was carrying on the lectern . He
opened it and began reading:
“In the pre-dawn hour of December 8, 1965, Captain
Viktor Kracek led a flight of two F-100’s in support of an
embattled U.S. Army Special Forces convoy. Despite the
marginal visibilit y over the target they delivered their bombs
with deadl y accuracy, destroying the enem y’s heavy gun
positions; thus forcing their retreat and allowing the convoy
to make it safel y back to their base camp.
“Hit b y AAA fire over the target his wingman would have
been captured were it not for Captain Kracek’s precision
strafing, innovative tactics , and gritty determination to
prevent it. With his guns jammed, and the rescue chopper
about to be overrun, he dove his aircraft to less than s ix feet
above the rice paddies and flew straight at t he enem y pat rol;
ready to make the ultimate sacrifice to save Lt. Garelli, and
give the rescue helicopter pilot the time he needed to safel y
clear the area.
Captain Kracek’s selfless actions and extraordinary
fl ying skill reflect great credit upon hi mself, his country, and
the United States Air Force.”
As he pinned the Air Force Cross on him, the President
said: “Captain, that was one helluva stunt you pulled. I’ll bet
they didn’t teach you that in flight training?”
“No sir, I improvised. ”
“I’ll say you did. Congratulations, son; you’ve done us
all proud.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
There was more applause, but before it got out of hand,
Colonel Pollard took the mike: “Ladies and gentlemen, please
hold your applause until after the presentation of the second
award.”
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The applause quieted down, but the news of a second
award sent a buzz through the audience.
“I’ll be damned,” Goldwater blurted out to no one in
particular. “This lad is something else. He either lives a
charmed life, or he just can’t stay out of trouble…probabl y
both.”
A Republican colleague overheard his remark: “Sounds a
lot like you, Barry.”
Goldwater looked at him with a broad grin.
When Colonel Pollard began reading the cit ation for the
second award the chamber fell silent. He read the citation to
accompany the second award of the Air Force Cross:
“On December 9, 1965, Captain Viktor Kracek led a
flight of three F -100’s to cover the insertion of an assault
force sent in to reinforce a U.S. Arm y Special Forces
Company under siege by a battalion of North Vietnamese
regulars in central South Vietnam. His flight’s precision
bombing and strafing attacks destroyed the enem y’s anti aircraft weapons and effectivel y neutralized their numerical
advantage, paving the way for their ultimate rout.
The Captain was not done yet. During a strafing run, he
came under surprise attack by two North Vietnamese Mig 21’s. His swift reaction and aggressive maneuvering evaded
the incoming missiles and forced the enem y fighters to
overshoot, where both fell prey to his unerring
marksmanship. The downing of the Migs was a first for the
war in South Vietnam.
Captain Kracek’s superior fl ying skills and fighting
spirit reflect great credi t upon himself, his country, and the
United States Air Force.”
While pinning the second “Cross” on him, the President
said: “Captain, I understand that very few of these are ever
awarded. You just got two in as many days —a remarkable
achievement. Then again, you seem to do things in two’s. It
gives me great pleasure to pin this second one on your chest.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
“No, son, I thank you…your country thanks you! Colonel
Pollard told me, that downing two enem y aircraft on on e
mission has been accomplished by onl y a handful of fighter
pilots. He also added, that to do so while on a close air
support mission may be without precedent.”
Johnson’s words were heard over the open mike, and the
applause that followed was long and de afening. Everyone
rose to their feet. There were no Democrats or Republicans in
the Congress at that moment, onl y patriots, joined in a
bipartisan celebration of a true American hero.
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Kracek’s parents were stunned. Until the citations were
read they had no idea of what the awards received by their
son reall y meant. Tears of joy filled their eyes as they looked
on with loving pride.
“That is our son, Katerina.”
“Yes, Vilos, yes! I’m so proud of him. He stands before
the President of our adopt ed country, in this great hall, as
though he was meant to be here.”
For Johnson, everything was going exactl y as he had
hoped. Now would be a good time to exit, he thought, I got all
I came for.
The standing ovation continued amidst a growing ca ll for
Kracek to address the Congress. “Speech, speech,” they
shouted. Soon the demand to hear from the nation’s latest
hero echoed throughout the huge chamber. Clearl y, they were
not going to allow the ceremony to end without hearing from
the man that brought them there in the first place.
Though he would have liked to end it with the awarding
of the medals, the President knew he had no choice. He and
his staff had already foreseen the possibilit y and prepared for
it. Kracek’s speech was thoroughl y re viewed and approved
just as he wrote it. “Captain, it seems they are not going to
let us leave until they’ve heard from you. Are you ready? ”
“As ready as I’ll ever be, Mr. President.”
“Good. Nothing to worry about. Compared with some of
the things you’ve been through, this should be like a warm
‘Texas breeze.’ This time , however, everyone in the ‘combat
zone’ is on your side,” a smiling Johnson added.
Kracek stood at the dais and looked into the sea of
approving faces. He waited until the ap plause subsided.
Reaching into his coat pocket, he took out the speech he had
written and placed it on the podium. Not until it was
completel y silent in the hall did he begin.
Johnson turned to McNamara and whispered: “This boy is
good. Look at him wo rk the crowd. He has a natural sense of
drama and timing. I couldn’t have done it better m yself.”
“Mr. President, members of Congress, distinguished
guests, ladies and gentlemen…to have these awards presented
to me by m y President, before this illustr ious body, is an
honor I could have onl y imagined. Not until the citations
were read, and President Johnson pinned the medals on m y
chest, did the realit y of it trul y sink in.
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“You honor me today as a hero. Yet, I don’t feel like a
hero. Frankl y, I don’t know how a hero is supposed to feel. I
do know that, if I am one, there are th ousands more like me
in Vietnam, men and women who put their lives on the line
every day to protect the freedoms our great country
symbolizes to the world. I doubt they con sider themselves
heroes either, but simpl y soldiers, sailors, marines, and
airmen, who were given a job to do and are doing it —despite
the hardship, despite the danger, despite even the controversy
surrounding this unpopular war.
“What an odd phrase. Has there ever been a popular one? I
should hope that war never becomes popular. God help us if it
ever does.”
That brought more applause from a widel y appreciative
audience. He waited for it to let up.
“I am as aware as you of the difference s of opinion that
divide our nation over our involvement in Vietnam.
Nonetheless, as long as the debate does not degenerate into
riots and anarchy, I will honor m y oath to protect the rights
of our citizens to speak out against it —with m y life if
necessary.
“That is m y charge—mine and the thousands of other men
and women in the armed forces. Yours, as elected
representatives of the people, is to insure that we get the
support we need to carry it out. For, if we are not prepared to
win this war, then we must be prepared to lose it.
“Regardless of where you stand on the issue, for or
against our involvement, we are there. American lives are at
risk! Continue your debate if you must. It is in fact an
affirmation of our democratic ideals. But, please , do not
forget those of us whose lives hang in the balance.”
Long seconds went by in silence. The initial applause was
weak, coming mostl y from the Republican s ide of the
Congress. Soon, however, everyone was joined in a sustained,
if not enthusiastic ovation. Barry Goldwater, initiated it, and
was the first one on his feet. The others soon followed his
lead. No politician who hoped to be reelected could afford to
be seen on national television sitting down in the midst of a
standing ovation for an American hero.
No one knew this better than Lyndon Baines Johnson. It
was why he insisted that the ceremony be held in front of a
Joint Session of Congress with full media coverage.
“Mr. President,” McNamara said, “You just pulled off a
major political coup.”
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“Thanks Mac, but I’m a little concerned. The response to
the Captain’s speech was slow in coming, and a bit forced;
certainl y not as spirited as we heard earlier. If Goldwater
hadn’t taken the lead, it could have been very embarrassing
for all of us. Ironic, isn’t it? My biggest political adversary
got us off the hook.
“Tell m y staff we’ll meet in the oval office as soon as we
get back to the White House. We need to reassess our plans
for the Captain, in light of what transpired her e today, before
he and the Colonel join us for coffee.”
“Yes, sir.”
The President and his entourage left the chamber as the
same way they came in, shaking the hands of well wishers as
he slowl y made his way up the aisle. Once again he stopped
in front of Senator from Arizona and shook his hand. “How
did ah do, Senator?”
“Fine, Mr. President…just fine. Politics aside, what you
did here today was a good thing.”
“Whah, thank you Barry. That’s mighty generous of you.”
Anyone within hearing of their conversation would be left
with the impression that he and the senator were of one mind
on the appropriations bill, perhaps swaying a few more votes
his way.
Goldwater saw through his ploy, but also knew that he
had
as much to gain from th e innocent deception as Johnson. “Mr.
President, remind me never to play poker with you.”
“What ah hear Senator, is that you play a prett y mean
hand yourself.” Johnson smiled, then winked at his political
foe and walked away.
Goldwater watched hi m disappear through the exit.
“You’re right about that, Lyndon.”
******
Kracek and Martin started to leave as soon as it was
announced that the President left the building, but were
stopped by the Vice President, the Speaker of the House, and
the Senate and House Leaders, who wanted to personally
shake the hands of our latest heroes.
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“Gentlemen,” Humphrey said, “let me add m y heartfelt
thanks and appreciation to those of the President. Your
battlefield deeds are trul y magnificent, and your bravery
unquestioned. I’m honored to be a part of this special
occasion. Never have I been more proud to call m yself an
American.” His sentiments were echoed by the others. Kracek
anxiousl y waited for them to leave, then hurried to his
parents and hugged them both. The expressions on their faces
meant more to him than all the awards and praise he just
received. “Mom, Dad…I’m glad you could be here for this.”
“We are so proud of you Viktor, not just because of the
honors you received here today, but because of the man you
have become.”
“Your mother always was better at expressing herself in
words than me, son; yet, mere congratulations are not enough.
Your performance before this august body was as powerful
and as triumphant as were the deeds that brought you here.
Beaming with pride, and with tears in his eyes, Vilos hugged
his son warml y. “I have a feeling this is onl y the beginning
for you, son.”
“Thanks, Dad.” He embraced his father again, while
trying, unsuccessfully, to fight back his own tears. His
admiration and respect for his father was immeasurable. He
has always been his hero, and his mother his heroine. He took
her in his arms again. “I love you, Mom.”
Observing the poignant famil y scene was Colonel Martin.
He was happy for his young friend, and a little sad that his
own parents couldn’t be here to share their son’s special
moment. They died more than five years ago —his father of a
massive heart attack, his mother a year later. The doctors said
it was a stroke, but many believe that she simpl y died of
loneliness.
“Mom, Dad, I’d like you to meet m y good friend, Colonel
Joe Martin.”
“Mr. and Mrs. Kracek, it’s a real pleasure t o meet you
both. I know you must be very proud of your son. He’s one of
the best fighter pilots I’ve ever seen. As you heard, we were
awarded our medals for the same mission, one in which I
witnessed his fl ying prowess and courage up close. Because
of him and his wingman, Lieutenant Garelli, many lives were
saved that day.
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“However, it wasn’t until our trip back to the states that I
had a chance to get to know him personall y. I have seen how
he conducts himself in any situation, and that there is more to
him than his abilit y to fl y an airplane —as he demonstrated
again this morning. He’s obviousl y a man of many talents and
concerns. I can see now where it comes from.”
“Thank you, Colonel.” Vilos replied. “It’s kind of you to
say so. But, let us not forget your own heroism in this war,
and those past. Among the many ribbons on your chest is the
Medal of Honor. We know what it takes to earn such an
award; many who did paid the ultimate price. It is we who are
humbled by your long and dedicated service to our country,
and regret that your mother and father could not be here to
see you receive this latest honor.
“Thank you, sir, but how did you know about m y
parents?”
“The President’s secretary—Miriam, I believe is her
name—briefed us on what to expect this morning,” Mrs.
Kracek revealed. “We thought it curious, that your mother
and father were not going to be here, and asked why. We are
so sorry for your loss.”
“It was almost five years ago, but I appreciate your kind
words.”
“Mom, Dad, I’m sorry to interrupt, but Colonel Martin
and I have to be going. The President has requested our
presence in the Oval Office.”
“Of course son, we didn’t know,” Vilos said.
“Do you have any plans for tonight?” Viktor asked.
“None. We weren’t sure what to expect; that is, how
much free time you would have,” Vilos said. “We arranged to
stay in Washington an extra day on the chance we could
spend some time together.
“I have several appointments at the Pentagon after our
meeting with the President; which will take up most of m y
day, but I’m free tonight. I was hoping you could join
Colonel Martin and me for dinner at our hotel.”
“Of course, we’d love to,” Katerina said.
“Good. We’ll meet in the hotel lounge of the Jeffe rson
Hotel at seven tonight. I should tell you, that this is by
invitation of the General Manager of the hotel.”
“Are you sure it will be all right?”
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“Absolutel y. Had he known you were here when he made
the invitation, he would have insisted you join us. Mr.
Hazelton is an intelligent man of the world who enjoys good
conversation. The three of you will have a lot to talk about.
Besides, if you don’t come, I’ll have to cancel. I’m not going
to let you to spend your last night in Washington alone.”
“I’ll vouch for that,” Martin said. “I would personall y
love to see you there. It would give us an opportunit y to
know each other better.”
“Thank you Colonel,” Katerina said. “So would we. Our
son knows very well how difficult it is for us to tu rn down an
invitation for dinner, particularl y one that holds out the
promise of a livel y discussion.”
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29
The O val Office
The President of the United States is most vulnerable to
attack when traveling by limousine on public roads. The more
unknowns that can be inserted into the location equation the
better. Thus, three different routes are chosen, all of them
secured. And, to further complicate a would be assassin’s
problem of locating his target, duplicate limousines and
securit y vehicles are often used.
Today, two identical convoys were put into play. One
returned to the White House west on Independence Avenue ,
turning north on 17 t h Street; the other, carrying Johnson ,
turned off on Pennsylvania onto Constitution Avenue going
west, then north on 15 t h Street to the White House. The
decision as to which route to use is made at the last minute by
the Secret Service Team Leader.
In the Oval Office, Johnson found the big leather chair at
his desk to be most accommodating for his large frame. He
was also keenl y aware that it was the seat of the most
powerful position on earth, and that the man who occupied it
was seen in the same light —a perception he used to his
advantage when meeting with political opponents, foreign or
domestic.
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On the other hand, if he was to have a frank and open
discussion with anyone from whom he wanted candid
information and advice, he would ha ve to appear less
intimidating. On those occasions he would sit in a chair at the
head of the lounge area in the oval office used for that
purpose.
“Have a seat, gentlemen; I’ll get us some coffee.” Using
the intercom on his desk, Johnson said: “Miriam, would you
have some fresh coffee sent in please?”
“Coming right up, Mr. President,” she replied.
Jack Valenti, the Press Secretary, took a seat on one of
the two sofas closest to the President’s chair. Secretary of
State, Dean Rusk, sat opposite him. Vice President
Humphrey, Defense Secretary McNamara, and Attorney
General, Nicholas Katzenbach took seats on either sofa, but
in no particular order. They were all considered part of
Johnson’s inner circle of advisors, but Rusk and Valenti were
the President’s closest confidants and accorded special
privileges.
“Gentlemen,” Johnson began, “I called this meeting to get
your opinions on what took place at t his morning’s Joint
Session. As you know, I wante d to have the ceremony on the
‘Hill’ so we could get some favorable media coverage for a
change. Thanks to Jack, all the major networks were there
and, I think we can all agree, the response was positive.”
McNamara spoke first. “It was indeed, Mr. President,
better than we had anticipated.”
“I’ll second that,” Rusk said. “The message sent out to
the world today was of a nation, and a government, standing
united behind its President. Ho Chi Minh has to be a bit more
concerned that commitments of military and political support
from Russia and China will continue at their present level.”
“I agree,” Humphrey said. “It was a brilli antl y executed
political coup. Your exchange with Goldwater was a nice
added touch, Mr. President —the icing on the cake, if you
will. You took the old warhorse by surprise.”
“Yes, I enjoyed that part to o, but compliments are not
what I’m looking for.” Humphrey’s body language reflected
his rejection. “Let me be more spe cific: One, have we
improved our political capital enough to insure the votes we
need to pass a war -funding bill? And two, what did you think
of Captain Kracek’s speech?”
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“I don’t think there is any question that our position has
been enhanced,” McNam ara quickl y replied, “and I’ll bet m y
unused Edsel, that we swayed enough fence sitters to put us
over the top on the votes we need.” On that point everyone
agreed.
Before McNamara coul d answer the second part of the
question, Rusk offered his asses sment. “As for the Captain’s
speech, I thought it was quite good and effectivel y delivered.
Nevertheless, some of the things he said, however much they
needed to be heard, did not go over well with many of the
Congressmen.”
“Your absolutel y right abou t that, Dean,” Johnson
interrupted. “Nevertheless, they needed to be said; that’s why
I approved the speech as he wrote it. No one else but a bona
fide hero of this bloody war could have spoken so forthrightl y
and gotten away with it. Like it or not, comin g from the
Captain they had to accept it. Any other reaction from them
would have been seen as downright unpatriotic.”
Johnson’s political acumen never ceased to amaze his
staff. While they pondered his words, White House servants
brought in the coffee and placed it and two silver trays of
brownies and macaroon cookies on the coffee table. They
poured the freshl y brewed coffee into fine china cups bearing
the Presidential seal.
“Help yourself gentlemen. I hope you like brownies and
macaroons as much as I do.”
Katzenbach had remained silent to this point, content to
just listen and anal yze what was being said by the others; but
with an attorney’s meticulous attention to detail. His abilit y
to break an issue down and get to the heart of the matt er was
the unique strength he brought to these meetings. It’s what
made him a very successful trial lawyer. “Mr. President, the
Secretary of State’s assessment of Captain Kracek’s speech is
dead on. Even if it did bruise the egos of a few Congressmen,
it had an overwhelmingl y beneficial impact. I also believe,
that you and Mac are right about the vote count swinging in
our favor. His Edsel is safe.”
“Thank you, Nick… thank you all. That’s what I was
hoping to hear. There is one more item; that is, h aving the
Captain testify before the Senate Armed Services Comm ittee.
What are your feelings about that, given what happened at the
Joint session?”
“Frankl y,” Katzenbach said, “while I believe the Captain
would give a good account of himself, it would be a mistake
to allow him to testify.”
“How so?”
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“Because it would be unnecessary. There’s nothing more
to be gained by it than what we already got from his speech.”
“I agree,” Humphrey said. “Why give Bobby Kennedy a
chance to shoot at us from the vantage point of the Senate
Armed Services Committee?”
“My feelings exactl y,” Johnson said. “Do the rest of you
agree?” Each of them either said yes, or a nodded their
approval. “Then it’s settled. I’ll tell the Captain when he and
the Colonel join us.”
“Mr. President.” It was Miriam’s voice over the intercom.
“Colonel Martin a nd Captain Kracek have arrived . Shall I
send them in?”
Johnson nodded to Valenti, who walked over to the
President’s desk and told Miriam to see them in, th en seated
himself at the end of the sofa. Rusk also relinquished his
position to join him there.
Johnson got up to greet the two men as they approached
and shook their hands warml y. “Glad you could join us,
gentlemen. Please, sit here.” He motioned them t o the seats
just vacated by Rusk and Valenti. “I believe you’ve met
everyone. We’ve been discussing the awards ceremony. The
consensus is that it was a huge success.”
One of the servants poured their coffee.
“Yes sir,” Kracek answered. “Although, they did seem to
be a little less enthusiastic about m y closing remarks.”
“Indeed they were, but that’s because you caught them
off guard. They weren’t prepared to hear the hard truth about
the war from one of its heroes; one who has certainl y earned
the right to speak out, as you so eloquentl y did. That takes
another kind of courage, and I admire you as much for it as I
do for your exploits on the battlefield.”
“Here, here!” The others responded.
“Thank you, Mr. President, but I’m no publi c speaker.”
“You’re far too modest, Captain. You just faced one of
the toughest audiences in the world and beat them at their
own game, on their playing field. If you’re not a public
speaker you do a very good impersonation of one.”
Kracek wisel y remained silent. I didn’t vote for this guy,
but maybe I should have. He’s smart, tough, and knows how
to get things done…the kind of man the job needs. He also
noted, that Johnson didn’t speak with the same heavy Texas
drawl in private as he did in publi c.
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“In fact,” Johnson continued, “everything we hoped to
accomplish by bringing you to Washington was achieved
largel y because of your speech. It was so effective, that
we’ve decided not to have you testify before the Senate
Armed Services Committee. There’s no added benefit to be
gained by it.
“On the other hand there are so me senators on the
committee, opposed to our Vietnam policy, who would use
the wider public audience you would draw to further their
own political agendas.”
“I understand, sir. I’m both relieved and disappointed at
the same time. I was kind of looking forward to it.” Kracek’s
reaction came as a surprise to everyone…everyone except the
President and Colonel Martin.
“Did you hear that, gents? This a man that doesn’ t run
from a fight, be it with words or bullets. Part of me wants to
let him do it, if onl y to see him take on Bobby.”
“Mr. President,” Martin said, “I’ve had the good fortune
of seeing Captain Kracek in action. Were it not for him a lot
of good men wouldn’t be with us today. He calls himself a
fighter pilot and he is certainl y that. But, in his heart, I
believe he is also a true ground warrior. And w e have all seen
how his words can be as sharp as his sword.”
“Well put, Colonel,” Rusk said. As a former universit y
professor,
he
could
appreciate
Martin’s
insightful
characterization of the Captain.
“If he had been a member of the Ford ‘Whiz Kids’ when I
was there, the Edsel would’ve been a success,” McNamara
said, realizing his verbal faux pas as soon as the words left
his lips.
“Hell, Mac,” Johnson said, “if he had been there, there
wouldn’t have been an Edsel in the first place.”
They all laughed. McNamara, however, wasn’t quite sure
how to take it. After all, he was one of the last ho ldovers
from the Kennedy administration, in which Johnson, as Vice
President, was never made a part of JFK’s close circle of
advisors. He knew it was onl y a matter of time befor e he
would be asked to resign, that his job as Secretary of D efense
was currentl y safe onl y because of the war. LBJ noticed his
unease, but said nothing.
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Johnson turned to Kracek. “That settled, Captain, I think
it’s time you gave us a first -hand account of the two missions
that were merel y summarized in the citations read thi s
morning. You may not know this, but I was a fighter pilot in
the Navy during World War II. Naturall y, I’m very interested
in knowing the details of how you got those two Migs. I’m
even more curious about the spectacular fl ying you did over
that rice padd y.
“I’m also well aware of your reluctance to talk about this
sort of thing, but I don’t want you to hold anything back.
Think of it as if you were debriefing your Commander -inChief, which of course, I am. Do I make myself clear?”
“As a bell, M r. President.” Kracek gave him the blow by
blow account he asked for, but kept it objective. He didn’t
attempt to play down his role, nor did he embellish it. Yet,
despite his dry, carefull y worded rendering of events, what he
did staggered the imagination of all present.
“That’s an amazing story,” Valenti said. “If it were a
piece of fiction, no one would believe it.”
“I surel y agree with that,” Humphrey said. “After hearing
it from the Captain for the first time, I have a true
appreciation of wh at he did.” Rusk and McNamara nodded in
agreement.
“Thank you for sharing that with us,” Johnson said. What
you did in two short days was remarkable… probabl y
unprecedented. I’m as impressed as everyone else. I am also
damned glad you are on our side.”
“Thank you sir, but I was reall y just doing m y job, a job
I’ve trained to do by some of the best instructors in the best
Air Force in the world. Frankl y, I am humbled and
embarrassed by all the attention I’ve been getting because of
it. Were it not for the opportunit y I was given to pursue m y
dream of becoming a fighter pilot I wouldn’t be here today.
“I also meant what I said this morning about the other
‘heroes’ in Vietnam. Granted they can’t all be brought to
Washington and put up in a fine hotel, but they should at
least know that their country will support them as long as
they are out there… that they will not be forgotten when it ’s
over.”
“Insuring they continue to get the support they need is
one of the reasons you’re here, Captain. No, let me be
completel y honest, it’s the primary reason. And I promise you
this, that as long as I am the President of these United States
they will have m y full support, and they will never be
forgotten.
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“One more thing. Some in m y position might have taken
personal affront to what you just said. I didn’t, not because of
your heroism in Vietnam, but because you are obviousl y a
man who cares deeply about his fellow soldiers, one with the
courage to speak his mind, even to his Commander -in-Chief. I
respect that…I respect that immensel y. I also want you to
know, that I care as deepl y about our country and the men and
women who serve it as you do. When you return, if you would
tell them that for me, I would be might y grateful.”
Kracek was surprised by the President’s impassioned
response. Although he meant nothing personal by his remarks,
he realized how they could have easil y been misinterpreted
and silentl y admonished himself. Christ, what am I doing?
This is the one man who can change the course of the war. He
saw the other’s faces take on a more somber look, except for
Martin, who winked his a pproval. “Mr. President, there was
nothing personal in my last remark. I only wanted to…”
“To help your comrades get through this awful war. I
know that, son. You needn’t apologize. I onl y wish I had
more like you and Colonel Martin to advise me on what’s
reall y going on over there.”
A
relieved,
Kracek
said:
“I
appreciate
your
understanding, sir, and I would be honored to carry your
message back to the troops.”
“Thank you. And, please add this: Tell them that I’m
devoting all of m y time and energy…doing everything in m y
power, to bring the war to an honorable conclusion; that, as
long as I am in office, I will allow nothing to divert me from
that objective.”
“I will, Mr. President. You can count on it.”
“I am. Now, as much as I would like to continue our visit,
I’m afraid we don’t have the time. My appointment schedule
is always full, and the Soviet Ambassador is waiting in the
outer office for a meeting that was supposed to start ten
minutes ago.
“Don’t you worry none though, Anatol y is good for at
least another ten with Miriam there to fix him a good cup of
tea.”
He stood up and offered his ha nd to Kracek, then to
Martin. “Gentlemen, your presence here has meant a great
deal to me, politicall y and personall y. The political part
we’ve already discussed. Personall y, because having met and
talked with both of you, I am more confident than ever of our
chances of bringing t he war to a successful conclusion.”
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Kracek and Martin saluted, and started to walk out.
Valenti got up to whisper in the President’s ear before they
made it through the door.
“Captain Kracek,” the President called, “I almost forgot.
When you see Johnny tomorrow night tell him that Lyndon
said hello. Tell him too, that he still has some work to do on
his golf swing.”
“Will do, Mr. President.
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30
Dinner W it h Anil
They entered an already crowded lounge and made their
way to the few unoccupied seats at the bar —an unusual piece
of carved mahogany and brass railing. A wood bur ning
fireplace on the opposite side of the room added to its nat ural
warmth. The walls were paneled with the same dark wood
from floor to ceiling, and the overhead chandeliers of fine
crystal gave off just enough light to create the unique
ambiance of the Jefferson Lounge. Some of the most
recognizable figures in Washington came here to relax and
talk politics.
Kracek and Martin settled into the plush leather -clad bar
stools and wondered how long it would take to get a drink.
“What’ll it be, ge ntlemen?” He was a big man, wearing a
red vest, white shirt, black bow tie, and a smile revealing a
perfect set of white teeth that seem to brighten up the diml y
lit room. “Name’s Washington. I’ll be your bartender
tonight.”
Martin had to take a second to anal yze Washington’s last
words. What else could he be? “Of course,” he replied. Make
mine a bourbon on the rocks.”
“Scotch and water for me, Washington,” Kracek said.
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“Coming right up.” Despite his size he moved with a
practiced ease and magi call y produced two ice-filled glasses
out of thin air, or so it appeared. Before they could figure out
how he did it, he was simultaneousl y pouring bourbon in one
and scotch in the other, with bottles that seemed to
materialize in his hands. He added a spl ash of water to the
scotch and put the drinks down in front of them. “Here you go
gents.”
“Quite a show.” Martin said. He placed a large bill on
the bar. “Will this cover it?”
“Yes sir, but your money’s no good here.”
“Why not?”
“I mean I can’t take your money. Mr. Anil gave strict
orders. Everything for Colonel Martin and Captain Kracek is
on the house.”
“Reall y? That’s very generous of him. But, how did you
know who we were? You’ve never seen us before, and we’re
in civilian clothes. Of course, it was the haircuts, right?”
“No, not reall y, though it helped some. As a bartender,
particularl y in this hotel, I get to meet and observe all kinds
of people from every walk of life, from all over the world. It
has made me a keen stu dent of human nature. I watched you
when you first entered the bar.
“You looked the place over as if you were recording the
layout of the room for future reference, saw that al l of the
tables were taken and made an immediate decision to sit at
the bar. A lawyer, or politician —as most of m y patrons are —
might study a new environment with the same careful detail,
but he wouldn’t be nearl y as decisive. The way you two
walked in gave me other clues: upright, square -shouldered,
purposeful…military all the way.”
“Impressive,” Kracek said, “you really are a student of
human nature.”
“Not reall y, sir. There was one other detail that tipped me
off.”
“And what was that General?” he asked, attaching a
nickname to a man he hardl y knew, but was beginnin g to like.
With an even bigger smile, he said: “I heard you call you
him Colonel.” Kracek and Martin just shrugged their
shoulders and laughed. “Now, I have a question for you,
Captain. How did you know m y first name?”
“I didn’t. It just seemed to fi t.”
“Fit what.”
“Your last name, for one.”
“Oh? Why not George, or President? Most people would
have picked one of them.”
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“They did come to mind, but they didn’t fit the
Washington I see. I see a big man who loves life and his job,
who knows his people and how to take care of them, and who
oversees his domain with a commanding presence. Now that
sounds like a general to me.”
A beaming Washington pointed his finger at Kracek.
“You got me right back, Captain. You’re good, real good .
Have you ever considered tending bar for a living?”
“Can’t say I have, but I wouldn’t rule it out. You never
know when you might need a job.”
“That’s so true,” Colonel Martin said.
“Sorry Colonel, that was insensitive of me.”
“Forget it Viktor, that was yesterday. This morning’s
events changed all of that. I feel like a new enlistee…like
I’ve been reborn.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Kracek raised his glass: “Here’s to a
long, even more rewarding career.”
“Thanks, Viktor. And to you m y friend, the best damn
fighter pilot I’ve ever seen.”
They emptied their glasses and put them on the bar.
Washington refilled them without waiting to be asked.
“Kracek picked his up. “A toast…to President Johnson.”
“To the President, ” Martin repeated.
As they touched glasses, a female voi ce from behind them
said: “May I join you, gentlemen?”
They turned to see a striking woman with dark, shoulder
length hair that framed her fine features and lovel y smile. She
was wearing a black, form fitting evening dress cut just above
the knees, black pumps, and a single strand of white pearls
with earrings to match her natural beaut y.
“Captain Schuler?” It came out as a question, not because
he didn’t recognize her, but becaus e he was simpl y amazed at
her transformation from the serious, plain looking woman that
greeted them at the airport.
“You seem surprised.”
“I am. I mean, you look so different in civilian clothes,
without your glasses…your hair let down.”
“Reall y. Shall I take that as a compliment?”
“You may, but I can do better. You look beautiful! ” As
soon as he said the words he realized that they might be
misinterpreted. He preferred a time when a gentleman could
say such things to a lady without hav ing to apologize. Still,
he never backed away from speaking his mind and wasn’t
going to start now.

236

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

Leslie Schuler was indeed an advocate of the feminist
movement, and his words did give her pause, but she wasn’t
offended. Coming from him they seemed natural and
unaffected. Much to her surprise, she was even flattered. This
isn’t supposed to happen to me, she mused. What is it about
him? “Why, thank you, Captain. I don’t mind telling you,
however, that were it any other man, I could have easil y been
offended by your remark.”
“Oh, why not me?”
“I’m not sure…your smile, perhaps.”
Forgotten in their brief tête -à-tête, Martin had been
observing quietl y from the background. “Is this a private
conversation or can anyone join in?”
She was so absorbed in conversation with Kracek, she
didn’t recognize the Colonel from behind. My apologies sir.
It was rude of me to…”
“Not at all, Leslie, I was enjoying the show.” He moved
over to the next bar stool and motioned her to take the seat
between them. “Please join us. What are you drinking?”
“Thank you Colonel. Obviousl y, I’m in the company of
gentlemen. Make that a coke.”
Washingt on had been looking on with interest and, before
the Colonel could ask, filled a glass with ice and pour ed her
coke. “Here you are, mam.”
“Thank you, but please don’t call me mam. I haven’t been
around long enough to have earned the title.”
“What should I call you, mam? I, mean…”
“Leslie will do fine,” she said, extending her hand.
“Leslie…I like that name.” His hand met hers over the
center of the bar. “They call me General.”
“It suits you.”
“We thought so too,” Martin said. “While we’re on the
subject, I suggest we drop the formalities tonight. My friends
call me Joe.”
“And I prefer, Viktor.” Raising his glass, he said: “To
new friends.”
“To new friends,” they repeated together.
As they were making their toast, Vilos and Katerina
Kracek entered the bar with the General Manager of the
Jefferson Hotel.
Martin saw them come in. “Viktor, is that your mother
and father with Mr. Hazelton?”
Kracek turned. “It sure is.” Excusing himself, he went
over to meet them. “Mom, Dad, it’s good to see you.” He
gave each of them a warm hug. “I see you’ve met Mr.
Hazelton. How are you, sir?”
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“Fine, Captain. Yes, I was in the lobby when they came
in. Anytime such distinguished looking people walk into m y
hotel I’m naturall y curious as to who they are, and I took the
libert y of introducing m yself. One thing led to another, and
here we are. Ah, the others are here too, good. Seei ng that
there were no empt y tables he suggested they proceed to the
restaurant.”
Kracek waved Leslie and the Colonel over to join them.
“Leslie, I’d like you to meet m y mother and father, Kat erina
and Vilos Kracek. Mom, dad, this is Captain Leslie Schuler.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Leslie said. I’m happy
you could be here to see your son receive his medals. You
must be very proud.”
“We are,” Katerina replied. “Thank you.” To Martin, she
said: “It’s good to see you again Colonel.”
“And I you, Mrs. Kracek.”
“Captain Schuler, which branch of service are you in?”
Vilos asked.
Kracek answered for her. “She’s in the Air Force dad,
same as me; works in Pentagon Intelligence as a political
anal yst. You two should have a lot to talk about.”
“Indeed.”
Seeing the question in Leslie’s face, Kracek added: “Dad
is a professor of political science at Hofstra Universit y. Mom
teaches European history at the same s chool.
“I can’t think of two more intrigu ing fields of study,”
Leslie replied. “I’ll look forward to an interesting exchange
of views.”
“Yes. Perhaps, we can even pry a few secrets from you,”
Vilos said.
“Why, Mr. Kracek, now I know wher e your son gets his
sense of humor.”
They all laughed as they left the bar for the restaurant.
Hazelton and Martin led the way, followed by Vilos and
Leslie, Kracek and his mother.
“Viktor,” Katerina said quietl y, “she is a beautiful
girl…so intelligent.”
“Yes, she is mom.” He pretended not to understand her
meaning.
“Are you and she…”
“No, nothing like that. She was assigned by the Air Force
to help us navigate through the Washington maze.”
“You mean, like a guide?”
“That, and more. She met us at the airport, arranged for
transportation, booked the hotel rooms, and kept us on
schedule. She’s been very helpful.”
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“I’m sure she has. You know I am not one to interfere in
your personal life, son, but…”
“Yes, I know,” he interrupted before she could finish her
thought.
She continued, ignoring his unease. “I onl y want to say,
that if you ever decide to bring her home for a visit she will
be most welcome.”
“Thanks, mom. I know you mean well, that you onl y want
what’s best for me, and I love you for that. But it’s not going
to happen. I’ll be leaving Washington in a few days, and in
two weeks I’ll be back in Vietnam.” He wanted to tell her
about Renee, but it was not the time, or the place.
“It’s been almost three years now, Viktor. Erin would
want you to…”
“I know. She al so worried about m y being alone should
something happen to her, but I just couldn’t do it. The
memories of her and our life together were too strong.
Indeed, they give me the strength to go on with m y life.”
“And now?” Katerina asked.
“Now, although her memories are just as strong, I think
I’m ready for another relationship. But, it has to be the right
one.”
“What do you mean?”
“What I mean is, that I want the same kind of special
relationship that Erin and I had, yet unique in its own way.
Do you think that’s asking too much?”
“No, not at all. What you and Erin shared was wonderful,
and impossible to replace, b ut I do believe there is another
woman out there for you, som eone who can fill the void she
left…someone who could make you happy.
Kracek put his arm around his mother. “I hope you’re
right, Mom.” He was about to tell her about Renee, when they
arrived at the restaurant.
The maitre d’ greeted th em at the entrance. “Good
evening Mr. Hazelton. You’re earl y.”
“Good evening, Franz. Yes, the bar is quite crowded. I
thought it best to come here straight away.”
“Of course sir, you r table is ready.” Franz escorted them
to a table in the back of the room. Mr. and Mrs. Kracek took
the leather covered bench seat against the wall. Kracek,
Leslie and Colonel Martin took the chairs opposite them.
Hazelton sat at the head of the table where he could more
easil y confer with Franz.
“We’ll have the wine now Franz.”
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Franz looked over his shoulder and waved his hand. The
waiter, who had been standing near the kitchen entrance
appeared with two bottles of chilled white wine, each in its
own bucket of ice. He set them on stands at the end of the
table. Taking one from the ice , he showed it to Hazelton.
“Excellent vintage, Enri co,” you may pour. When
everyone’s glass was full, Anil stood up. “My friends, please
join me in a toast to two men who, through their battlefield
accomplishments, have ea rned their country’s and our
gratitude. Their heroism inspires all of us, and we at the
Jefferson are honored to have them as our guests. To Colonel
Joe Martin and Captain Viktor Kracek.
“That is the onl y speech I will make tonight. However, I
think it onl y appropriate that our honored guests be given the
opportunit y to say a few words. Viktor, you can be first.”
Kracek remained seated as he spoke. “Thank you Anil,
for the kind, if not flattering words. I don’t know that I trul y
measure up to them . Nevertheless, to the degree that I do, I
owe it to two other people at this table, my mother and father.
This has been a memorable day for me, and having them here
to share it has made it even more so.”
“To Vilos and Katerina,” Anil offered in toast , joined by
the others.
“I have another toast,” Kracek added: “To Colonel Joe
Martin, for his long overdue promotion to full colonel, made
so today by the President himself —who knows a good man
when sees one.”
That toast, and another to the Pres ident, emptied their
glasses, which Enrico quickl y refilled.
“Thanks, Viktor. You’re becoming a hard act to follow.”
Switching his attention to the others at the table, Martin said:
“However, after seeing him in action in Vietnam, and now in
the United States Congress, nothing he does surprises me
anymore. I’d also like to thank you, Mr. Hazelton, for your
generous hospitalit y.”
“You’re most welcome Colonel. But, please, call me
Anil. Now that the speeches are over, perhaps we can all
relax and call each other by our given names. The chef has
prepared an exceptional treat for us, baked salmon —his
personal favorite. I hope you like it.”
Franz wheeled in a cart with a silver urn and six small
soup bowls and ladled the consommé into t heir bowls. A
waiter followed with freshl y baked rolls, and salad seasoned
with a special house dressing.
“Bon appetite,” Anil said.
“Bon appetite,” they all replied.
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The next few minutes passed in silence as they savored
the delicious soup and salad, not to mention the excellent
German wine.
Half way through the salads, Anil broke the silence.
“Viktor, I hear that you will appearing on the Tonight Show.
Is that true?”
“Yes. I fl y into New York tomorrow morning.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“I’m looking forward to it. The Tonight Show is a
favorite of mine, and Johnny usuall y has some interesting
guests.”
“Viktor,” Katerina said, “you didn’t tell us.”
“Sorry mom, but with everything else going on tod ay I
hadn’t given it any thought until Anil mentioned it .”
“Of course, you have a good time. We’ll be watching.”
“How about you Joe? Vilos asked.
“I wasn’t invited. It’s just as well. I’ve got plent y to do
here before going back to ‘Nam’; which should be th e day
after Viktor’s return from New York. Is that right, Leslie?
“It is. You’re scheduled to leave from Dulles at 0830
hours on the 15 t h .” Viktor, however, will be heading out to
Las Vegas for about two weeks before returning to Vietnam.”
“Reall y, Viktor…Las Vegas?” Vilos asked.
“No, not reall y, dad; I’m going to Nellis Air Force Base,
which is just outside the cit y. Col. Blesse, the Commander of
the Fighter Weapons School, invited me the re to present m y
study on F-100 Tactics in South Vietnam —a work in
progress. Nonetheless, he wants to make sure that his school
is teaching the latest and most accurate information, because
that is what the current crop of instructor graduates will be
passing on to every operational and training squadron in the
Air Force.”
“That’s wonderful, Viktor,” Katerina said. “It must feel
good to have your work recognized.”
“It does, mom. And, as an added bonus, I’ll probabl y get
to fl y a few training missions while I’m there.”
The waiters brought in t he main course —interrupting
their conversation. The aroma issuing from their plates set
before them was as intoxicating as the wine, exciting their
taste buds. As promised, the salmon was delicious.
Little else was said during the meal. But, after a
wonderful dessert of Black Forest cake —another specialt y of
the chef’s—and a cup of rich European blend coffee, they
were ready for a more serious discussion.
“The salmon was delicious,” Vilos said. “Our
compliments to the chef.”
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“You’re welcome,” Anil said. He’l l be delighted to hear
it. But, it is I who must thank you. Your presence here
tonight honors our hotel. Viktor mentioned that you teach
political science at Hofstra. I’m not familiar with that
universit y.
“It’s located in Hemps tead, Long Island.” Katerina and I
have been teaching there since 1938. We started our careers
at Columbia Universit y—thanks to a colleague we knew, who
helped us obtain visas to come to America. However, while
New York Cit y was an exciting place to work and live, we
wanted Viktor grow up and attend school in a more rural
setting. He was five years old when the positions at Hofstra
were offered to us. If you’re ever in New York, we would
love for you to come by and visit. It would give us the
opportunit y to repay your generous hospitalit y.”
“I’d like that. As a matter of fact, I get up to the ‘Big
Apple’ at least once a month on business. Hempstead is not
that far from the City.
“Then we will look forward to it. Of course that
invitation is open t o you, Colonel Martin, and to you Leslie,
should you ever pass our way.”
“That’s very kind of you, professor,” Leslie said. “But,
I’m curious…you joked earlier about prying some secrets
from me. Is your research taking you into areas I should know
about?”
“I don’t know. Is there one of particular interest to you?”
“There is, although Vietnam takes up most of m y time
these days.”
“Of course, it would,” Vilos agreed. “It is a major
concern for all of us. Still , when you’re not occupied wi th
that part of the world, to where do you turn your attention?”
“The Middle East,” she said, without hesitation.
“The Middle East, well, that is a coincidence.” Vilos
tried not to reveal his delight, but his face always gave him
away—like his son. He started to say something, but was
interrupted by Katerina.
“My dear, you just said the magic words. Vilos and I have
been studying the Middle East problem for the past three
years—he from
a political perspective, and I from the
historical. We a re also collaborating on a book —a fascinating
subject.”
“As it is one of great importance.” Vilos said , his tone
decidedl y more serious . “It’s a region fraught with complex
political problems, made almost impossible to resolve,
because they are driven by the intractable positions of two
major religions, Islam and Judaism.”
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“You’ve summed it up ve ry well,” Leslie said. “Yet, we
can’t begin to understand what ’s going on in that part of the
world, or what motivates them, without a comprehensive
knowledge of their history, culture, and religion —not to
mention the economics of oil. The Arabs control nearly
twent y percent of the world’s known reserves.“
“Yes, oil is a major part of a very complicated equation.
Katerina and I are not ready to draw a ny conclusions, but
given the world’s dependency on it for its growing energy
needs, and the billions of dollars it generates for the Arab
rulers, we would not be at all surprised to find that it was
indeed the dominant factor —notwithstanding their attempt s to
use religion as moral justification for their immoral actions.”
“I think you’re right, dad. But let’s not forget that it’s the
Christian west, that drills their wells, pumps their oil, and
buys it for resale in our markets. It is a situation that we—in
collusion with the corrupt dictatorial regimes of these oil rich
nations—created with one objective in mind, to line our
pockets, and theirs. And this “unhol y alliance” has been
working just fine for both parties.
“Notwithstanding public disp lays of political, moral, and
religious indignation over the plight of the Palestinians and
their cries for peace, these Middle Eastern potentates have no
incentive to change the status quo. They may all worship the
same God, but it’s not Allah, or Jehovah , or the father of
Christ, it’s the almight y dollar.”
Everyone was stunned by Kracek’s scathing response —
none more than his mother. “Viktor, you seem so cynical…so
angry. I’ve never seen you like this before.”
“Sorry, mom. But, I’ve become less t rusting of people’s
motives since leaving home to the join the Marines thirteen
years ago. I’ve seen and experienced too much to remain as
naive as I was then.”
“Viktor’s right,” Martin said. “Military service matures a
person faster than most other p rofessions, and war accelerates
the process. I also agree with him, that greed, not altruism, is
the underl ying motivating factor that dictates policy decisions
made by the major players in the Middle East.”
“Well, that theory would certainl y simplify the issue and
explain much of what’s going on in that region,” Vilos
responded, “but I’m not ready to accept such a premise. I
believe it to be more complicated than that; tha t a
comprehensive understanding of Arab history, culture,
language, and religion —as Leslie pointed out —is critical to
finding a workable solution to the problems of the Middle
East.”
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“Dad, I’m not sure it’s possible for a non Arab to ever
fathom the Arab mind, no matter how knowledgeable he or
she is in these things. If Colonel M artin and I are correct,
such an understanding, even if it were possible for a
Westerner, would still not bring about the desired change —
not as long as the power to effect such change remain s in the
hands of a privileged few.
“I also believe, that if it were left to the people—not the
princes, politicians, businessmen, or religious leaders —to
find a way to live in peace, they would. Moreover , until the
cries and aspirations of the common man and woman are
heard, and heeded, we will never have peace in the Middle
East, or anywhere else in the world.”
“It is true,” Katerina said. History teaches us, that if
there is to be real change in an unjust and oppressive societ y,
it will not come from the ruling class —whose power and
fortune depend upon main taining the status quo —but from the
people who, driven to despair and seeing no other way out of
their misery, turn to revolution.”
“Unfortunatel y,” Vilos lamented, “the onl y thing they
reall y succeed in doing is to change one set of t yrants for
another. Their lot not onl y does not improve, it often becomes
worse.”
“Sadl y, that’s true,” Katerina acknowledged, “but there
are a few notable exceptions, the American and French
Revolutions for example.”
“And let’s not forget India,” Anil added.
“Yes India, the largest democracy in the world. It, and
the United States share the distinction of having thrown off
the same oppressor. Interestingl y, despite its heavy handed
colonialist history, England is, today, one of the world’s free
and most op en societies, its government a model of stabilit y
and justice.”
Vilos was watching his wife as she talked. He had
enormous respect for her as an historian. Moreover, he loved
her as much now, if not more, than he did when they first met
as students at Charles Universit y in Prague.
“You see, Viktor, this is why I’ve kept your mother
around all these years. I needed a good historian to help me
put things in proper perspective.”
“Yes, I do see, dad. I also saw that there was more in
your eyes when you were looking at mom than professional
respect. You’re not fooling anyone, least of all your wife.”
“Am I that transparent, son?”
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Katerina answered for him: “Yes, you are, and your son
shares the same personalit y flaw. It is one of the thi ngs I love
about you both. It also makes it very hard for either of you to
keep secrets from me.”
Father and son look at each other, shrug their shoulders,
and smile.
Kracek remembered how Erin would tell him the same
thing, in the same way. “It’s worked well for us hasn’t it
dad?”
Vilos acknowledged his son with a wink.
The others may have been wondering the same. Leslie
was particularl y moved by the obvious love and closeness the
Kracek’s shared. She missed her father, and found h erself
being drawn to the man sitting next to her. He was a constant
surprise—a man who reads something other than Playboy,
who has obviousl y given serious thought to subjects other
than fl ying. If only we had more time, she mused. “I agree
with everything that’s been said, but Viktor’s dissertation is
very disturbing. It leaves us with little hope for positive
change.”
“On the contrary,” he said, “there’s al ways hope. I
believe things can and will change for the better, but not
tomorrow, or the day af ter, or anytime in the near future.”
“What then?” She asked. “Are we to continue making
wars, and accept the suffering and waste of human life the y
bring?”
“Of course not. I don’t have the answer you’re looking
for, Leslie, but I do know that we must never accept war, or
any other man made scourge, as an inevitable and
unchangeable blight on our human condition. This has got to
change.”
“But, how…when?”
“When those same power hungry men and women who
control our lives finall y realize th at their greed, left
unchecked, will bring them down with us. After all, w e
depend on the same planet for our exi stence, we breath the
same air and drink the same water. Where will they go if they
finall y succeed in destroying these things?”
“Where, indeed,” Vilos said. But, isn’t there a danger that
their greed and thirst for power will blind them to this truth?
Will they be aware enough to see it in time to pull back
before the damage is irreversible?”

245

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

“That’s a good question, dad. So far, at least, they have.
There’s no guarantee it will continue to be true , but the
human race—perhaps due to its innate survival instincts —has
managed to survive other critical episodes in its history: the
bubonic plague, the dark ages, Nazi Germany, the atomic
bomb, to name a few. Today, the United States and the
U.S.S.R. have enough nuclear warheads between them to
annihilate the world many times o ver, yet neither side has
dared to use them. We’re still here.”
“That may be true,” Leslie said, but we did use atomic
weapons against the Japanese in World War II.”
“Yes, we did,” Katerina interjected, “but Viktor’s point is
well taken. President Truman’s decision to use the bomb to
force Japan’s surrender may have done far more than save the
hundreds of tho usands of American and Japanese lives that
would surel y have been lost in an invasion of that island
nation.
“Thanks to Viktor’s insigh ts and your reminder, I now
understand—that despite…no, because of the unbelievable
horror and devastation it inflicted upon the Japanese people,
it served to demonstrate to the world the terrifying power of
the atom as nothing else could.
“Humanit y was shaken to its core. For the first time in our
history, we had to think the unthinkable…the real possibility
of the extinction of the human race. It was a lesson we would
not forget.”
“Apparentl y, our leaders did not,” Vilos pointed out,
“which may explain why nuclear weapons have not been used
since. Hiroshima and Nagasaki made it painfull y clear, that to
do so would threaten thei r own survival.”
“If I am hearing all of you correctl y,” Anil said, “and, if
what you say is true, then perhaps the onl y reason the world
as we know it exists today, may be because of the tens of
thousands of people that were sa crificed to the atomic bomb
almost twent y years ago. My god, what a sad testament to the
human race, that it would take a catastrophic event of such
magnitude to bring us to our senses.”
“On the other hand,” Martin said, “we literall y owe those
people our lives. Indeed, we owe Truman our lives. But does
anyone reall y believe that we have matured enough since then
to feel confident it could never happen again?”
“That is the question, Joe,” Vilos said. “Nonetheless, the
idea that we are here to deba te the issue, onl y because the
bomb was used in our recent past, is an intriguing one. I
don’t know of anyone who has put forth such a hypothesis
before. You should submit a paper on the subject, Viktor.”
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“I don’t think so, dad, not me. Even if I tho ught I could , I
would defer to mom. She made the connection between what I
said about our instincts for survival and Leslie’s comments
about Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The idea never occurred to
me. She should have that honor.”
“Thank you Viktor,” Kater ina said, her heart filled with
love and pride. He is so like his father, she thought. “If I ever
should develop that thesis for a paper you and Leslie will be
given due credit.”
Franz approached Anil and whispered something in his
ear.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “I’m sorry to interrupt
such a thought provoking dialogue, but I’m afraid a matter of
some importance has come up that requires m y personal
attention. I apologize for having to leave so suddenl y; but
please, stay as long as you wis h. If you should need o r want
anything Franz will take care of it. I sincerel y hope to see all
of you again.”
With Anil’s departure, the tone of their conversation
reverted to more mundane affairs.
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31
A Fa t e f u l D e c i s i o n
Bien Hoa Air Base, Vietnam, 13 Dec 1965, 1430 hours
(2:30am, N.Y.)
Captain Brown stopped at the operations counter to check
the next day’s sched ule. He knew he wasn’t on it, but it was
his habit to do so —his and every other fighter pilot .
Monzone and Towlan, were copying the mission
information on flight data ca rds when they saw him come in.
They greeted him in unison: “Good afternoon, sir.”
Their greeting took him by surprise. He wasn’t expecting
friends of Kracek to speak to him in anything other than an
official capacit y. He didn’t know that Kracek himself made it
clear to them that every pilot in the 429 t h had earned the right
to be there and Brown was no excep tion. His exact words
were: “On any given day, anyone of us could be fl ying with
any other pilot in the squadron. If we can’t at least be civil to
one another we have a serious problem.”
To his credit Brown responded, even if reluctantl y.
“Good afternoon,” he said, his voice rather clipped.
Uncomfortable with the situation he quickl y turned away to
check the board. He saw that Whitfield was scheduled for the
1120 mission tomorrow, fl ying an F -100F with an empt y back
seat.
“Hello, John,” Captain Janrette said. “How’s it going?”
“Not bad Ed…you?
“Couldn’t be better…another full day tomorrow.”
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“Yeah, I see that. Looks like you have a back seat open.”
“Kracek was originall y scheduled for it, but had to l eave
left for Washington earlier than expected. Do you want it?”
Janrette never liked to see a seat go empty.
As much as he hated to play second fiddle to Kracek,
Brown loved fl ying too much to pass up the opportunit y. He
was also curious as to just h ow good the “old man” was in the
F-100. “Sure, why not? Can’t see wasting a perfectl y good
seat.”
“It’s all yours, John.
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32
N e w Yo r k – V i e tn a m
New York Cit y, 13Dec1965, 11PM
“And now, heeeeeeeeres Johnny!” The Tonight Show host
came through the center curtain, jokingly fumbling with it as
he stepped on stage. That got the usual laughter and applause
from an audience anticipating a fun eve ning. Ed McMahon
had already gotten them warmed up, but Johnny Carson was a
master at turning up the heat.
Taking a page from earlier TV star, Milton Berle, Johnny
milked the applause by holding up one hand in a mock
attempt to quiet the audience, w hile urging them on with the
other held low at his side. When he had enough he raised both
hands to quiet them. “Thank you, thank you,” he said, but
they continued to applaud until he repeated himself several
times.
“Wow, what an audience we have he re tonight. Where did
you find these people Ed, “Happy Hour” at Dempsey’s?”
Before the laughter died down , Johnny started his
patented monologue, using practicall y all of the unique facial
expressions that made him one of the most popular celebritie s
in the world to mimic. Impressionists love him. His political
satire was never more sharp and he kept the audience, and
McMahon, in stitches for a full five minutes.
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“We’ve got a great show for you this evening, ladies and
gentlemen, ‘a reall y big ‘shoe.’” He couldn’t resist doing his
Ed Sullivan impression. “First up is a very talented actress,
who has made some of the best musical comedies to come out
of Holl ywood, such as “Singing in the Rain,” and “The
Unsinkable Moll y Brown,” in which she is currentl y starring
on Broadway. Debbie Reynolds is with us tonight.”
More unrestrained applause from an audience eager to be
entertained.
“Okay, okay, I take it you like Debbie. We all do,
including our next guest. You’ve probably read about him in
today’s papers, or seen him in the recentl y televised Joint
Session of Congress. He is a highl y decorated hero of the
Vietnam War, Captain Viktor Kracek.” This time the applause
was more polite than exuberant.
Johnny made a mental note of it and continued without
pause. “Also with us tonight, is the sometimes controversial,
always interesting, newl y elected Mayor of New York Cit y,
John Lindsey.” More applause. “Now, let’s hear it for Skitch
Henderson and the band.”
The announcements complet ed, Johnny finished off with
his trademark golf swing, sans club, then walked over to his
desk as the station cut to a commercial.
During the break Ed McMahon leaned over to Johnny and,
keeping his voice low so as not to be overheard by th e studio
audience, said: “It might have been a mistake having a
Vietnam vet on the show. Did you notice the lukewarm
reaction from the audience?”
“Of course I did, Ed. But you know I don’t have the final
say on every guest we have on the show. In this case I wasn ’t
even asked. The studio execs had already made that
decision—if, in fact, it was their decision. Nevertheless, if
they had asked me, I would have approved wholeheartedl y.”
“You would?”
“You’re damn right. You know I don’t like this war
anymore than you do, but we’ve got to make the distinction
between the politics that got us into Vietnam and the
dedicated men and women we sent there to fight it. They’re
putting their lives on the line every day and, as long as they
are, they need and deserve our support, if for no other reason
than to bring them home in one piece. Moreover, Captain
Kracek is a genuine hero. The very least we can do is pay him
the respect he’s earned.”
“Of course, you’re right,” McMahon said, quickl y
changing his tune. “I hadn’t reall y thought about it in that
way.”
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“That’s the problem, Ed. Too many people view the war
onl y from the political perspective and forget the human
element. Well, now we have an opportunit y to present that
side of it, and that’s what I intend to do.”
The director held up both hands signaling ten seconds to
air time. With the casual air of an old pro Johnny turned to
the camera with the red light on and said: We ’re back ladies
and gentlemen, and gentlemen, and standing just offstage
waiting to be introduced is none other than the irrepressible,
Miss Debbie Reynolds.”
Needing no encouragement the audience burst into
applause as she ran across the stage into Johnny’s welcoming
arms gave him an ‘air kiss’ on each cheek, and then plant ed a
big wet one right on his mouth. It took him completel y off
guard. He blushed. One of things that so endeared him to his
fans was his homespun naïveté. He could still be embarrassed
by a public display of affection —or so he made it appear.
Unfortunatel y for him Miss Reynolds harbored no such
inhibition, and was too good an entertainer not to capitalize
on Johnny’s uneasiness. Still holding him, she went into her
Za Za Gabor impersonation. “Dahling, vhy I do believe
you’re blushing. I like daht in a man; its soooo cute.”
Holding his hands out to his sides, Johnny turned to the
audience with a perplexed look on his face. “Folks, I swear I
didn’t put her up to this. I don’t know what’s going on, but I
know that if it doesn’t stop soon I’m gonna be in big trouble
when I get home.”
“Dahling,”
Debbie
said,
continuing
the
Gabor
impersonation, “don’t you vorry. Just tell your vife daht I
onl y used you for a few minutes. She vill have you for the
rest of der night.”
With that bit of advice, the audience went wild, Johnny
cracked up, and Ed McMahon was laughing so hard he almost
fell out of his chair.
“Onl y used me for a few minut es; did I miss something?”
He went into another classic Carson facial expression to
pretend his innocence. But, false modest y aside, he knew a
good thing when it was dropped in his lap, and this was
Debbie at her best. He kept feeding her lines to encourage her
comedic responses, to which she was more than willing to
oblige.
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They kept their impromptu skit going for several
hilarious minutes. The audience was in stitches. If they
weren’t warmed up after J ohnny’s monologue they were
sizzling now. But Debbie and Johnny knew when to quit and
walked back to his desk while the laughter and applause was
still at its peak
Always the gentlemen, McMahon got up to greet her with
a handshake before she took the chair nearest Johnny’s desk.
“Debbie Reynolds ladies and gentlemen. Isn’t she
something? Johnny said, gesturing to the petite star. “So,
Debbie, what have you been up to lately? I heard you just
finished a new movie.”
“That’s right, Johnny, ‘The Singing Nun.’ It’ll be
released next year.”
“Your studio sent us a film clip. Will you set the scene
for us before we roll it?”
“Of course, isn’t that why I’m here, sill y,” she teased.
Johnny rolled his eyes and threw his hands up,
inadvertentl y launching the pencil he was holding in his right
hand. It went fl ying behind him, barely missing an out of
sight stage hand. “Ed, help me out he re. What am I paying
you for? Besides selling dog food, all you do is sit around
and laugh your fanny off.”
“That is what you pay me for , Mr. Carson.” McMahon
wasn’t sure how Johnny would react. Nevertheless, it got
more laughs.
Johnny looked i nto the camera with his hurt little bo y
look. “You see, I get no respect. We’d better just run the
film.”
After viewing the film clip, he said: “That was a funny
scene. We’ll be looking forward to the picture’s debut.
Speaking of debuts, how about th e one coming up for you
right here in the ‘Big Apple?’ I heard you were in New York
to star in the Broadway version of the ‘Unsinkable Molly
Brown.’ Is that true?”
“Now, Johnny, you know it is. I told you about that
before the show.”
Like the kid who got caught with his hand in the cookie
jar, Johnny shook his head and laughed. Uncharacteristicall y
at a loss for words, he wisel y said nothing.
Debbie let him stew awhile, then added: “I’ve never been
more excited about a project. This is my fir st Broadway
musical, and I’m reall y looking forward to working in front
of a live audience. I’m also a bit nervous.”
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“No need to be,” he said. Your performance in the movie
won an Oscar nomination, and New York audiences are the
best in the world. Th ey love you here.” More applause and
cheers from the audience.
“If they’re anything like the wonderful people in this
studio, I must agree.” She threw them a kiss.
“You see what I mean,” Johnny said, “You’ve got lots of
fans here, and it’s time we brought out one of your biggest.
Ladies and gentlemen please join me in welcoming one of the
Air Force’s finest fighter pilots, a man whose recent combat
exploits have earned him the personal recognition of the
President of the United States, Captain V iktor Kracek.”
*

*

*

Bien Hoa Air Base, 14Dec65, 1120 hours (New York,
13Dec,11:20PM)
The three F-100’s pulled onto the parallel taxiway in
staggered trail formation, each one bearing the distinctive
Black Falcon logo on its tail. On the runway, a flig ht of F-5’s
were on takeoff roll. .
“Skoshi Tigers,” Whitfield said over the aircraft
intercom.
“Nice little airplane, but it can’t carry much.” Brown
said.
“Doesn’t have much range either,” Whitfield replied, “but
it handles like a sports car in the air, and it’s deadl y accurate.
“I’ll give it that, sir. A ir to air combat is where it reall y
shines.”
“On that we agree. I’d like to take one up to see how it
well it performs.
And I’d like to be there when you do, Brown thought.
They pulled into the arming area at the end of the
runway. Lead took the first slot, offset thirt y degrees from
the runway heading for safet y. As the crew chief guided them
in, Whitfield raised the canopy full open and placed his hands
on the railing, visible to the chief and weapons personnel.
Brown did the same, signaling the ground crew that all
armament switches were off and it was safe to work under the
aircraft.
Two and Three parked pa rallel to Lead and duplicated his
actions, as Whitfield and Brown observed. Each flight
member would check the other as their weapons were armed —
a standard safet y procedure.
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Soon, the armament crew chief appeared in front of the
lead aircraft displaying pins with red streamers in one hand
and a thumbs up with the other. Whitfield returned the
gesture and lowered his canopy full down. He waited until his
wingmen did
the same before switching the flight to channel two.
“Eagle, check in.”
“Two…Three.”
“Tower, Eagle is number one for takeoff.”
“Roger, Eagle, cleared onto the active…winds 2 -2-0
degrees at ten Knots.” Major Thompson put his mike down
and picked up his binoculars to check them as they taxied
onto the runway.
Whitfield added onl y enough power to get the F -100F
rolling, then pulled it back to idle before starting his turn to
keep his jet exhaust from blasting the ground crew. He
stopped on the runway centerline, with Two on his left wing
and Three on the right. A circ ular motion of his hand signaled
them to run up their engines.
“Eagle, this is Tower,” Lafitte called. “Request you
expedite takeoff…flight of three approaching the break.”
“Will do, Tower.” Whitfield checked his wingmen for a
thumbs up and released brakes. “Eagle One on the roll.” He
moved the throttle into afterburner and braced himself for the
jarring impact of sixteen thousand pounds of explosive
energy that surged through the airplane and them.
The sudden start forward pressed t hem against their seat
backs. The F-86 he flew in Korea was a great airplane, but it
couldn’t match the raw power of the F -100. He felt years
younger. “Gets your attention, doesn’t it, John?”
*

*

*

The Tonight Show, New York Cit y, 13Dec65, 11:20pm
Henderson’s band played a rousing rendition of the Air
Force’s “Wild Blue Yonder” as Kracek walked in wearing his
dress blue uniform decorated with four rows of ribbons,
including his recently awarded medals.
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Johnny greeted him warml y in front of his desk. Debbie
also stood up to meet him and shake his hand. Her
uncharacteristicall y reserved behavior contrasted sharpl y with
her initial entrance. It was not politically motivated. No one
knew where she stoo d on the issue of Vietnam, since she has
never made a public statement regarding it. If asked about the
war by the press she would simpl y say: “I am an actress and
entertainer, not a politician.”
She met the Captain before the show, expecting an
egocentric, vainglorious fighter pilot, bursting with his own
self importance. Instead, she found him to be an
unpretentious, strong -willed man who spoke softl y, but with a
confidence and sincerit y she was not accustomed to seeing in
Holl ywood.
That he was handsome as well as charming didn’t hurt
either. She liked him. More importantly, she respected him,
and would never do anything in public that might embarrass
him.
“Captain Kracek, Johnny tells me you’re m y biggest fan.
Is that true?”
“Miss Re ynolds, if Johnny told you that, then it must be
true.” Standing in front of the same beautiful girl that had
smiled back at him from a picture she sent him when he was a
young marine in Korea, he realized that the occasion called
for something more than a handshake. Kracek gentl y took her
hand and kissed it.
Debbie was surprised and genuinely flattered. Trooper
that she is, however, she quickl y regained her composure and
eased into her Scarlet O’hara impersonation. Smiling
demurel y, with fluttering eyelids, she said: “Whah, Captain
Kracek, ah had no ideah that fighter pilots were so gallant.”
“Madam,” he replied, in a rather clumsy Rhett Butler, “as
a rule we are not, but your dazzl ing beauty brings out the best
in me.” He then sat her in her chair , shook Ed’s hand, and
took the chair nearest Johnny’s desk.
Debbie was speechless —a rarit y for her. She was also
blushing—even more rare. Johnny, meanwhile, was going
through his patented repertoire of mannerisms and facial
expressions. He was enjo ying the show, as was everyone in
the studio.
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McMahon couldn’t hide his amazement over the
audience’s reception of the war hero and silentl y regretted
having said anything about it to Johnny. Thankfull y, everyone
was so busy watching Debbie and Kracek , no one noticed his
open-mouthed stare —no one, that is, except his boss, who
pointed a finger at him as if he were aiming a pistol.
McMahon smiled sheepishl y and settled back in his chair.
“Well, Captain,” Johnny began, “you did tell me you were
a big fan of Miss Reynolds. Until now, however, I hadn’t
realized how big. You took us all by surprise, especially
Debbie. With the exception of her films, I’ve never seen her
blush. This has got to be a television first.”
“Johnny, you are bad,” Debbie pr otested.
Turning to her, Kracek said: “Mi ss Reynolds, if I
embarrassed you I apologize.”
“Oh, no, not at all,” she said. “I was very flattered. But
please, call me Debbie.”
“I will, if you’ll call me Viktor.”
“And you can both call me J ohnny. Now that that’s
settled, I think the television audience would like to know
more about Captain Kracek. I was told that you are originall y
from New York.”
“That’s right, Johnny. I was born in Brookl yn, just six
months after m y parents arrived he re.”
“So, your parents are not from this country.”
“No, they are from Czechoslovakia…Pragu e, actuall y.
They taught at Charles U niversit y. My father teaches political
science, m y mother, history.
“Reall y? What made them want to leave al l that to come
here?”
Johnny already knew the answers to the questions he
would be asking all of his guests. His research team had
already provided him with all the background information he
needed to ask the questions that would be of most interest to
the viewing audience.
“It’s a long story, but I’ll make it brief. My parents had
been following the Nazi movement in Germany with more
than academic interest, and when Hitler’s actions began to
match his rhetoric, it became clear to them that he woul dn’t
be satisfied with Germany alone.

257

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

“After he was made Chancellor of Germany in January
1933, and given near dictatorial power, they decided it was
time to leave Czechoslovakia. It took some time to get visas,
but with the help of some American fr iends at Columbia
Universit y—who also found them teaching positions there —
they were able to leave the country in June of that year. My
mother was three months pregnant with her first son.”
“So you were conceived in Czechoslovakia and born in
America. That’s interesting…unique, like so many other
things about you, which brings us to why you’re here
tonight.”
Looking directl y into the camera, Johnny said: “For you
folks out there in television land, and those of you in the
studio who may not know, C aptain Kracek has just returned
from Vietnam, where he was involved in two of the most
incredible missions of the war, missions in which his courage
and fl ying skills turned the tide of battle and saved many
American lives.”
The audience interrupted with polite applause. S ome
chose not to.
Johnny took note. “ It was because of brave actions that he
was awarded the Air Force Cross for each mission —our
nation’s second highest award for valor —and flown back to
Washington to receive his medals from the President himself.
Turning his attention back to Kracek, Johnny said. “That
happened yesterday at a Joint Session of Congress. Now
you’re here in New York, where it all started, so to speak.”
“Actuall y Johnny, if you ask m y parents, they wo uld
probabl y tell you that it reall y started in Prague.”
“And they would be right. But, what about you? Where do
you go from here? ”
“I’ll go back to Washington for a day or two, then Las
Vegas.”
“Las Vegas?
“Not the “Strip,” but Nelli s Air Force Base; more
specificall y the U.S. Air Force Fighter Weap ons School, my
alma mater. Like the people I’ll be briefing in Washington,
they want a first -hand account of m y missions before I go
back to Vietnam.”
“Wow,” Johnny said, “that’s quit e a schedule. At least
they gave you tomorrow off. That was good of them, wasn’t
it?”
“And I’m happy to get it. There are some people in the
Pentagon who are very anxious to talk to me. I was surprised
they let me do your show.”
“I’m not. They were overruled by the President.”
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“The President?”
“You bet; he had Jack Valenti call the studio execs to set
it up.”
Kracek recalled Johnson’s words as he left his office. “I
should have guessed. By the way, the President asked me to
say hello. He’s probabl y watching the show right now —
assuming he hasn’t been distracted by some new world
crisis.”
“He did?” Johnny was pleased with the unsolicited
endorsement. “You know, he was also on the Tonight Show,
back when he was still the Senate M ajorit y Leader. A
charming man, but I wouldn’t want to lock horns with him
over a political issue.”
“I got that same impression. He leaves no doubt as to
who’s in charge. Oh, there was something else he wanted me
to pass on to you.”
“Am I in trouble?” Johnny pretended to be nervous by
letting another pencil fl y out of his hand, then slumped back
in his chair.
“No, but he did ask me to tell you that your golf swing
needed more work.”
“He did? Did you hear that, Ed? I want you to find me the
best golf pro in this cit y and schedule me for lessons for the
next two weeks. When the President of the United States
takes the time to critique m y golf swing the least I can do is
act on his advice.”
“You’re absolutely right, boss.” McMahon kept their
impromptu skit going. “I’ll get right on it.”
“Enough already,” Debbie interrupted. I don’t know what
you boys see in that sill y game anyway. Viktor’s story is far
more interesting, and I’d much rather hear him tell it.” She
appealed to the stu dio audience. “Wouldn’t you?”
They responded with applause.
“Okay, I never argue with a lady, especiall y one as
unsinkable as “Molly Brown. This would be a good time to
show you an actual film clip of the Captain’s mission, in
which he shot down two Mig-21’s. It’s an edited copy of the
actual gun camera film taken by him. The Pentagon sent it
over by courier this morning.”
“They sent you my gun camera film?”
“It blew me away me too. Like you, I assumed it would be
classified, but apparentl y the White House was anxious to
have it aired on tonight’s show. Viktor, would you explain
what we are seeing as we go through it?”
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“Be happy to, Johnny.” The lights were dimmed in the
studio and the film was started. “The film starts wher e I was
just completing a hi gh ‘g’ barrel roll, forcing both Mig -21’s
into an overshoot. You can see the leader slide out in front,
followed by his wingman. That small circle of lighted
diamonds with the dot in the middle is m y sight aiming
reticle.
“I slowl y moved it onto to the wingman, then open ed fire.
The intermittent streaks of light you see are tracer rounds.
They illuminate the flight path of the 20mm cannon shells
seen here impacting wingman’s aircraft.”
“Hol y cow!” Johnny excla imed. “What was that?”
“Debri from his plane. I had to pull up sharpl y to avoid
fl ying through it, otherwise I might shot m yself down at the
same time. One of the ironies of war—a ‘friend’ of mind
might say.
My evasive maneuver put me out of gun range for a clean
shot at his leader, but not for long. I selected full afterburner
and quickl y closed the distance. It was onl y able to fire a
short burst, but every round found its mark. The Mig was
badl y damaged, but still fl yable, and the pilot was he ading
straight for Cambodia.
I moved in to finish him off, but my guns wouldn’t fire.
The few seconds it took me to find and reset the popped
circuit breaker was all the time he needed to make it into
Cambodia. We were forced to break it off.
The gun camera filmed ended.
*

*

*

Vietnam, 14Dec1965,
11:45am)

1145

hours

(New

York,

13Dec,

Approaching the target area, Whitfield contacted the
Forward Air Controller. “Sparrow this is Eagle , how do you
read, over?”
“Loud and clear, Eagle…how me?”
“Five by. What have you got for us?”
“A Vietcong ammo storage dump located about fift y
meters inside the trees to the east of the clearing. Do you
have me in sight?”
“Roger. We’re about four miles northeast at ten t housand
feet. We’re three F -100’s carrying 750 pound bombs and
20mm.”
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With the skill of the fighter pilot he is, Captain ‘Jaz’
Jazinski rolled into the target and fired off a smoke rocket —
the onl y ordnance carried by the O1E. As he pulled out of his
dive he said: “Drop on m y smoke.”
“Eagle flight, check switches hot. Lead is in from the
southeast.”
Brown watched the WWII fighter ace smoothl y, but
firml y, roll the aircraft inverted and pull it through the
horizon into a fift y five degree dive angle, positioning the
nose of the F-100well short of the target, while
simultaneousl y throttling back to control acceleration rate He
observed how the “old man” allowed the sight aiming point to
slowl y drift up to the target , so it would arrive there a t
precisel y the same time his dive angle stabilized at fort y five
degrees, his airspeed hit four hundred and fift y knots, and his
altimeter read fort y five hundred feet.
Those parameters met, he released his two inboard bombs
and pulled up, banking sharpl y left to complicate the
Vietcong gunners tracking problem.
Eagle Two began his attack before the dust from Lead’s
bombs had a chance to settle. “Two’s in from the northeast.”
“Roger, put them right on top of Eagle Lead’s,” Sparrow
directed.
“Nicel y done, Colonel,” Brown commented. Did you see
the tracers as we pulle d off?”
“I did, but they were well behind us. They haven’t
adjusted to our faster delivery speed yet, one of the first
changes Kracek made after he joined the squadron. ”
“Kracek again. Brown wondered what he had to do to get
out from under his shadow.
“Captain Brown…John,”
Whitfield didn’t get an
immediate response.
“Yes sir…sorry…I was distracted for a second.”
“Why don’t you make the next bomb run?”
“Me? From the back seat?”
“Why not? You’re an experienced instructor pilot.”
“But, I never delivered a live weapon from the back seat.
I…I can’t see the sight reticle from here.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll talk you through it.” Whitfield didn’t
wait for his acceptance. “You have the airplane,” he said,
shaking the stick —the signal for Brown to take control of the
aircraft. Those four words were never given, or taken lightl y
by any pilot, and were understood more as a command than a
request.
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Without hesitation, Brown took the control stick . I wanted
to learn something from him on this mission, but I never
expected this. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Colonel.”
“I generall y do,” he said, taking no offense to Brown’s
remark. While he would never tolerate obvious disrespect
from his people, he allowed, even encouraged them to speak
freel y. He didn’t want a bunch of “yes men” around him who
carefull y measured every word they said for fear of
displeasing the boss. Some commander s might like that sort
of thing, even promote it —not Bill Whitfield. He believed
such nonsense stifled innovative thinking and insured the
preservation of the status quo.
He wanted his people to express themselves openl y and
challenged them to “thin k outside the box.” Onl y then could
they realize their full potential and thus maximize their
contribution to the squadron. Nothing mattered more to him
than molding his people into the best f ighting unit in the Air
Force. Giving the controls to Brown was simpl y a practical
expression of his leadership philosophy. “You know of
course, that if this were anything other than a routine mission
I wouldn’t be doing this.”
“Yes sir, I do, and I apologize.”
“No apologies necessary. You’ve got a lot of tim e in the
back seat of an “F.” Just fl y it like I know you can.”
“Thanks, Colonel.” I’m definitely learning something from
him on this flight, and it’s not just a new flying technique.
Eagle Three saw the first two bombs hit and dropped his
twent y meters further east. As he pu lled off target, he looked
back in time to see the shock wave from his bombs part the
jungle trees like the hand of an invisible giant. Two
secondary explosions told him that his bombs had found the
arms cache. “That’s what we came here to do,” he told
himself.
“Sparrow…Eagle Three, did you see the secondary
explosions?”
“You bet. Eagle Flight, did you see the fire works?”
“Eagle One has them.” Brown acknowledged.
“Two, roger.”
“If you drop your remain ing bombs within ten mete rs of
Eagle Three’s that should just about wrap it up.”
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“You got it, Sparrow. Eagle One is in from the west.”
Brown rolled in to the target aggressively. Fl ying back seat
with limited visibility to the front, and no reference to the
sight, he wanted as much tracking time as he could get. As he
rolled his wings level, he reduced power and scanned the
instruments: airspeed 350 knots, altitude 8500 feet, dive
angle fift y five degrees. “How does it look up front,
Colonel?”
“Not bad. You’re about 150 feet short and slightl y left of
the aim point. Turn right about three degrees.”
“Roger.” With a slight bank and a touch of right rudder,
Brown made the correction.
“That’s got it, but your airspeed is low.”
Brown mov ed the throttle forward a few percent to
correct, and double checked the speed brakes by moving the
switch up. When he did, he heard the familiar sound of the
brake slamming shut against the underside of the aircraft.
“Damn, it was partiall y down,” he chid ed himself.
He corrected the problem, but the distraction was enough
to cause him to go through his release altitude by two
hundred feet. However, the altitude error was offset by the
lower airspeed at release, and his bombs hit close enough to
trigger another secondary explosion bigger than the first.
Realizing he had pressed the attack, Brown pulled up into
a hard straight ahead climb to insure a safe recovery. This
delayed his turn away from the target area and gave the VC
marksman a clean s hot with a shoulder held heat seeking
missile. It flew right up their tailpipe, blowing apart the aft
section and rupturing the hydraulic lines.
As soon as it impacted, Whitfield instinctivel y took the
controls. “I’ve got the aircraft…you okay, John? ”
“Yes sir, but it is getting a little warm back here.”
Sparrow was so focused on the target he never saw the
missile homing in on Eagle One. “Nice shooting, Eagle ,” he
reported. “You must have hit the mother lode. The shock
wave from the second ary damn near tore my wings off.”
“Tell that to the guy who just drove a missile up our
tailpipe,” Whitfield quipped.
When the Vietcong shooter saw his missile strike home he
started to celebrate his victory with his buddies, but t heir joy
was short-lived. Eagle Two’s bombs turned their smiling
faces into death masks of bloody horror.
*

*

*

The Tonight Show, New York Cit y, 13Dec1965, 11:40PM
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“That was some piece of fl ying,” Johnny said. “I’ve never
seen anything like it. Have you Ed?”
“Heck no. I’m still trying to figure out how so much co uld
happen in so little time.”
“Me too,” Debbie said. “But, Johnny said you shot down
two Migs. Your film shows the Leader getting away.”
“It does. We had to break pursuit to avoid crossing into
Cambodia, so I couldn’t film it with m y gun camera.
However, we saw the pilot eject. His plane crashed about one
hundred meters from where he himself la nded. His chute was
being drawn into the heat of the fireball, but he managed to
steer away from it. He was unhurt.”
“My God, I’m glad of that,” she said.
Kracek noted of her concern for the fate of the enem y
pilot. “So am I. By the way, his win gman also ejected safel y,
but he wasn’t as fortunate as his leader. He was still over
South Vietnam, and taken prisoner immediatel y after
landing.”
An always curious Johnny had to ask: “Captain, did I hear
you correctl y? Did you say that you were glad the Mig Leader
got away? ”
“No, Johnny, but I was relieved he wasn’t injured.”
“But he was trying to kill you.”
“And I him. That’s war, and all of the other nast y things
that go with it. It is by nature an ugl y, inhumane business,
but that doesn’t mean we have to be. We are, after all, human
beings, even if there are some on both sides who would have
us think otherwise.
“When this war is over —just like every other before it —
we’ll go back to our homes and families to resume our lives,
diplomatic relations will be reestablished, trade between our
two countries will be resumed, and old enemies will become
new friends. That’s the way it’s always been, and it will be
no different this time. We live on an ever shrinking planet,
and life is far too short to waste on vengeance.”
Johnny was a bit unsettled by Viktor’s impromptu lecture.
He took a few seconds to collect his thoughts. Christ, I only
asked a simple question. But there is a lot of truth in what he
says. “I agree. I’ve read the w orks of scholars who hold
similar views, but none expressed them as succinctl y as you
just did. I think I understand now what they were trying to
tell me.”
“Living through two different wars has given me some
invaluable insight into the subject, Johnn y. And, maybe,
because I am not a scholar, m y blunt explana tion is more
easil y understood b y most people.”
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“I also believe that war is dehumanizing,” Debbie said,
“but onl y to the extent we allow it to be. That’s why listening
to a hero of this war, express that truth with the
understanding and sensitivit y as onl y a man who has been
through it can is a good thing. We needed to hear it.
Moreover, we needed to hear it from you.”
Kracek looked at her and smiled. Despite the distraction
of her beaut y and talent, he always suspected her to be a
woman of more depth than her Holl ywood persona.
Johnny and McMahon were bowled over by her perceptive
remarks. There was a noticeable pause in the dialogue, as
Johnny tried to digest the apparent cont radiction. “Wow,
where did that come from Debbie? As long as I’ve known
you I’ve never seen this serious side.”
“Oh, It’s been there all along, Johnn y. I just never had
anyone push the right button before. I have to thank Viktor
for that. Do you do this to all the girls you meet, Captain?”
“No, Miss Reynolds, onl y those who have the right button
to press.”
With the mood once again lightened, Johnny introduced
his next guest.
*

*

*

Vietnam, 14 Dec65, 1150 hours (New York, 13Dec, 11:50pm)
“Eagle Flight, Lead has been hit. Our engine is coming
apart and we’re losing hydraulic pressure…have to eject.”
“Eagle Lead, this is Sparrow, there’s a clear area about a
mile west.”
“Roger that.” Whitfield turned the crippled aircraft toward
the clearing. “John, on m y call, pull the handles and go.”
“Isn’t there some other way we can resolve the problem,
Colonel?” Brown wasn’t too keen on jumping out of an
airplane—even one that was falling a part around him —but his
forced humor couldn’t hide his fear. This was every pilot’s
worst nightmare.
“None. When you get down head for the trees to the west.
I can’t guarantee the Vietcong won ’t be waiting for us there,
but at least we won’t be r unning back to where we know they
are. Now go, or you’ll be fl ying solo.”
Eagle Three was about to join on his Leader’s right wing
when he saw the canopy jettison from the aircraft, followed
by Brown, then Whitfield. He circled to keep them in sight.
“They’re out with two good chutes.”
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“Two has them in sight. I’m closing on your right wing,
Three.” Olsen looked for hung bombs as he moved in.
“You’re clean.”
“Roger, so are you.” Three confirmed. “Check your bomb
switches safe and gun switch on . Say your fuel.”
“Two has 5000 pounds…switches off, guns hot.”
“That gives us less than twent y minutes of loiter time.
Call me when you reach bingo fuel,” Three directed.
Olsen watched the chutes collapse on the ground.
“They’re down…landed about fift y meters of each other.”
Whitfield unbuckled his parachute harness and took out
his emergency radio. “Eagle Three, this is Lead, do you
read?”
“Loud and clear…everyone okay? ”
“We’re good here, but…” Whitfield stopped in mid sentence to stare in amazement at Brown sprinting toward
him like a gazelle. His feet barel y touched the ground. Christ,
he can run, he thought. “…we’ll be needing a ride home.”
“A rescue chopper and fighter support are on the way,”
Sparrow replied.
“Roger that, Sparrow, but if we don’t get out of this
clearing we won’t be alive to greet them. We’re moving into
the jungle west of us.”
“Good call. I spotted a Vietcong patrol moving towards
your position from the east.”
“Lead, this is Three. I’ve got a visual on the bad guys.
Hold your position until you hear m y guns. We’ll keep them
busy until you’re safel y in the trees.”
“Copy that,” Whitfield replied. Looking at Brown, he
said: “Are you ready to dance, John?”
“All I need is the music.” The sound of Eagle Three’s
20mm cannons suddenl y filled the heavy air like crackling
thunder. “That’s m y song, Colonel.”
They sprinted into the jungle as Eagle Two laid down a
second wall of steel between them and their Vietcong
pursuers. Whitfield stayed with h is younger charge step for
step as they dove into the brush. They stopped momentaril y to
catch their breath. “Jesus, Colonel, I didn’t know you could
run like that.”
“Never had to before today, John. It’s amazing what a
little motivation will do.”
“Motivation…right. There’s plent y of that around.” Brown
was even more impressed with Whitfield’s cool under fire
than he was with his running abilit y. “What do we do now?”
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“We can’t stay here. Our guys can hold them off onl y a s
long as their ammo holds out —five minutes, maybe. We’ve
got to keep moving.”
“But, what about the rescue chopper? How will they find
us?”
“The chopper won’t do us much good if the VC get to us
first. Our best bet is to make it to another open a rea, or find a
hole in the jungle canopy big enough for them to hoist us
out.” Whitfield took the UHF from his G-suit pocket.
“Sparrow, Eagle One.”
“Go ahead, One.”
“We’re heading deeper into the jungle…need a bearing to
the next clear area big e nough for a cable extraction.”
“Roger that. There is a smaller opening less than a mile
northwest of your position.”
“Thanks, we’ll keep in touch. Don’t go away.”
“Not a chance.”
“Eagle One, this is Three, we can only hold them another
five minutes.”
“That should be enough.” Whitfield replied, with little
conviction.
*

*

*

The Tonight Show, New York, 13 Dec65, 12PM
“This would be a good time to bring out our next guest,”
Johnny said, “a man who, himself, is a World War II Navy
veteran. He was Manhattan’s 17 t h Congressional District’s
Representative since 1958, and is now about to take on one of
the most difficult jobs in the world, Mayor of New York Cit y.
Please help me wel come Congressman and Mayor Elect, John
Lindsay.”
A tall, slender, impeccabl y dressed man, exuding charm
and poise, strode on stage as though he owned it. He waved in
acknowledgment of the audience’s applause; which was more
polite than enthusiastic. In Lindsay’s case, however, the
controversy centered around the man, rather than the events
surrounding him.
Johnny stood up to greet him, and shook his hand.
“Congratulations on your recent election, Congressman.”
“Thanks, Johnny.” Before takin g the seat vacated by
Kracek, Lindsay took Debbie’s hand—she was standing to
greet him—and kissed her on the cheek, then gripped
Kracek’s hand firml y in his. “…pleasure to meet you,
Captain.”
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“The pleasure is all mine, sir.”
He shook McMahon’s hand before taking his seat.
Although a registered Republican, John Lindsay is viewed as
a maverick who never hesitated to break part y ranks if he
disagreed with its position on key issues. He made that clear
from his first day in Congress, rankling more tha n a few
partisan feathers during his tenure in Washington.
A strong advocate of civil rights, he publicl y reproached
the President for not fulfilling his campaign promises and
admonished his brother Bobby, the Attorney General, for
disregarding civil liberties during his overzealous crackdown
on organized labor.
Rather than compromise his principles, he even refused to
endorse his part y’s candidate for president when Barr y
Goldwater made a run for the oval office in 1964 —although,
it’s unlikel y that his opposition was solel y responsible for
Goldwater’s rout.
The lukewarm support given him by the liberal wing of
the Republican Party contributed more than their fair share.
Part y factionalism aside, it was Goldwater himself, with his
uncompromising, give no quarter attitude towards his
political enemies, and a campaign promise to end the war by
bombing Hanoi, who insured his own defeat.
He was the political antithesis of Lindsay; but both men
were equall y willing to suffer the consequenc es of their
beliefs and had more in common than either of them would
admit. And, like Goldwater, you either liked John Lindsay or
you hated him. There was no middle ground.
Kracek admired them both —although he differed with
both of them on some of t he politics they espoused.
“Congressman,“ Johnny said, “You’re looking as dapper
as ever. How does it feel to be Mayor Elect of our fair cit y?”
“It feels great, Johnny. I’m looking forward to taking over
one of the most demanding political pos itions next to the
Presidency. As you know I thrive on challenge, and there is
certainl y enough of it in New York City to keep me full y
occupied.”
“I don’t doubt that. But how do you feel about leaving
Washington, and all of the excitement and politic al
machinations that are so much a part of that scene?”
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“Some of it I’ll miss; much of it, I won’t. No doubt, I’ll
find enough of both right here to keep me from getting
homesick. Even more exciting to me is that, as Mayor, I’ll be
directl y responsible for all of the good people in this cit y, not
just the 17 t h District, which I represented in Congress for four
terms. New Yorkers have honored me once again by electing
me as their Mayor, and I will do everything in m y power to
justify their trust.”
This time when the audience applauded they held nothing
back. A smiling Lindsay looked at them and nodded his
thanks.
“Sure, they like your act here, but will it play in Peoria?”
Johnny said, paraphra sing an old vaudeville joke to bring
things back t o a lighter note.
Lindsay—as much a showman as he i s a politician (some
say the difference is imperceptible) —knew the routine and
played along. “I don’t know about Peoria, Johnny, but they
loved me in Harlem and the Bronx, and that’s good enough
for me.”
“He’s right about that folks. They went for him there big
time, despite the fact that the Democrats outnumbered the
Republicans by four to one.”
“Enough about me Johnny, I didn’t come here to discuss
politics, or to play your straight man —much as I enjoy doing
both. As you know, Mayor Wagner would have been here
himself, but he had a prior commitment that couldn’t be
broken on such short notice and asked me to substitute for
him. When I heard what it was for, I was more than happy to
oblige.”
“As we are to have you on our show, Congressman. The
floor is all yours.”
Lindsay reached behind his chair to retrieve a plaque with
an oversized gold key mounted on it. Standing to face
Kracek—who was briefed on what to expect and also stood —
he said: “Ladies and gentlemen, before I give this to the
Captain, I’d like to read you the inscription: ‘To Captain
Viktor Kracek, from the people of New York Cit y. For you,
our door is always open.’ December 13, 1965.”
He handed the plaque to Kra cek and shook his hand.
“Captain, on behalf of Mayor Wagner, and the cit y of New
York, I am honored to present you with the ‘Key to the Cit y.’
It is especiall y gratifying to give this to a native son.
Congratulations.”
The audience burst into applause and cheers.
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“Thank you, Congressman. Please convey m y thanks to
Mayor Wagner.” Looking into the camera, Kracek said: “And,
to the people of this great cit y, thank you. I haven’t called
New York home for many years, but my roots and m y heart
are still here. To be recognized by one’s own makes this
honor very special.” He held the plaque up to the camera.
Lindsey then added: “The ‘Key’ has been given to head s
of state, visiting dignitaries, sports stars, and other famous
heroes, but none more deser ving of it than you.” More
applause.
Aware that they were blocking Debbie from the audience’s
view, they took their seats. “Sorry, Miss Reynolds,” Lindsey
said, touching her hand.
“Don’t you worry, Mr. Mayor,” she said, “ the audience
has alread y seen enough of me…maybe too much. Besides, I
had the best seat in t he house to watch a unique exchange
between two remarkable men.”
“You are quite a lady, Miss Reynolds.”
Johnny wasn’t sure what to make of it all, but he liked
what he was seeing and hearing. The audience’s response was
all positive, and he was more than content to let his guests
carry the show for the next few minutes. This is good. It can’t
hurt our ratings either, he mused.
Lindsey turned to Kracek. “Captain, I saw th e film clip
on the monitor backstage and heard your commentary. I’ve
never seen anything like it. I was particularl y impressed with
the casual manner in which you described the extraor dinary
things we were viewing. It was almost as though you were
debriefing someone else’s mission.”
“The truth is, sir, I’m lucky to be alive. If m y wingman
hadn’t warned me when he did I wouldn’t be here now.
Thanks to him I was able to dodge that ‘bullet.’ The rest was
training and instinct.”
“Yes, I know. You we re just doing your job. I’ve been
told that about you. I’ve also heard —from those same
people— you do things in an airplane that few other pilot’s
are familiar with.”
Sort of like comparing m y golf game to that of Jack
Nicholas,” Johnny suggested. Tha t drew laughter from
everyone, including the technicians and stage hands. Johnny
feigned surprise at their reaction. “I guess there are a few
golfers in the studio who can relate to the idea.”
“Not a bad line, Johnny. You don’t mind if I use it do
you?”
“Be m y guest, Mr. Mayor…no pun intended.”
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Debbie noticed Kracek’s uneasiness with personal praise
and redirected the conversation. “There you go, Johnny, back
to golf again. What is this fixation you boys have with that
little white ball? It’s not healthy you know.”
Johnny shrugged, sheepishl y. “I give up. What would you
have us do, a song and dance?”
“I thought you’d never ask. I’ll bet the audience is ready
for some good old fashion entertainment. What about it
folks?” Their applaus e, and calls for her to sing, answered
her question.
“Apparentl y they are, but we have nothing prepared for
you,” Johnny said.
“What’s to prepare? We’re not doing a Broadway musical
here. I’m sure the band can play just about anything. I sn’t
that right Mr. Henderson?
“You name it, Miss Reynolds, we’ll play it.”
“Okay Debbie, you win. What will you do for us?
“Let’s leave that up to our honored guest. How about it,
Viktor?”
Kracek responded with the first song that came to his
mind, “Singing in the Rain,” from one of his favorite movies.
“Wonderful choice. You know how to pick them
‘fl yboy.’” Debbie walked to the mike at center stage while
the band played the introduction. She sang a chorus with the
same vivacit y she brough t to the original movie—even added
a little soft shoe.
The audience loved it, but she was just getting warmed up.
She went back to Johnny’ s desk, took Kracek by the hand and
pulled him out of his chair. He was shocked. “Come on
Viktor, I need a partne r. You can sing Gene’s part.” He tried
to tell her that he couldn’t, but she would not be denied.
“Sure you can. I heard that you love to sing, and I’ll bet you
know all the words.”
At center stage, a second mike was given to him as the
band replayed the chorus. Debbie flowed right into it with a
natural ease. “I’m singing in the rain, just singing in the
rain…”
Still in shock, Kracek just stood there until she gave him
a gentle elbow to the ribs and a big smile. It was all he
needed. He found his place in the music and joined in. “I’m
laughin’ at clouds, so dark up above, I’m singing, just singing
in the rain.” Once he got into it, he felt less self conscious,
and found himself enjoying it. After all, how often does a
guy get to sing a duet wit h Debbie Reynolds?

271

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

A beaming Debbie looked at him, surprised at how easil y
he got into the music and how well he sang. She applauded
and the audience joined in. “Doesn’t he have a great voice?
Keep it goin g Viktor, I’ll be right back.”
The stunned look on his face when she left him standing
there alone was, itself, entertaining. When she came back, she
had the Mayor Elect in tow. Unlike Kracek, he needed little
coaxing. He loved show business.
Together they sang one last chorus of ‘Singing in the
Rain,’ with Debbie in the middle of her two partners, arms
interlocked. It brought back images of her, Donald O’
Conner, and Gene Kell y in that widel y successful Holl ywood
musical. Their impromptu performance brought down the
house.
Johnny could not have more pleased, and McMahon, who
had earlier voiced his reservations about having a Vietnam
war hero on the show, was visibl y relieved. It was an evening
that would be remembered and talked about for a long time.
After the show, Ed reached a cross Johnny’s desk to shake
his hand. “You did good, John.”
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33
T h e C a p tu r e
Vietnam, 14Dec 1965, 1300 hours
Brown checked his lensatic compass. “This way.” He
pointed to a big tree about fort y meters away. The jungle
undergrowth wasn’t thick at first, but it became more dense
the further in they ven tured. At the next tree he recalculated
their heading. “It’ll be tough going from here, Colonel.”
“It will. But the ‘Cong’ won’t have it any easier, and it
will provide us better cover.”
“I like the way you think, sir. I just wish I was as sure
about it as you.”
They started out again, but each step forward was a
struggle, and they were unable to get another good compass
fix on anything more than ten meters away. That made it
impossible to stay on course —especiall y when forced to
detour aroun d impassable objects. It took them fort y minutes
to reach a small break in the overhead canopy. It wasn’t the
opening they were heading for, but the light that filtered
through was a welcome sight. Tired, and soaked with sweat,
they sat down with their bac ks against a huge tree.
“We’ll rest here a minute,” Whitfield said. “We need some
water.”
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They unzipped the survival kits taken from their parachute
harnesses. The kit formed part of the cockpit seat cushion and
contained the essential survival i tems: water, food rations
(dried meat bars, coffee, sugar, candy bars, etc.), knife,
fishing gear, UHF radio, a small .22 caliber rifle with a
folding stock, first aid kit, matches, sewing kit —everything
needed to stay alive in almost any environment.
Three weeks of rigorous survival training at Stead Air
Force Base in Reno, Nevada was physicall y and mentally
demanding, yet worth the time and discomfort. Unfortunatel y,
the snow packed slopes of the Sierra Nevada mountains did
little to prepare them f or the steam y jungles of Southeast
Asia. The survival school in the Philippines would have; but,
ordered to deploy on short notice, the 429 t h was not afforded
that opportunit y.
Something in the brush caught Brown’s attention. He
couldn’t see what it was, but he had heard the stories about
tigers in the jungles of Vietnam. He went for his .45 Colt
automatic pistol, but be fore he could clear the holster a hail
of bullets impacted high on the tree they were sitting under,
sending chunks of shredded bark down on their heads. He
looked at Whitfield , his eyes filled with as much question as
fear.
“Put it away John. They’ve got us.”
Brown dropped his weapon and, following Whitfield’s
lead, raised his hands. The shooting abruptl y stopped and the
Vietcong guerillas stormed out of the brush. One of them
snapped an order in Vietnamese to take their weapons and
equipment and tie their hands behind their backs.
“What are they going to do with us,” Brown asked,
worriedl y.
“I don’t know, but if they didn’t want us alive we would
have been dead with the first volley.”
“Very perceptive of you, Colonel.” The words, spoken in
heavil y accented English, came from behind them.
“You speak English,” Whitfield said, and was promptl y
smashed in the back with the st ock of an AK -47, wielded by
one of the men who had tied their hands. The pain was so
excruciating it momentaril y blurred his vision, but he did not
go down.
“You fool!” Lt. Than h
screamed at the soldier in
Vietnamese. “I told you they were not to be harmed.” His icy
glare sent the man away cowering.
I was right, Whitfield noted, they have something else in
mind for us.
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“My apologies, Colonel,” Than said. “We have orders to
take you alive and unharmed. But, my men have end ured
much in recent days. Our efforts to capture another of your
pilots a few days ago cost us in lives lost, and wounded. I
will deal with this one later.”
Whitfield was impressed with how the Lieutenant handled
the situation. I wouldn’t have done it any differently, he
thought. So they were directed to capture an American pilot
and recently failed…Garelli? Can this be the same man that
squared off against Kracek in that rice paddy?
“This way, Colonel,” Than said, pointing to a small
clearing ahead. He motioned him to follow his number two
man in trail, then fell in behind him. They sandwiched Brown
in nearer the end of the column to keep them isolated. When
they entered the brush on the other side, they were joined by
the rest of Thanh’s platoon.
Young as he is he knows his tactics, Whitfield observed.
We never had a chance.
“Follow m y men, Colonel. Our journey is long.”
“Where are you taking us?”
“To our base camp, but no more talk. When we get there, I
will ask the questi ons.”
Whitfield couldn’t believe the pace they were able to
maintain through a jungle that seemed no less dense than the
one he and Brown had just gone through. He estimated they
had covered about two miles. He could also tell, by the
changed angle of the sun’s rays that occasionall y punched
through thick jungle canopy, that they were now headed due
north. At that point, blindfolds would take away the luxury of
sight. They would not be removed until they reached the base
camp.
Thanh watched as Whitfield and Brown were tied to
individual bamboo posts driven deep into the hard dirt floor
of a small hut. When the guard finished binding their feet, he
ordered: “Give them some water, and bring the Colonel to me
in one hour.”
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34
T h e Wa ldo r f
The Tonight Show limousine dropped him off at the Park
Avenue entrance to the statel y Waldorf Astoria. It was near
two in the morning, and he looked forward to a hot shower
and a good night’s sleep.
However, once he stepped inside the hotel —isolated from
the clamor and frantic pace of New York Cit y’s crowded
streets—Kracek felt as though he were transported back in
time to a quieter, more genteel world. In the foyer he paused
momentaril y—as though seeking to absorb its soothing
ambience—before climbing the short flight of stairs leading
to the lobby’s front desk.
The sound of the clock striking two startled him as he
crossed the large art deco tile mosaic. He looked up at the
unique two ton 19 t h century time piece. It bore the carved
likenesses of seven American presidents and Queen Victoria,
and was originall y crafted in 1893 for an exhibition at the
Chicago World’s Fai r by a company in London whose name
the concierge could not recall.
The desk clerk handed him his room key and an envelope.
“This came in while you were out, Captain…from
Washington, I believe.”
“Thank you.” Kracek took the envelope and started to
walk away.
“Captain Kracek.” The clerk called, stopping him before
he took more than a few steps.
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“Yes?” He said, turning.
“I watched the show. Most of us do every night here. You
were very good. Everyone’s talking about it. Have you ev er
done anything in theater before? You have a great voice.”
“Thanks. No…well…some high school stuff is all. Miss
Reynolds deserves all the credit. Her personalit y and tal ent
can make anyone look good. And, she is as nice in person as
she is on the screen.”
“You’ll get no argument there, sir. Everybody loves
Debbie.”
The same concierge who had greeted Kracek earlier saw
him and hurried over. “Captain Kracek, nice to see you
again.”
“You’re working late, Mr. Evans.”
“A little. I got sidetracked watching the Tonight Show. It
was one of the best Carson shows I’ve seen. And you were
terrific.”
“Embarrassed, Kracek ignored the compliment. “It was a
fun evening. Johnny has a way of putting his guests at ease.”
“Yes, I’d say that you were very relaxed, Captain. May I
buy you a drink before you turn in?”
“Thank you, but no. It’s been a long day and I’ve got to
fl y back to Washington this afternoon.
“Another time, perhaps.”
“Kracek started to walk away, then stopped . “By the way,
the name of the company that built that clock was
Goldsmith.”
“Goldsmith…yes, I remember now. But how…?”
“The doorman told me.”
In the elevator Kracek opened the envelope. The message
read:
CALL AS SOON AS YOU RECEIVE THIS,
NO MATTER THE TIME. URGENT. MARTIN
Kracek made the call as soon as he got to his suite.
“Hello,” a wide awake voice on the other end said. “Colonel
Martin, this is Viktor.”
“Viktor…you got m y message.”
“What’s going on, sir? You said it was urgent.”
“I can’t give you any details over the phone. Something
has come up and they want us back in Vietnam as soon as
possible. We’ll talk when you get here. You’re booked on the
eight thirt y flight out of JFK thi s morning. Pick up your
ticket at the Eastern Airlines check -in counter. I’ll meet you
at Dulles with a car and driver. We’ll be going straight to the
Pentagon.”
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“Sounds serious.”
“It is. But that’s all I can tell you now. Sorry to spoil your
fun. Get some rest.”
“Not much chance of that.”
“Couldn’t be helped. By the way, I saw the show and you
were…”
“Terrific, I know,” Kracek interrupted.
“Well, no…I wouldn’t go that far. I was going to say,
prett y good for a fighter jock. Now Debbie was terrific!”
“Thanks.”
“For what?”
“For bringing me back to earth. I was beginning to believe
my own revues. But you’re right about Debbie.”
“Goodnight, Viktor.”
“Goodnight, sir.”
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35
Not My Enemy
The guard escorted Whitfield to a hut commandeered by
the Vietcong platoon leader for his temporary headquarters.
Lt. Thanh was sitting behi nd a small unpainted wooden table,
his hands clasped in front of him. With the exception of the
empt y chair opposite him, and an old straw mat on the dirt
floor to his right, the room was bare. A lighted oil lamp on
the Lieutenant’s desk provided some illu mination, and
unintentionall y added a measure of warmth to the drab
surroundings.
He saw that Whitfield’s hands were still tied. “Remove his
bonds,” he ordered.
The guard, a mere boy, hurriedl y complied, then stepped
back with his AK -47 held at the ready.
“Please, sit down Colonel.” Than h gestured to the chair in
front of his improvised desk.
Whitfield remained silent, and stared into the eyes of his
interrogator, trying to read his next move. Than h met his
stare with equal resolve. He too wanted to get some sense of
the man in front of him before beginning.
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He broke eye contact first, but only to scan through
several pages of the manila folder l ying on his desk. Closing
it again, he looked up at his captive with the confidence of a
man who seemed to already have all the information he
needed without asking a question. When Than h made a
suggestion he wasn’t expecting, Whitfield’s stoicism was
visibl y breached.
“Before we begin Colonel, let us have some tea.” He
motioned to the guard, who ushered in a peasant woman
carrying a metal tea pot and two small white ceramic cups.
She bowed to Than h, who acknowledged her presence with an
almost imperceptible nod.
Her hands shook as she poured the tea. After filling both
cups, she bowed again, then took her leave. Whitfield saw the
fear in her eyes, and felt compassion for her, and the others
like her whose lives were being turned into a nightmare by a
war that should have never been.
His mind travelled back to Korea, whe n a North Korean
pilot allowed him to float to the ground in his parachute,
unharmed. There may be honor among warriors, he reflected,
but there is no honor in war.
“Drink Colonel, the woman makes very good tea.” Than h
picked up his cup and drank to s how him that there was
nothing more in the pot than tea. “There, maybe that will
reassure you.”
Whitfield conceded a slight smile and thirstil y emptied his
cup. Than refilled their cups. “Perhaps, now, you can tell me
your name.”
“William T. Whitfield, Lt. Colonel, United States Air
Force, service number 1 -2-0-3-2-6-8-2-3, date of birth June 6,
1922.”
“What unit do you command, Colonel?”
“William T. Whitfield, Lt. Colonel, United States…”
“Yes, I know. The Geneva Accords require tha t you only
give your name, rank, service number, and date of birth. It is
your dut y to offer nothing more. I understand. However, I had
hoped you might be as interested as I am in knowing more
about the enem y, not as prisoner and jailer, but as a human
being.” He paused, waiting for a response, but got none.
Nonetheless, the look in Whitfield’s eyes told him that he had
tapped into the older man’s intellectual curiosit y.
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Than reopened the manila folder. “Never mind, I will tell
you. It appears there i s little that Hanoi intelligence does not
already know about the Commander of the 429 t h Squadron,
and the in-famous ‘Black Falcons.’ You have been a subject
of interest for them since your arrival in Vietnam almost
three months ago. The combat effectivenes s of your unit was
soon noted and reported to our leaders. It was not difficult to
compile this dossier. Most of it is a matter of public record.”
Whitfield displayed no emotion, but he was surprised by
the thoroughness of North Vietnamese intelligenc e gathering.
He was even more impressed with the sophistication of the
Lieutenant’s interrogation technique —very mature for one so
young. Than h was also right in assuming that he would be
interested in knowing more about “the enem y.”
“According to th is, Colonel, in World War II you shot
down twent y eight German aircraft, making you an ace five
times over. Quite an achievement for someone who could not
have been any older than I am now. And, seven years later,
during the Korean conflict, you shot down another fifteen
Migs. With such an outstanding personal record, it is not
difficult to see why your squadron is one of the most
respected in Vietnam.”
Thanh paused momentaril y to turn a few more pages in
the folder. “I could go on, tell you where yo u went to school,
what sports you excelled in, that you were number one in
your aviation cadet class, and more, but it isn’t necessary.
You see m y point.”
“Yes, I do, and you can see mine,” Whitfield replied, no
longer able to hold back —nor wanting to. In a free
democratic societ y—as we enjoy in the United States —such
information is relativel y easy to obtain. Admittedl y, at times
like this, it puts us at a disadvantage. However, no American
would forfeit his freedom merel y to protect against the small
advantage it may give an enem y.”
Whitfield’s candid response pleased Than h. He tried not
to show it, but a slight smile gave him away . “You need not
fear revealing any secrets, Colonel. “There is little we do not
know about every American combat unit in Vietnam, the
weapons and tactics they use, and their fighting capabilities.
We have not onl y survived your superior arm s and
technology, we have grown stronger. Eventuall y, no matter
how long it may take, we will win this struggle because we
believe in our cause. Do you?”
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Whitfield pondered Than’s remarks. He’s right. We may
not have the will to see this war through to the end, to win it!
All he had to do to reach that conclusion was read our
newspapers and watch our television.
“Your silence gives me m y answer, Colonel. In a way, I
sympathize with you. You are a hero of two very different,
yet justifiable wars fought by your country; wars in which the
lines were clearl y drawn and the goal was victory. You know,
perhaps better than I, t hat is not the case here, and that is
your weakness, one that will ultimatel y lead to your defeat.”
“I don’t need, nor do I want your bloody sympathy,
Lieutenant. I have questioned every war I’ve ever been in,
and this one is no different. I too have beliefs. I believe in
freedom and democracy, that these things are the birthright of
every man, woman and child on this planet —good, honest
people who want nothing more than to be allowed to live in
peace, to express themselves without fear, and to grow
without the oppressive weight of any form of dictatorial
government.
“This is why I am in Vietnam today. It was why I was in
Korea, and why I fought in World War II. I am a soldier who
loves his country, ready to give m y life to protect the
democratic ideals it represents —not onl y for m y people, but
for yours. Can you assure me that the communist regime you
are trying to install in South Vietnam will guarantee these
freedoms for its citizens?”
An angry Thanh sprung to his feet, knocking over hi s
chair. The guard, confused by his commander’s reaction,
stepped forward with his rifle raised to strike the prisoner,
but was waved back by the Lieutenant. Whitfield’s
impassioned discourse took the guerilla leader by surprise,
and he silentl y cursed him self for showing emotion. He took a
deep breath, picked up his chair and calml y sat down,
allowing himself a few seconds to regain his composure.
Whitfield watched him with studied interest. “Your
reaction, is m y answer, Lieutenant.”
“Not quite, Colonel. I too am a soldier who loves his
country, who also believes in freedom and democracy. That is
precisel y why we fight, because the corrupt administration in
Saigon—illegall y
installed
and
supported
by
your
government—denies us these very things. N othing is black
and white, as you Americans say. Everything is colored in
many shades of gray.
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“You are right freedom is a precious gift, which is why it
cannot be doled out to anyone not ready, or unwilling to
accept the responsibilit y that comes w ith it. In any societ y,
freedom without individual accountability leads to anarchy.
Ours is an agrarian culture largel y populated by illiterate
peasants, who are more concerned about feeding their
children than they are with what form of government sits in
Saigon.
“These people —m y people—view time in terms of
centuries, not years. They are not ready for a full y
democratic, one man one vote political order. Vietnam is
better suited for a system that can channel the energies and
talents of its people in a direction in which each of us can
best contribute to the growth of our societ y, to raise it, and
us, to the next level. Karl Marx put it best: ‘From each
according to his abilit y, to each according to his need.’ That
system is communism.”
Whitfield was impressed with Than h’s logic and grasp of
communist ideology. He is not simply repeating propaganda
fed to him by Hanoi, he believes it, he thought. “Your defense
of communism is admirable Lieutenant, but it has one serious
flaw.”
“And what is th at, Colonel?”
“It doesn’t work. Communism, as it was envisioned by
Marx and Engels more than a century ago, does not exist
anywhere in the world.”
“But, you are wrong. What of the U.S.S.R., China,
Cuba…?”
“Dictatorships all, and not of the p roletariat, but of one
man, who rules with an iron fist. The people have no say in
their government. In countries where they do have the vote
they have no choice. They either vote for the candidate
selected by the Communist Part y leadership, or they do not
vote at all. Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, f reedom
of travel, the right to bear arms, and so many other freedoms
that democratic societies take for granted are denied to
them.”
“It is true,” Thanh admitted. “Communism is not yet
practiced in its pure form—although China’s commune
system may come close. However, it is still new. It simpl y
needs more time.”
“New? The idea was first put into practice in Russia in
1917. Can it be said, that the people of the U.S.S.R. are any
better off now than they were under the Tsar? I don’t think
so.”
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Thanh felt the anger rise within him again, but held it in
check. “I do! All we need is time. Fift y, one hundred
years…this is nothing.”
“Measured against the universal clock you’re right. Maybe
your people are willing to wait centuries for the ideal to
become a realit y, but it’s not likel y. Human history suggests
the opposite; that they will not wait forever for their promises
to be fulfilled. Their tolerance is not without limits, and they
will eventuall y act to dispose of the existing government —if
not by vote, than by force.”
“You surprise me, Colonel. I did not think you to be a
revolutionary.”
“My country was born out of a revolution more than two
hundred years ago. Every American c itizen has a
responsibilit y, indeed, a dut y to protect against the loss of his
or her rights and freedoms, whether they are threatened from
without, or from within.
“Are you saying that revolution is not onl y inevitable, but
a dut y? Interesting…very interesting.”
“If it is the onl y way left open for the people to reclaim
their freedom, yes. But that’s not the point I wish to make
here.”
“And what is the point, Colonel?” Than asked,
impatientl y.
“For pure communism to exist, or any other ideal from of
government, it must have perfect people…totall y unselfish
human beings who put the good of the whole above
themselves, their friends, even their families.
“They must live, eat, and breathe its precepts; which are
not unlike those of Ch ristianit y, Judaism, Buddhism, Islam,
and all the other major religions. In the million or so years
human beings have roamed the face of this earth, few, very
few, have measured up to that ideal.”
“But communism is not a religion. It in fact, renounce s
it.”
“Isn’t it? If you examine the great religions closel y you
will find that they all make the same demands and require the
same unquestioning devotion and allegiance of their followers
as communism. The onl y real difference is they believe in a
god; one that is sometimes merciful, sometimes vengeful, but
always loving. You do not, and that makes your task of
creating an ideal societ y all the more difficult and less likel y
to succeed.”
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“You make a compelling argument, Colonel, but nothing
you have said has changed m y belief that a communist
government, under the wise leadership of President Ho Chi
Minh, is the best one for a unified Vietnam. As to whether it
can, or will prevail…”
“You seem very sure of victory in this war, Lieutenant.”
“I am, and for the reasons I gave you earlier. I noticed
you had little to say to refute them, notwithstanding your
patriotic diatribe. But we are through here. Guard!”
“Wait.”
“You have something more to say, Colonel?”
“Yes. What do you intend to do with Brown and me?”
“I see no reason not to tell you what you must have
already guessed. Our leaders in Hanoi believe that the
Commander of the infamous ‘Black Falcons,’ the renowned
hero of two previous wars, will be of great propaganda value.
They want you in North Vietnam.”
“What about Brown?”
“He will go with you. As a black American, and one of
your pilots, he will also be useful. Our radio propagandist,
the woman you call ‘Hanoi Hanna,’ is broadcasting word of
your capture as we speak. When m y people hear it they will
rejoice, their spirits lifted. You will be seen as one of our
finest victories.
“For me it is more personal, not because of the
recognition and reward I may receive, but for what it cost us
in lives and broken bodies to achieve. I can onl y hope that
this will provide at least partial redemption for the men who
followed me into a rice paddy a few days ago in a costly
attempt to capture another of your airman.”
Whitfield was stunned. This is the same man Kracek spoke
of. “Yes, I know about that, and I also regret the loss of life.
As a commander, I know how you feel; but you must not
blame yourself. You and I were onl y doing what we had to
do; you, to carry out your orders, and I, to bring one of m y
men home safel y. On that day we prevailed. Today, you did.”
“You are an unusual man, Colonel; as unusual, I suspect,
as the man I faced in that rice paddy. Were it not for him we
would have captured your pilot, and the helicopter crew as
well. But, he f lew like a man possessed, thwarting our every
attempt to reach him. Never have I seen such fl ying. He is
one of yours, is he not?” Than h had already concluded as
much, but he wanted confirmation.
Whitfield didn’t answer . He didn’t have to.
“I’d like to meet him.”
“But, he was trying to kill you.”
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“Yes, and I him. But he didn’t, and I must know why.
“On his final strafing pass he dropped so low to the
ground that his jet exhaust lifted the water from the rice
paddies high into th e air. It appeared as though a giant water breathing dragon was descending upon us —a vision so
terrifying m y men threw themselves to the ground in fear. I
could not fault them. It was a sight we will never forget.
“Apparentl y he lost the use of his guns and was ready to
do anything to keep us from reaching his wingman, even if it
meant sacrificing himself. I was so frustrated, so filled with
rage, that there was no room left in me for fear. In a futile
attempt to shoot him down I emptied m y AK -47 at him, then
waited for the impact of his aircraft against m y flesh.
“Instead, he pulled up at the last second, missing me by
inches. I was thrown down by the force of his jet exhaust and
the mass of water that followed, but was on m y feet in time to
watch him fl y off. As he turned away, the Black Falcon
painted on the tail of his aircraft was clearl y visible.”
“You knew all along.”
“Yes. It was m y hope that, by telling you these things, I
could learn more about the man in the fl ying dragon.”
“You know I cannot, and will not, give you any
information about him. However, I can tell you that his
description of the encounter was remarkabl y similar to yours.
Indeed, he was relieved he did not have to take your life.”
“I knew it! It was as t hough I was in the airplane with him
and he on the ground with me…as though we were of one
mind.”
Whitfield was struck by the remarkable parallel between
two men from opposite sides of the world. “I understand.”
“Yes, Colonel, I believe you do. ”
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36
Fa c e o f t h e E n e m y
The villagers had never seen an American before, and the y
all gathered in the small square to watch him as he was
escorted back to the hut where he and Brown were being held.
The guard strutted proudl y, smiling at them as if he had
captured the American sing le-handedl y. “He is m y prisoner
and he will pay for his crimes against our people.”
The people, mostly older men, women, and children, were
strangel y quiet. They were seeing the face of the enem y for
the first time, yet took no pleasure in his misfortune. There
were no jeers, no taunts, no attempts to strike out at him.
Everything they had been led to believe a bout Americans—
that they were heartless, bloodthirst y killers —did not seem to
appl y to this man. He walked tall, with his head held high,
and looked into their eyes, not in defiance, nor in fear, but
with compassion. They sensed this in him, and merel y loo ked
on passivel y.
Strange, he thought. After the thousands of bombs we
rained down upon them, destroying thei r homes and killing
their loved ones, I would expect them to take their wrath out
on me now. Yet, they seem impassive, content to just let me
pass. Not all.
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A little boy, no more than six years old, picked up a sharp
edged rock and hurled it at the American pilot. It struck him
on the left cheekbone, opening a small flesh wound. Blood
trickled down his face. He turned to confront his tiny
assailant and, looking into the boy’s eyes, saw the hatred, the
anger, the fear. My God, he silentl y agonized, how can one so
young be filled with so much anger and hate? No child should
ever have to bear such a burden. Can any war justify the
taking away of a child’s innocence?
He and the boy stared at each other for what seemed like
an eternit y—although it was onl y seconds. In those ‘etern al
seconds’ the two of them form ed an extraordinary bond. “I
know, son,” Whitfield heard himself say. “I know.”
The lad couldn’t understand his words; he didn’t have to.
The meaning was reflected in the older man’s eyes. He tried
to fight back the tears, to be a brave soldier, but just before
he turned to run away, Whitfield saw the tears streaking down
his unwashed face. He didn’t know that the boy’s father was
one of the men killed in Than h’s failed attempt to capture
Garelli.
When the guard saw what happened his cockiness turned
to fear. The Lieutenant warned me that no harm must come to
the prisoners. If he learns of this he will skin me alive. He
quickl y put himself between Whitfield and the crowd and
rushed him back to the hut. After securing his bonds he
hurried out, mumbling to himself.
Brown watched anxiousl y, waiting for the guard to leave.
“Jesus Christ, Colonel, what did those bastards do to you?”
“It’s nothing, John, I’m okay…just tripped over one of
those blasted chickens running loose around the village and
fell against a post.” He couldn’t bring himself to tell him
about the boy.
Brown was skeptical, but didn’t press the issue. “Let me
take a look at it.”
Whitfield turned to show him the left side of his face.
“It looks nast y, but I don’t th ink you’ll need stitches. It
does need is to be cleaned and dressed.”
“I don’t think they have any antiseptics or sterile
bandages here, John. It may have to wait until we get to
Hanoi.”
“Hanoi? Did you say Hanoi?”
“Yes, Lt. Thanh, the VC Commander, told me we would
be moved there. His superiors see us as valuabl e propaganda
assets and want us there as soon as possible.”
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“Damn, Colonel, we’ve got to make our break before they
can do that or we’ll be spending the rest of this war in the
‘Hanoi Hilton.’”
Before Whitfield could respond a woman entered the h ut,
followed by the guard. It was the same woman who brought
the tea. This time she was carrying what looked like a wine
bottle, a ball of cotton, and a small cloth pouch.
She knelt beside him, poured some cloudy liquid onto the
cotton, and cleaned his wound. Its smell and appearance
brought back memories of his fi rst introduction to a similar
brew, Korean rice wine. After sterilizing the cut she took
some dried leaves from the pouch and carefull y placed them
over the injury while it was still wet.
Afraid to speak, her eyes told him that he would be all
right.
Whitfield
thanked
her
in
Vietnamese.
She
acknowledged with a slight nod; then gathered her things and
left as hurriedl y as she came in. The guard rechecked their
bonds, saw that they were s till secure, and took a position
just outside the door.
Keeping his voice low, Brown asked: “Wh at went on in
there, Colonel? What else did Than h tell you?”
“Before I get into that, let me say that I was not
mistreated, quite the contrary. In fact , Than reassured me that
no harm would come to us. We are a prize catch for them, and
they want us delivered in good shape for their propaganda
efforts. Hanoi Hanna will reall y have something to crow
about now.
“You’re right, they not onl y capt ured two pilots from the
squadron they love to hate, they got the goddamned squadron
commander. Brown quickl y apologized. “Sorry sir, I didn’t
mean it the way it sounded.”
“Forget it, John, we’ve got bigger problems. Than will be
calling you in for qu estioning soon and there are some things
you should know about him that may be helpful.”
“I’m listening, sir.”
“Our conversation—that’s what it reall y was—went
beyond the requirements of the Geneva Accords. I’ll explain
why another time. As a re sult of it, however, I was able to
learn about their plans to move us to Hanoi. More
importantl y, I discovered some interesting things about Lt.
Thanh.
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“He’s young, but intelligent, well read, and very
perceptive. His English is good and, like his edu cation,
apparentl y self taught. If you lie to him he will see through
it, so play it straight. If you feel you shouldn’t answer a
question don’t. You’re onl y required to give him name, rank,
serial number, and date of birth.
“Do not let his youth lull you into thinking he’s no match
for you in a debate. He more than held his own with me, even
with the handicap of a second language. His reasoning abilit y
is first rate. Whatever stereot ypical image we may hold of the
Vietcong, Lt. Thanh does not fit the mold. By any measure,
he is a formidable interrogator and should not be taken
lightl y.”
Brown listened intentl y to his every word. “Thanks,
Colonel. There’s obviousl y nothing wrong with your
perception either.” Brown’s respect for Whitfield’s presence
of mind and courage under pressure grew with each exchange
of ideas. “Now, I won’t feel so ‘naked’ when I face him.”
“He may use a different tactic with you than he did with
me. Indeed, you should expect it. Bear in mind, he’s under
orders not to har m us. Consequentl y, that psychological
advantage has been taken away from him. So, regardless of
what he may throw at you, stay calm.”
They did not speak again for several minutes. Brown used
the time to prepare himself for his encounter with Than,
while Whitfield mentall y reviewed a half dozen different
escape scenarios, none of which he liked.
He knew, that if they didn’t make their break within the
next few days, they would have to attempt it while being
moved. The jungle would provide bette r cover, but they
would also be under tighter securit y. No, their best chance of
escape would be before they are moved from the village.
The guard returned and untied Brown, who looked back
worriedl y as he was being led away. Whitfield nodded his
assurance.
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37
Pen tagon B ri efin g
Dulles International was filled with morning commuters
who pushed and jostled the ir way through the crowded
terminal in a frantic rush to make their next flight, or hail a
taxi.
Kracek felt like an NFL running back weaving his way
through a series of defensive lines. He managed to make it to
the exit on his feet and stepped outsi de. Before he could
finish taking in a breath of fr esh air he heard his name .
“Viktor,” Martin ca lled, “over here.”
He turned to see the Colonel and his driver standing
beside a dark green arm y staff car with its trunk open. He
saluted, tossed hi s bag in next to Martin’s, and shook his
hand. “How are you, sir?”
“As anxious as you Viktor. W ere you able to get any
rest?”
“Not much. I’ll catch up on the flight back to Nam.”
“Me too. Hop in, I’ve got a lot to tell you.”
The driver waited for his passengers to fasten their seat
belts, then cautiously pulled away from the curb and into the
flow of traffic. He was assigned to the Pentagon right out of
basic training; a post not usuall y given new recruits. But,
Private First Class Jerem iah Rawlings graduated basic
training near the top of his class and had demonstrated a
maturit y that belied his eighteen years.
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The fact that he was a D.C. native and knew every street
and traffic light in the Capitol may have also had something
to do with the Arm y’s decision.
“How long to the Pentagon, Rawlings?” Martin asked.
“Depends on the traffic sir, but we should be able to make
it in about fort y minutes.”
“See if you can shave a few from that.”
“I’ll do m y best, sir.”
Kracek couldn’t hold back any longer. “Colonel, what’s
going on?”
“It’s your C ommander. He…”
“Colonel Whitfield? What about him?”
“He was captured by the Vietcong.”
“Captured…how?”
“He was pulling off a target in the Delta, when a Russian
Stinger nearl y blew off the tail section of his aircraft.”
“Is he alright?”
“Got out clean, so did Brown.”
“Brown?”
“He was in the back cockpit…originall y your seat , I’m
told; that is, until General Simmons grounded you. Ironic
isn’t it? I’m beginning to think you lead a charmed life.
“They ejected safel y over an open field and headed
straight into the jungle , but not before a VC patrol spotted
them. They managed to make their way to a clearing suitable
for a helicopt er extraction, but the patrol got to them first.”
“I should have been with him, not Brown.” Kracek
mumbled under his breath.
“What?”
“I should have been with him. I talked him into
scheduling that mission for me.” Kracek was angry with
himself, and felt he had let his mentor down.
“There was nothing you could have done, Viktor. You
know as well as I, that in combat the cards fall where they
will. Now, we have to focus on getting them back.”
“What do you have in mind, sir?”
“I’ve got some of the finest jungle trained fighters in
Vietnam working on it right now. Captain Chan is selecting
his team and devising a pla n as we speak. He’s the best, most
experienced man I’ve got, and he knows the Delta like the
back of his hand…even sp eaks fluent Vietnamese. If anyone
can get our guys out my men can. You can trust me on that.”
“I do, sir. I also have a special request.”
“Request?”
“To go in with the rescue team.”
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“No way. I know how you feel about Whitfield, but you’re
not trained for this kind of operation.” You’ll only get in the
way, Martin thought.
“Colonel, you know I can handle myself as well on the
ground as I can in the air. I’ve seen combat with the Marines
in Korea, and I’m familiar with every weapon you carry.
Besides, you’ll need someone on the team to coordinate with
the rescue aircraft and direct fighter support.”
“No, I can’t allow it. You’re taking this far too
personall y.”
“You’re right about that, sir. It is personal. Colonel
Whitfield is more than a commander to me. He’s been looking
after m y interests ever since I joined his squadron —like the
older brother I never had.
“As a young cadet, before I ever met him, I had the
greatest admiration and respect for him as a fighter pilot. H e
was all I wanted to be. And, now that I know the man, I want
that even more. We’ve got to get him out, and I must be on
the team!”
“Viktor, I…”
“No, Colonel, I am going! You said you owed me one.
This is it!”
Martin di dn’t respond immediat el y, but it was clear, from
the intense determination h e saw in Kracek’s eyes, that he
would not be denied. I do owe him one, he admitted to
himself, and he may be right about the fighter support.
“Okay, I can see there’s no talking you out of it. And, as you
reminded me, I am in your debt. You’re on the team. I onl y
hope I don’t regret this decision.”
“You won’t, sir.”
That settled, Kracek began mentally processing several
different rescue scenarios, quickl y realizing that he didn’t
have enough information. “Where are they being held?” He
asked. “How tight is securit y? Have we determined the best
escape routes, extraction points…?”
“Hold on, you’re going too fast,” Martin said. “I’ve told
you all I know. Intelligence will provide answers t o most of
your questions in the briefing we’re about to attend.”
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The driver pulled up to the front entrance to the Pentagon,
a massive five sided structure that rose four stories above the
ground and covered twent y nine V irginia acres —a sprawling
maze, consisting of five concentric rings of buildings (A -E),
and more than seventeen miles of corridors. A first time
visitor would find himself hopelessly lost without an
experienced guide. Colonel Martin, however, was intimately
familiar with the Arlington facilit y. Rawlings got out to open
the door.
Stepping out of the car, Martin instructed him to find a
place to park nearby. “Wait for us…we shouldn’t be more
than an hour.”
“Yes sir,” he acknowledged, saluting sharpl y.
They were met at the securit y check point by Captain
Schuler. She handed them visitors badges and walked them
through. “Colonel Martin, Capta in Kracek…good to see you
again. I wish it were for a different reason.”
“So do we,” Martin said.
“The briefing will be held in the Chief of Staff’s
conference room.”
“That’s on the second floor, as I recall.”
“It is sir, not far from here.”
When they entered the mahogany paneled room it was
already filled with people, military and civilian. They were
standing around the huge rectangular conference table in
small groups, most of them attached to a cup of coffee. Their
conversations created a drone -like buzz that reflected the
urgency of their gathering. They saw them enter.
“Isn’t that Martin and Kracek?” O ne of them asked.
“Yeah, now maybe we can get this show on the road.”
“That won’t happen until McNamara and Garrett get
here.” His friend replied.
An always observant Major Dietzel saw them come in and
walked over to greet them. “Colonel Mar tin…how are you,
sir?
“Fine, Major,” he said, shaking his hand.
“Captain Kracek, glad you could make it. Sorry to spoil
your New York visit.”
“New York will still be there when I get back, Major. I
would have been more annoyed if I hadn’t been called in.”
“Yes, I know; Colonel Martin made that very clear. He
insisted you be here for this briefing. Now, if you will excuse
me, Captain Schuler will show you to your seats.”

294

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

Dietzel walked to the front of the room to make a call.
Putting the phone down, he announced: “Ladies and
gentlemen, please take you seats. I’ve just been informed,
that The Secretary of Defense and Arm y Chief of Staff will
be here shortl y.”
A few minutes later, McNamara and Garrett came hurrying
in. The grim look on their faces mad e it obvious that this was
not going to be a routine briefing. The room wasn’t called to
attention, and no one stood up, as per McNamara’s standing
instructions. In the board rooms of the Ford Motor Company
such things were considere d superfluous, and he saw no
reason to do them here.
Dietzel took a step back as the Secretary stepped up to the
podium, but remained standing to his left. The General took a
position behind and to the right of McNamara, just in front of
the American flag.
“Good morning ladies and gentlemen.” McNamara began.
Scanning the faces at the table, he located Martin and Kracek.
“Colonel Martin, Captain Kracek…glad you could make it.
“I know you have all heard the news, but let me recap:
“Last night, at approximatel y 2350 hours our time, Lt. Col.
William Whitfield and Captain John Brown were shot down
after completing their second bombing pass on a target in the
Delta region of South Vietnam. Falcon Three reported that
they were hit by a shoulder l aunched heat seeki ng missile,
probabl y a Russian Stinger. They both ejected safel y, but
were later captured by a Vietcong patrol.
“Normall y, m y office would not be involved with such an
event. Pilots get shot down in wars; it’s a n inherentl y risky
business. However, this is no ordinary pilot. This is the
Commander of the famous Black Falcon Squadron. Scarcel y a
day goes by when they are not vilified in the radio
propaganda coming out of North Vietnam. Indeed, they are
one of ‘Hanoi Hanna’s’ favorite ‘w hipping boys.’”
“Colonel Whitfield also happens to be the most highl y
decorated pilot in the Air Force —a multiple ace in two
separate wars. He’s practicall y a legend among fighter pilots.
That makes him a prize catch, and you can bet they will milk
this for all the propaganda value they can get —starting, no
doubt, with a public parade throu gh the streets of Hanoi with
coverage by the international media.
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“We believe they will be moved to North Vietnam in the
next few days. As of this moment he a nd Brown are being
held in a small hamlet taken over by their Vietcong captors
and used as a temporary holding facilit y. The details
surrounding their capture, and the latest intelligence
information, will be provided to you by Captain Schuler in
her briefing.
“Needless to say we must get them back, and it must done
before they can be moved north. I am here at the behest of the
President, who insisted I personall y explain to you the
critical nature of this mission. I can assure you that he and I
will be monitoring this one very closel y.
“He has also made it very clear, that the rescue must be
accomplished with little or no civilian casualties. It would be
counter-productive if, in rescuing our people —thus denying
the enem y their use in the propagan da war—we are charged
instead with the massacre of innocent civilians. The North
Vietnamese would get as much, if not more mileage out of
that, and it would be far more sympathetic.”
McNamara paused momentaril y to study the faces around
the table. He was looking for any trace of disagreement. He
saw none and continued. “I know that this condition will
complicate an already difficult task, but I am also confident
that we have the people here, and in Vietnam, who can get the
job done. General Garrett will oversee this critical mission .
He has the authorit y to provide you wi th anything you need to
insure its success. I know of no other man who understands
this particular situation better than he does.”
Turning to Garrett, he said: “General, it’s all yours.” He
then walked out of the room as abruptl y and as
unceremoniousl y as he walked in, with his aid, Major Dietzel,
following close behind. General Garrett waited for them to
clear the door before he spoke.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve just heard the Defense
Secretary describe the situation and the importance of getting
these men back. The President will be mon itoring this one
with more than passing interest. I understand his concern, and
that of Mr. McNamara. The propaganda value that Ho Chi
Minh could wring from this would no doubt undermine the
effectiveness of our own psy-war efforts. They must also
consider the political fallout. I, however, am concerned with
onl y one thing…getting our people out, and getting them out
alive!”
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General Samu el Garrett, survivor of the Bataan Death
March and three years of ruthless interment under the
Japanese, knows what it means to be a prisoner of war. The
horrors he personally witnessed, and experienced, still haunt
him. Many of his comrades, too weak to k eep up with the
forced march of wretched souls were shot, bayoneted, or
beaten to death by their Japanese captors —their bodies
thrown to the side of the road like discard ed trash.
Thousands died on that infamous march, and thousands
more died in the concentration camps of malnourishment,
disease, torture, or of simpl y being worked to death.
Garrett can never forget what they did to him and his
friends, and the Filipino men, women, and children who
marched with them. He didn’t want to forget, and even named
his son after the incident to insure h e didn’t. Nor, despite the
well meaning advice of famil y, friends, and psychiatrists,
could he ever bring himself to forgive. He believed that to do
so would onl y make it easier for them, or others, to comm it
such atrocities again.
Intellectuall y, he could understand the liberal reasoning
that his captors were merel y the products of the societ y that
spawned them—that they were onl y following orders, but he
could never accept it. He believed that, whil e it may explain
their behavior, it did not excuse it, or exonerate them.
Moreover, it held Japanese societ y at large equall y
responsible for their crimes —a societ y still steeped in the
ancient traditions of the Samurai warrior —a people who
worshipped
an
E mperor-God
and,
like
their
Nazi
counterparts, espoused the superiorit y of the Japanese race.
It was that kind of cultural indoctrination, that not onl y
made it easier for th eir soldiers to inflict such inhuman acts
against people in every country the y invaded, it made it
inevitable. The hands of the conqueror are always bloody, but
never more than when they see the conquered as less than
human. No one else in the room had ever shared a similar
experience, but they all knew where the General was coming
from.
“Colonel Martin’s special forces unit,” he continued, “ has
been tasked for this operation . They are planning the rescue
tactics as we speak. What they need from us is ‘real -time’
intelligence, technical support, and access to Arm y, Air Force
and Navy resources. He has already compiled a list of those
requirements.
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“There’s no time to waste. Our best chance of getting
them out is before they can be moved from the village. At
this point, I’ll hand the meeting over to Captain Schuler.
She’ll fill you in on the details of the shoot down and other
critical aspects of the mission.”
Leslie walked to the podium as Garrett seated himself in a
vacant chair at the head of the table. “Good morning
gentlemen. I’ll try not to repeat what you’ve a lready heard
and focus instead on the facts as we currentl y know them.”
She uncovered the tripod stand in the center of the briefing
platform to reveal a 1:250,000 scale map of the Delta region
in South Vietnam. It would provide enough detail to retrace
the sequence of events leading to the capture of Whitfield and
Brown.
She pointed to a spot on the map —a small clearing in the
jungle. Eagle One ejected over this area, as reported by
Captain Larsen, the element leader. Colonel Whitfield
established radio contact him with as soon as he was on the
ground, and was warned by Sparrow, the Forward Air
Controller, that a Vietcong patrol
was moving towards the crash site.
“He and Brown ran into the west tree -line here, under the
covering fire of Eagle Three and Two.” She pointed on the
map.
“They continued into the jungle on a northwesterl y
heading toward the nearest open area, about a mile away.
Fort y minutes later Whitfield radioed the FAC to tell him that
they stopped to rest near a small clearing in the jungle,
thinking it was the one to which Sparrow had directed them.
That was his last transmission.
“However, the clearing they were trying to reach was
almost a half mile further west. Apparentl y, the heavy
undergrowth made it impossible to mai ntain a straight course,
diverting them to the north. That would put them right about
here.”
“You said that Colonel Whitfield made his last call from
that position,” Kracek interrupted. “Is that where they were
captured?”
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“We believe it is.” Maki ng eye contact with Kracek
distracted her for a brief, but noticeable moment. She found
herself wondering if there might not have been more for their
relationship if he w ere not already involved with someone
else. Suddenl y conscious of the obvious pause in her briefing,
she pretended to brush back a non -existent loose strain of
hair and uncovered the next exhibit —a series of photos taken
by RF-101’s one hour after Whitfield and Brown were shot
down. Clearing her throat, she continued: “Additional recce
sorties were flown over the same area every four hours until
sunset.
“You won’t be able to see the small details in these
photos from where you’re sitting, so I have included copies in
each of your files . She waited for them to open their folders.
“In the first series of shots you can see that none of the six
hamlets in the search area show any unusual activit y. Now
look at the next group of photos taken four hours later. Take
particular note of frame number three.” Leslie gave them time
to study the pi cture.
“You can see the increased activit y in that village. In this
next photo, we can see two people carrying weapons, and
several others squatting around a fire, cooking their dinner.
The weapons beside them were identified as AK -47’s.”
“That tells us there are Vietcong in that village,” Colonel
Martin said, “but it does not confirm that Whitfield and
Brown are with them.”
“You’re right, sir. However, subsequent flights over the
hamlet strongl y suggest they are. One photo in particular,
number 4B in your folder, shows an armed guard standing
outside the hut in the southwest side of the village. He wasn’t
there before.”
“Still not conclusive,” Martin replied.
“We wanted more assurance as well; which is why we
waited for a visual confirmation by our agent on the ground.
He has not onl y confirmed their presence, but that they are
being held inside the hut we just looked at.”
“I stand corrected, Captain…nice piece of intelligence
work.”
“Thank you, Colonel, but the credit belongs to the pilots
who took the photos. They made our job relativel y easy.”
Refreshing, a Pentagon bureaucrat wh o doesn’t mind
sharing the credit with someone else, Martin thought. He was
pleased to know there were still some like her in Washingto n.
“Captain Schuler, wouldn’t the multiple reconnaissance
flights over the hamlet have tipped the Vietcong off that we
are on to them?” Kracek asked.
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“An excellent question, one that concerned us as well, but
we had no choice; we needed photo int elligence. However, t o
minimize that possibilit y, the RF -101 pilots avoided fl ying
directl y over the village by using their side -looking cameras.
They also made their photo runs at irregular intervals, single
pass onl y. A U-2 aircraft was used to get the o verhead shots
we needed from high altitude.
“To answer your question, we don’t know. What we do
know is that Whitfield and Brown will be moved north as
soon as arrangements can be made. Exactly when is uncertain.
Our agent believes it will be in two to three days.”
“Then, assuming they haven’t been spooked by our recce
aircraft, we should have time to get our extraction team in
there.” Kracek said.
“We’re betting on it. ” Schuler paused a moment to
examine at her notes. “Ladies and gentlemen , I believe
Captain Kracek has just summed up m y briefing. Unless there
are any further questions, I’m through.” She looked at each
person sitting around the table. None responded. “Good.
Before leaving let me point out, that in your fold ers you will
not onl y find additional information, but a list of useful
contacts and telephone numbers. Thank you.”
Leslie took her seat. General Garrett stood up, but didn’t
bother to use the podium mike. “You now know as much
about the situation as we do. Captain Sc huler will provide
you with intel updates as she receives them. What I need from
you is a detailed support plan, one that will provide our
special forces team with everything it needs to bring these
men home; and I want it on m y desk by fifteen hundred hou rs
today. I also want a Plan B.”
“Plan B?” Someone asked.
“Yes, Plan B. In the event the rescue attempt is not
successful, I want to know what we are going to do to offset
Ho Chi Minh’s propaganda coup. That may be even more
difficult than the re scue. So, it behooves all of us to make
sure we don’t need a Plan B. Any other questions?”
Garrett gave them a minute to respond. No one did.
Turning to Schuler, he said: “Captain, I’d li ke you to work
closel y with the planning group to provide them with
intelligence updates as they come in, and to keep me
informed of their progress.”
“Yes sir.”
“Colonel Martin, I’d like to see you outside before you
leave.” Garrett left the room, followed by Martin. This time
military protocol was observed and the room was called to
attention.
300

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

In the corridor, Garrett handed Martin a paper. “Joe, I
received this telet ype message shortl y before the meeting. It’s
a list of the personnel selected for the extraction team. As
you can see, m y son is on it. L ike every other man in your
unit, he volunteered.”
“I’m not surprised, sir. This is the kind of mission every
Green Beret wants to be a part of. Most of the men on this list
owe their lives to one of Whitfield’s pilots.”
“Kracek.”
“Yes sir. They’d walk through fire for him, and your son
would be right out front. He was in charge of the convoy that
would have been overrun were it not for Kracek. The ‘Berets’
remember their friends, and always repay their debts.”
“I’m aware of that, but he is m y only son. I know he’s
capable of taking care of himself and I’m not asking that he
be given any special consideration. I am asking that you stay
on top of this operation and keep me posted every step of the
way.”
“I will sir. And, you needn’t w orry about Bat. He’s one of
the finest soldiers I’ve ever had the privilege to command.
Moreover, the man he’s following into that hamlet, Captain
Chan, is the best of the best, and he has picked his team with
deliberate care.” Martin held up the list the General handed
him. “Your son couldn’t be going into battle with a more
capable group of soldiers.”
“I’m sure of that, Joe, and I am grateful too that his first
combat assignment is under your command.” The General
took Martin’s hand in both of his. “ God speed to you and
your men.”
As he watched his friend walk away, Martin pictured him
standing tall among the hundreds of others who marched with
him at Bataan. Despite all he’s been through he still carries
himself with honor and dignity.
The thought stayed with him as he walked back into the
conference room. Handing Lt. Schuler a folder, he said:
“Leslie, Viktor and I have to leave. This pap er lists our
support requirements and other information needed by the
planning cell. Please see that e veryone gets a copy.”
“Of course, sir. If there’s anything else I can do…”
“We’ll call you. Thanks, Leslie. It’s been a pleasure
working with you these past few days. We couldn’t have
accomplished half the things we came here to do without your
help.”
“My sentiments exactl y, Colonel,” Kracek said. Thanks to
you, Leslie, our time in Washington was not onl y productive,
but enjoyable.”
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“It’s kind of you to say so gentlemen, but the pleasure has
been all mine. I don’t get out of m y stuffy of fice very much,
and this has been a welcome change. I’ve not onl y enjoyed
your company, I’ve learned some things from both of you that
have given me a fresh perspective on the war. I’m sorry I
can’t accompany you to the airport, but the least I can do is
escort you to the door.” She didn’t want to say her final
goodbyes in a crowded conference room.
In the hallway, Martin sa id: “Perhaps, when this is over,
you can visit us in Vietnam…get a look at the war first hand.”
“I’d like that very much, Col onel, but you know the
Pentagon; they’ll never let me out of m y cage long enough to
make the trip.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. You were too busy to
notice, but you just made a friend of one of the most
influential generals in Washington. I saw how he reacted to
your briefing. He was obviousl y impressed with your
performance. I’m willing to bet that, if you asked him, he
would make it happen.”
“Thanks for the insight, sir, but I would onl y approach
General Garrett with such a request if I c ould justify it as
being necessary to my job.”
“I’m not surprised to hear you say that. However, I’m sure
you’ll find enough justification for your request. There’s no
doubt in m y mind, that observing the war up close would not
onl y be very educational for you personall y, it would enhance
your value to us as an intelligence anal yst. Moreover, I
believe General Garrett will also see it that way.”
“You make a convincing argument, sir. There is more to
this man than his battle exploits, she mused. “Then, I will
look forward to seeing you in Vietnam in the near future.”
She looked at Kracek. “I’ve never flown in a fighter jet,
Viktor…think I could get a ride in the F -100 during m y
visit?”
“You just get there, Leslie, I’ll take you up m yself. ”
She smiled. “Now I’m reall y excited about going.
Speaking of fl ying, I believe you two have a plane to catch.”
She shook their hands. “Have a safe flight, gentlemen.
Washington won’t be the same without you.”
Standing alone in the corridor, sh e watched them walk
away. Two men, two very unique men, who had come to mean
so much to her in only a few short days, were leaving her.
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A sense of loss and sadness tugged at her heart with each
step they took. It was a feeling she hadn’t experienced since
she was a little girl, and her fighter pilot father went off to
fight another war. He was shot down over North Korea and
never heard from again —one of the many still unaccounted
for in that conflict. “Please,” she said, almost as a prayer,
“keep them safe.”
Before going back into the conference room, Leslie wiped
away the wetness in her eyes. It had been a long time since
she felt a tear on her cheek.
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38
Kr a c e k ’ s S u r p r i s e
Special Forces Camp, Vietnam, 17 Dec 1965, 1300 hours
Minutes after landing at Tan San Nhut Air Base, Kracek
and Martin transferred to a Huey helicopter and were soon en
route to the 3 r d Special Forces Camp in the Delta. They were
absorbed in their thoughts as they watched the lush green,
deceptivel y peaceful jungle landscape slip beneath them. The
familiar sights and smells of Vietnam were curiousl y
rejuvenating.
“Strange, isn’t it, sir?”
“What?”
“Vietnam. I mean, from up he re it looks so beautiful.
You’d never know there was a war going on.”
“You’re right, Viktor. But, we have the advantage of
seeing it from a unique perspective, and the luxury of being
able to contemplate its beaut y even as it’s being torn apart.
However, I see it from the ground, as well as the air, and I
know what’s going on under that jungle canopy.”
“Yes sir, I’m sure you do, but there’s something else I’m
feeling.”
“What do you me an?”
“I’m not sure. We come from a country half a world apart,
yet, I feel like I’m coming home. No, it’s more than that…I
feel more alive here. Does that make any sense to you,
Colonel?”
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“You bet it does. For the soldier, whose job takes him to
many different countries, home is pretty much wherever he
happens to be at the time, and war ties him to his new home
like nothing else.”
“I don’t understand, sir. I would have thought it to be just
the opposite. Most people can’t wait to get back to the ‘real
world.’”
“They may say that, and some —particularl y those in non combat roles—may actuall y believe it. But for those of us
who have tasted battle, who put our lives on the line every
day, it’s not that simple.
“In the crucible of war a bond is forged between soldier s
that unites us li ke no other human endeavor… stronger than
famil y, thicker than blood. O nce you’ve stood shoulder to
shoulder with another man and faced death together in mortal
combat you become part of a larger, much close r famil y— a
brotherhood of warriors that can onl y be trul y united on the
battlefield. That’s what you intuitivel y sensed when you said
you felt more alive here.
“You remind me of something an old first sergean t in
Korea told me just before we made ou r final assault of
Heartbreak Ridge. We were having a philosophical
conversation similar to the one you and I are having now.
But, he put it more simpl y. He said: ‘Son, a man is never
more alive than when he is closest to death.’
“His words repeated themselves in my mind as I led my
platoon up that godforsaken piece of real estate. I could hear
them clearl y, despite the roar of our fighter jets overhead and
the bombs that shook the ground under our feet…above the
automatic weapons fire, and the screa ms of valiant men —
ours, and theirs. A third of m y men were killed on the side of
that hill, another third were wounded, but we finall y took it.
“I made it to the top without a scratch, and looked upon
an unbelievable scene of death and destruction. Hundreds of
mutilated bodies were scattered across the landscape, some no
longer recognizable as human. The pungent smell of napalm
filled m y nostrils, and the silence…the eerie silence.
He suddenl y stopped. Kracek saw the pain in his friend’s
face, and waited for him to “come down from the hill.”
“The strange thing is, Viktor, that amidst all of the horror,
I experienced an exhilaration I had never felt before, or since.
It haunts m y conscience to this day. Yet, in that moment, I
knew exactl y what my first sergeant ’s words meant.”
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They didn’t speak for a long while —neither man wanting
to compete with the incessant noi se of the helicopter’s
rotating blades. Kracek spoke first . “Looks like Can Tho
ahead.”
“It is,” Martin confirmed.“That’s the Song Han Giang
River to the north, one of the five main branches of the
Mekong—the onl y good landmarks in the Delta. That short air
strip west of the city is where I park my airplane. Our camp
is another twent y two miles southwest.”
From Can Tho, the pilot followed the Song Hau Giang
tributary until it veered to the west; then suddenl y dropped
down to tree top level. The speed of the helicopter and the
low altitude turned the beautiful jungle into a green blur. The
people in the sampans loo ked up as they flew over them.
A sniper on the ground would have no time to track them
as they sped by his position. The alternative approach was to
stay above three thousand feet, out of the effective range of
small arms fire.
Steve Morris took the lo w road today, and it was obvious,
by the way he was handling his aircraft, that he knew his way
around the Delta. He flew the Huey as deftl y as Kracek flew
the F-100.
“This guy knows how to fl y a chopper,” Kracek said.
“You bet he does,” Martin replied. “Captain Morris is one
of the best we’ve got, which is why I selected him for this
mission. He’ll be taking the rescue team into the drop zone
before first light tomorrow. His nu mber two man, Captain
Frank Canova, is every bit as good. He flew in ahead of us.”
“There it is just ahead, sir.” Lt. William Nolan, Morris’s
co-pilot, gave himself a mental pat on the back for calling it
out first. He was new to the theater, and still vying for the
respect of the veteran pilots in the squadron, partic ularl y the
one sitting to his right.
“I see it, Will y.” Morr is said. “Camp Forsaken dead
ahead, Colonel. Be on the ground shortl y.”
He circled right to check out the tiny landing pad inside
the compound before committing himself to land. Original l y
designed to accommodate onl y one Hu ey, it would be a tight
fit. Canova had landed on the far edge, leaving just enough
room for a second chopper. It was all Morris needed.
Fl ying a short, steep final approach, he landed it on the
opposite side of the pad with less than six feet separating the
blades of the two helicopters. He looked over at his co -pilot
and winked. “I’ll let you try that next time.”
Swallowing hard, Nolan felt the hairs on the back of his
neck stand up. He must be kidding.
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“Nice landing,” Kracek remarked over the intercom.
“Thanks. Coming from you, ah consider that a real Texas
compliment.”
Martin jumped out first, followed by Kracek. They walked
in a slight crouch until they were clear of the rotating blades.
Captain Chan was waiting for them at the edge of the pad.
He greeted Martin with a salute. “Welcome back,
Colonel…heard about your promotion. Congratulations.”
“Thanks Ed. I brought a friend along. This is Captain
Kracek.”
Chan extended his hand. “I’ve heard so many stories about
you since the ambush I feel like I already know you.”
“I’ve heard about you as well, Ed, and the feeling is
mutual.”
Edward Chan was born and raised in San Francisco’s
China Town, but his parents were fro m the old country. They
left there with his older brother as soon as they had saved
enough money to bribe the right officials to obtain passage on
an unregistered transport ship. That was 1933. Ed was born
the following year.
Mr. and Mrs. Chan worke d long, hard days to provide for
them—she in a laundry sweat shop, and he on a fishing boat
owned by an Italian immigrant who had lost his onl y son to
the sea just three weeks before Chan approached him for a
job. Franco saw th e pain and need in his eyes. He also saw
the strength and dignit y of the man. He hired him that da y
and never regretted it.
The tall, strapping Chinaman learned fast and was soon
doing the work of two men. He, and the old Italian became
close friends. Franco thanked God every d ay for giving him
back his son.
His mother and father never spoke of the hardships they
suffered during the three weeks they spent in an overcrowded,
sweltering cargo hold, but his brother —who was eight years
old at the time —told him as soon as he was old enough to
understand. The accounts of their grim ordeal, and the
indignities they endured were burned into his memory. Ed
Chan can still feel his brother’s pain whenever he recalls the
story.
Though onl y thirteen when he told his younge r brother
about that fat eful voyage, Jame’s Chan’s anger and bitterness
remain with him to this day. Even a successful career with
one of the most prestigious law firms in San Francisco could
not mitigate his deep seated hatred for the “slave traders”
who brought them to America.
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Nevertheless, thanks to a mother and father who were too
grateful for the opportunit y to start a new life in America to
allow anger or bitterness prevent them from achieving their
dreams, and a sister, who loved and cared fo r him as a baby
with the tenderness of an angel, Edward Chan w as spared the
emotional baggage carried by his brother. He vowed to repay
their sacrifices by becoming a stronger man, one who could
provide for them—and protect them —in a new, sometimes
hostile land.
“Are the men assembled,” Martin asked.
“Yes sir…in the chow hall.”
“Good, let’s not keep them waiting.”
At the dining hall, Captain Chan pushed the door open for
the Colonel, who was greeted by a sharp call to attention by
Lt. Garrett.
“At ease, men,” he said, walking over to Lt. Garrett and
shaking his hand. “I talked to your father, Bat. He sends his
best.”
“Thank you, sir. How is he?”
“He looks great. The Pentagon bureaucracy hasn’t
mellowed him in the least. ”
“Sounds like Dad.”
Martin winked knowingl y and turned to his men. “It’s
good to be back among the finest group of soldiers I’ve ever
had the privilege to serve with. “Let me first introduce you to
our guest, Captain Viktor Kracek, the man who liter ally
pulled our butts out of the fire last we ek when our convoy
was ambushed.”
Before he could continue his men let out a rousing cheer
and rose to their feet, applauding. Martin made no effort to
cut them off. They needed to express their gratitude t o the
man to whom many of them owed their lives, and he was
grateful to give them the opportunit y. He waited patientl y for
the applause to subside and the men took their seats.
“Looks like you’ve got a few fans here, Viktor.”
Addressing his men h e said: “You’ll have a c hance to meet
him later. First, I’d like to say a few words about the about
the mission. Captain Chan has already formed his team and
finalized the planning for tomorrow’s operation. Picking a
team was, no doubt, the harder of the t wo tasks, since every
one of you volunteered. As always, you do me proud. “I want
to see the team, including the Huey pilots, in the briefing
room shortl y after we finish here.”
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Martin paused. “There is one more thing.” He waited until
he had the full attention of everyone in the room. “Captain
Kracek will be going in with us. ” The surprise announcement
created a buzz among the men, which stopped almost as
quickl y as it started. In an aside to Chan he said: “Sorry, Ed,
this was a last minute decision. There was no time to notify
you before we left Washington.”
“I understand, sir. We’ll work it out.” Chan didn’t like the
idea of taking an outsider on such a critical mission —one that
would take split second timing and teamwork —but he would
never question his Commander in front of the men. Moreover,
he trusted his judgment. He knew the Colonel would never
take any decision that might jeopardize the operation.
Nevertheless, Martin felt that he owed Chan and the men
an explanation. “I expected you to have reservations about
bringing in someone who is n ot trained in special ops. I
turned him down the first time he asked. H e reminded me
that, as a Marine infantryman wh o has seen combat in Korea
he could handle himself as well on the ground as he can in
the air. And we all know what he can do at the controls of a
jet fighter.
That last remark got a roaring “hoo -rah” from the men.
Smiling, Martin continued. “When I asked him why he felt
so strongl y about personall y taking part in the operatio n, he
told me that Colonel Whitfield is not just a squadron
commander to him, but a friend and mentor.
He also feels—since he was originall y scheduled to fl y
with Whitfield on that mission —one he himself requested —
that he is somehow responsible for wh at happened.
“I assured him that he wasn’t and turned him down a
second time. Then he reminded me of the promise I made on
our trip back to Washington, when I told him that, after what
he had done for us, we owed him one. I also said that the
Green Berets always repay their debts and never forget their
friends. Was I right?”
The men responded with a another enthusiastic “hoo -rah!”
Kracek noted the care Martin took to explain to his people
the reasons for his decision. Most commanders would not
have bothered. They wo uld simpl y assume, that once an order
was given it would be carried out without question. But they
would miss the point. Martin wasn’t giving his men the right
to vote on, or veto his decision. B y taking the time to explain
it, however, he satisfied their natural curiosit y and drew them
into his confidence.

309

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

As skilled, intelligent fighting men of an elite branch of
the United States Army they deserved no less. Asked to put
their lives on the line they have a right to know t hey are
following the best course of action —as does every soldier.
When taken into the confidence of their leaders, such men do
not merel y carry out orders, they execute them w ith an
unwavering determination that transcends mere chain of
command.
Martin was a commander who understood this better than
most, because he never forgot that he once stood where they
are now.
“Colonel,” Kracek interrupted, “may I speak to the men?”
Martin gave his friend a puzzled look. Of course, Viktor,
they’re all yours.”
“Thank you, sir. Gentlemen, you’ve heard Colonel Martin
explain how I came to be here…how I ‘convinced’ him to
allow me to accompany the extraction team. Yes, I did call in
an I.O.U. to force his decision, and I regret doing it. It was
wrong to pressure him in that way. When I first heard of Col.
Whitfield’s capture I let m y emotions cloud m y better
judgment.
“My onl y defense for that breech of military protocol, is
that the man we are going in to rescue tomorrow is more than
a commander to me. I have as much admiration and respect
for him as you do this man standing beside me, a man I am
also proud to call my friend, a man for whom I have the
greatest respect.”
He paused, then looked into the faces of everyone in the
room before beginning again. “So, as much as I want to b e a
part of this mission, I can not allow m yself to go under these
circumstances.” Turning to Martin he said: “Colonel, I
withdraw m y request with apology.”
Kracek’s unexpected announcement left them spee chless.
Seconds passed in silence. Many of the men were eager to
speak, but held back, waiting for their Commander’s
response.
“Christ, Viktor, you managed to surprise me again. But I
won’t accept your apology, because you have nothing to
apologize fo r—except maybe a loyalt y that’s all too rare in
today’s world. As for withdrawing your request, and taking
me off the hook, thanks; but I won’t make that decision. I’ll
leave that to Captain Chan and his team to decide.”
It was all the opening Garrett needed. “Sir, may I speak?”
“Of course.”

310

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

“Well sir, except for you, I think I’m the onl y other man
in this room who knew Captain Kracek before this meeting;
and the onl y one to see him in action on the ground. I can
vouch for his abilit y to take care of himself in han d to hand
fighting. He has some moves that even Captain Chan would
appreciate. And we all know how tough the Marines are. He
would be an asset to the team, and I would be honored to go
into combat with him.”
Garrett was hardly f inished when a tall, broad shouldered
Norseman rose to his feet. “I’m Staff Sergeant Ostlund, Ian. I
agree. I was with Lt. Garrett when we were ambushed. Going
into battle with Captain Kracek would be a personal honor.”
Then another stood and boldl y s tated: “Sergeant Tanaka,
Hiro. I too was there. He has earned his place on this team.”
And another who, with a mischievous smile and a twinkle
in his eye, announced: “Sergeant McQueen, Patrick. Having
seen the Captain in action I wouldn’t want to leav e home
without him.”
“Specialist First Class Saldana, Jesus. Had he been around
for the ‘Bay of Pigs,’ m y brother wouldn’t be rotting away in
a filthy Cuban prison. I say he comes.”
When the last member of the team stood up, he
commanded everyo ne’s attention. The huge, powerfull y built
black man—with a physique that would make Mr. America
envious—spoke softly, but with unwavering conviction. “PFC
White, Andrew .” Looking straight into Viktor ’s eyes, he said,
almost in a whisper, “Captain Kracek i s m y man. I’ll take
good care of him.”
Kracek was stunned. He felt both proud and humbled to
have these men speak in his behalf. Except for Garrett they
were all strangers, yet they accepted him like one of their
own. White’s words were especiall y poi gnant. They were
spoken with an unshakable resolve, more like a pledge.
Soon, every man in the room raised his voice in approval.
Chan was almost as surprised as Kracek at the show of
support. “We have our answer, Colonel. Any reservations I
may have had were answered when the Captain, himself,
offered to withdraw. Still, I thought it important to the
mission—as I’m sure he did—that the men were one hundred
percent in agreement. “Welcome aboard, Viktor.”
“Thanks, Ed…the honor is mine.”
“It’s settled then,” Martin confirmed. “Assemble the team
for a final briefing at 1530 hours.”
“Yes sir. That gives us about an hour to take care of one
last item.” Chan waved to a figure standing in the kitchen
door. “Bring it in Minh.”
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The diminutive cook, affectionatel y nicknamed ‘Little
Minh,’ wheeled in a serving tray with a large cake decorated
with the unit colors. The inscription read:

CONGRATULATIONS
Colonel Joe Mart in
from
The Men of the 3 r d S.O.C
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39
T h e Res cue
Third Special forces Camp, Vietnam, 18 Dec 1965, 0430
hours
Chan double-timed the rescue team to the helicopter pad
as Martin looked on. His face reflected the pride he felt for
his men, but not the concern he hel d inside.
The choppers were waiting with engines running. Chan
stood to the side as Ostlund, McQueen, and Saldana climbed
aboard the lead chopper flown by Captain Morris and his co pilot, Lieutenant Nolan. Garrett, Tanaka, Kracek, and White
took the numb er two ship, flown solo by Captain Ca nova. His
co-pilot, Lt. Langston, contracted a case of stomach flu the
night before and had to be grounded. There was no time to get
a replacement.
When all of his men were on board, Chan climbed into the
lead aircraft and donned a radio headset. “All set back here,
Steve.”
“Roger. We’ll lift off as soon as Two checks in.”
A few seconds later: “P ython One, Two is on, ready to go.”
“Roger, One lifting off. Two j oin on m y left and fl y
slightl y high.”
“Wilco.” Canova was a stickle r for radio discipline and
kept his calls short and concise. “Say what you’ve got to say
in as few words as needed, then get the hell off the air,” is
what he would tell his students.
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Morris turned to a heading of 0 -2-8 degrees and pressed
the timer button on the instrument panel clock as he
accelerated to 110 knots.
“P ython Lead, leveling at three hundred, steady on 0 -2-8
degrees.”
“Copy that, Lead…Two’s on your left.”
It was onl y twenty one miles to the drop off point. At a
ground speed of just under two miles a minute they would be
there in ten minutes. The DZ was a rubber plantation owned
by Jon Lavasier, a French colonialist who willingl y allowed
his land to be used by friendl y forces in exchange for the
securit y they could provide. They say he did the same for the
enem y, some of whom once worked his plantation. In fact,
many of the older famil y members, as well as the wives and
children of the Vietcong, still do.
Odd as it may seem, Lavasier is no traitor, nor is he a
communist sympathizer. Vietnam is a different kind of war.
Like everyone else in caught up in it, he wa s simpl y trying to
hang on to something he worked all his life to build, and only
doing what he had to do to protect h is famil y…to survive.
He’s good man, who treats his work ers with kindness and
respect. That, no doubt, is what has, thus far, kept the
“wolves” from his door.
An almost full moon was partiall y obscured by the clouds.
This was good. At their altitude and airsp eed darkness was a
welcome asset. Less than a mile out, Morris called: “DZ dead
ahead.”
“In sight,” Canova acknowledged.
Kracek saw the huge French chateau standing in the
northern half of a large clearing carved out of hundreds of
acres of rubbe r trees. To the south of it was a long
rectangular swimming pool. The light of the moon reflected
brightl y off the pool’s calm surface. It looked as inviting as
the beautifull y landscaped grounds surrounding it. The tennis
courts were to the right side of the pool, and the riding
stables on the left near the tree -line, as they approached from
the east.
The grass runway started one hundred meters south of the
estate grounds, and cut a fift y foot wide, one thousand foot
long swath through the largest sta nd of rubber trees.
“P ython Two, Lead, we’ll land in the southern third of the
strip.”
Morris checked with his half of the team over the
intercom: “Everyone ready back there, Ed?”
“Roger, just get us down in one piece.”
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“No problem.” Morris gentl y raised the nose of the Huey,
just enough to stop its forward momentum at the same time it
touched down. Chan’s feet hit the ground before the chopper
full y settled on its skids. The others were right behind him.
Staying low until they cleared the rotating blades, they
double-timed into the trees west of the runway. Garrett and
his half of the team deplaned at the same time and quickly
joined them.
Chan took a visual head count as they came in. “We’re all
here. Our objective is about two miles in that direction.
Saldana, take the point. The rest of us will follow in the order
briefed. Move it out. We need to get there before first light.”
Saldana, an ace tracker, set a fast pace through the rubber
grove. Half a mile later they were in the jungle. It slowed
them down some, but provided good cover. They would be
most vulnerable crossing the open areas and rice paddies.
Fortunatel y there were onl y two, neither one more than a
hundred meters across.
Chan stopped the team before each c learing, studied the
terrain to pick out the best route across, and listened for
sounds of human life as he waited for the moon to slip behind
the next passing cloud. “Now, Sal…go.”
Saldana moved into the clearing in a low crouch. The
others followed, maintaining five yards separation between
them. They stayed on top of the dikes, which allowed them to
move faster with less noise, and minimized their exposure in
the open area.
With the moon shielded by clouds, the darkness, and their
camouflage uniforms, made them practicall y invisible against
the shadow-less landscape. They were more likel y to be
discovered by sound than by sight; which is why Chan kept
them out of the water filled rice paddies.
Kracek lost his footing on a wet patch of the dike and
splashed a foot into the paddy water. Chan signaled him to
freeze, and the others to stay down. When he was sure they
weren’t detected, he moved them out again. White reached
down to grab Kracek’s wrist and pulled him up.
On the other side of the clearing, Saldana took another
compass reading before pressing on. Nearing the hamlet the
undergrowth was not as dense, making it easier for them to
move with less noise. Countless excursions by village hunters
and Vietcong patrols had trampled it d own. Thankfull y, there
was no sign of either.
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Chan hoped that would be the case when he chose the
timing for the operation. He also knew that guards would be
posted around the p erimeter, and would have to be
“neutralized” before going in. They stopp ed fort y meters
short of the village. He nodded to Saldana, who slipped off
his radio pack before continuing ahead to scout the village.
Ten minutes later he returned to report his findings. He
cleared away the debris covering the ground and used his
knife to draw pictures in the dirt as he described what he saw.
“There is one guard here, straight ahead, another thirt y
meters to the right, and one more to the left about the same
distance.” He then drew the location of the huts inside the
hamlet perimet er. “This is the onl y hut with a guard
posted…probabl y where Whitfield and Brown are being held.
I couldn’t get close enough to confirm it.”
“Good work, Sal. It’s the same one shown in the photos.
We’ll have to assume they’re still there. ” Chan glanced at his
second in command.
“I agree,” Garrett said, “but we’ve got to move fast.”
“Right.” Chan checked his watch. “We have about ten
minutes before first light. Tanaka, take the guard in the
center, Ostlund, the one on the left, McQueen, the r ight.”
Looking at Tanaka: “Give the others sixty seconds to get into
position, then strike simultaneousl y. Garrett, Kracek, White,
and I will be moving in before the last of them hits the
ground. Be prepared to lay down covering fire as we come
out.”
The three men quickl y moved into their assigned
positions. Tanaka was expert in the way of the Ninja. He took
a blow gun from the leather sheath tied to his back pack,
inserted a poison tipped dart, and checked his watch. When
the second hand ticked off on e minute, he took careful aim
and fired. The feathered projectile hit his man in the neck,
penetrating the carotid artery. He was dead before he hit the
ground.
McQueen’s weapon of choice was a small, but powerful
crossbow that, at close range, was as accurate and as deadl y
as an M-16 rifle. His arrow went straight between the eyes of
the second guard and into his brain, sending him crumbling to
the ground like a withered vegetable.
Ostlund, preferred a more personal approach. The big
Norseman waited for his man to pass his position, then
attacked with the stealth and speed of a jungle cat. But,
before he could reach his prey, the shrill crow of the village
rooster pierced the silence of the jungle night in an
unexpected affront to one’s senses.
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The startled guard spun around to the offending sound just
in time to see a huge shadowy figure descending upon him.
Before he could grasp the enormit y of his living nightmare he
was struck in the forehead by a blow so powerful it almost
snapped his neck. The last image his mind would register
before losing consciousness was the frightening sight of a
huge open hand coming at him with blinding speed —the last
thing he would ever see in his short life.
In a single blurred move Ostlund grasped the s tock of the
guard’s rifle with his right hand and stepped behind him
before he could fall. Reaching over the unconscious body, he
seized the barrel of the AK -47 with his other hand and pulled
it back into the man’s throat, crushing his Adam’s apple.
Chan and his half of the team reached the back of the hut
before the first guard hit the ground. He motioned White and
Kracek to go around the left side, while he and Garrett went
right.
Rudel y awakened by the bird’s crow, a still drowsy sentry
opened his eyes to see White turning the corner of the hut.
The shock of seeing this giant of a man suddenl y appear
before him like a dark specter froze the scream in his throat .
Before it could pass his lips, a perfectl y placed karate strike
by Chan sent him do wn in a lifeless heap.
Chan signaled the others to hold while he cautiousl y
looked inside the hut. Whitfield’s eyes alerted him to the
danger lurking at the entrance to Chan’s left. He unsheathed
his knife and, in a move too swift to follow, entered in a low
crouch, spun to his left deflecting th e guard’s weapon with
his left forearm, and buried the blade deep into his heart.
Whitfield was astonished. He had never seen a man move
so fast, with such deadl y force. He had witnessed other
martial artists perform amazing feats in demonstrations, but
never in an actual life and death situation.
Brown’s jaw dropped open, and his eyes grew wide in
disbelief when he saw Kracek and Garrett rush in before Chan
could extract his knife from the gua rd’s chest.
“Viktor, where the devil did you come from?
“I’ll explain later, Colonel. F irst, let’s get you out of
here.”
Kracek cut Whitfield’s bonds as Garrett freed Brown.
They didn’t know it, but they had been seen by pair of
smaller eyes as
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soon as they entered the village. The same little boy who
threw the stone that cut Whitfield’s face wasn’t able to sleep
with his father’s killers so close, and had stood lonel y vigil
through the night watching their hut. When he saw Chan and
the others he ran to warn Lt. Than h. “The Americans are
escaping,” he shouted, excitedl y.
Than sprung to his feet at the first mention of Americans.
“What is it boy? What did you see?”
Trembling uncontrollabl y, he blurted out: “American
soldiers come into village. They kill guard, then…then…”
He couldn’t find the words.
Thanh knelt on one knee to look into his eyes. “Good
work, son; you are a brave soldier. You must stay here.” He
grabbed his weapon and ran outside followed by his men —
some of whom slept in the same hut. They were pinned down
before they could make it into the square.
White was waiting for th em, and opened up with his M -16
as Chan and the others ran out of the hut. “ Go! I’ll hold them
here until you reach the perimeter.”
Chan flashed him a thumbs up and took off running with
Whitfield, Brown, and Garrett on his hee ls. Kracek, however,
was not about to leave his friend. He stayed back to help him
keep Thanh and his men at bay. As the bullets flew by their
ears into the wa ll of the mud hut behind them, he wondered if
one of them had his name on it, then realized that he didn’t
care.
The words of an old first sergeant —told to a young
lieutenant at the foot of Korea’s Heartbreak Ridge —replayed
themselves in his mind: “ A man is never more alive than
when he is closest to death.” He could hear them clearl y, as if
he were standing with them at the bottom of that hill.
A grenade landed at their feet.
“Grenade!” Kracek shouted, as he scooped it up in his
bare hand and tossed it into the window of the hut that had
held Whitfield and Brown. It exploded harmlessl y inside. The
sequence of events took onl y seconds; yet, it felt as though he
were moving in slow motion, as if time stood still. White
looked at him and smil ed. He never felt the bullet that ripped
through the flesh of his left shoulder —nor did it slow him
down.
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The others now safel y aw ay, they made their move. White
threw a smoke canister into the bullet infested fire zone, and
loaded a fresh magazine i nto his M -16. Using the smoke to
mask their retreat, they were clear of the fire zone before
Thanh and his men could risk charging their position. To
further discourage them, the big man lobbed a gre nade over
his shoulder as they sprinted into the jungle.
Garrett stayed behind with Ostlund, McQueen, and
Tanaka, to cover their exit. When Kracek and White ran pass
their position he set two trip wire explosive devices and
pulled everyone back to join the rest of the team.
Chan took a quick head count as they came in. Garrett
gave him a quick assessment of the situation..
“They started to move in on us as soon as we stopped
firing; but the earl y Christmas presents I left under the tree
should slow them down.”
No sooner did Garrett fin ish his report, when the first of
his “gifts” was opened. The sound of the explosion was
amplified by the heavy morning air. When the inhuman
screams of men, whose bodies were no longer whole, reached
their ears, it sent a chill through the spines of even these
battle hardened warriors.
One of the guerillas was almost torn in half by the blast,
and franticall y tried to stop his intestines from spilling out of
his body, as his life slipped mercifull y away. The man next to
him had both legs blown off at the knees and appeared to sink
into the pool of blood (his own) saturating the jungle floor.
“Stop!” Thanh ordered. “The Americans have booby
trapped their escape route. Watch for more trip wires as we
retrace our steps to the village. We cannot afford to lose more
men.” His quick reaction to the threat kept them from
tripping the second anti -personnel mine onl y a few steps
away.
Safel y within the village perimeter he briefed his men.
“We must stay wide and left, paralleling their course to avoid
other possible mines. Their lead is big, but we are more
familiar with the terrain. W e will catch them.” Than sounded
confident, but his forced retreat gave the Americans time to
open the distance between them to more than two hundred
meters.
Chan counted on Garrett’s antipersonnel mines to slow
the Vietcong, and led the team out the same way they came
in. The familiar terrain allowed them to move faster. When
they reached the first clearing the VC platoon was nowhere in
sight. They moved acros s rapidl y, unconcerned about noise.
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Thanh was four minutes behind when he and his men
arrived at the same rice paddy, sevent y meters to the left of
the Americans. He too wasted no time crossing. On the other
side he paused to check his map. His serge ants looking on he
pointed out their position. “We are here…the Americans,
here. If we draw a line from the village through their position
it will take us to the Lavasier estate. That must be the
helicopter pick-up point. The runway there is sheltered on
three sides by rubber trees, which will block our line of fire
if they lift off before we get there. We must close on them
before they can reach the plantation; if possible, before they
can make it across the next clearing.”
Meanwhile Chan’s team was b eing slowed down b y
heavier underbrush. He stopped to get a fix on their position.
The men needed the break, but with the VC breathing down
their necks they had to keep moving.
“This isn’t good,” Chan said. “They’re not more than five
minutes behind us, and could close that gap before we make it
to the DZ. The last thing we need is to get into a fire fight
with a superior enemy force in broad daylight.”
Garrett nodded his agreement. “What do you have in
mind?”
“I don’t think we can make it to the planned DZ before
they close on us. Our best chance is to bring the choppers in
for an earl y extraction at this next clearing. Hopefull y we’ll
be in the air before the VC can get there.
“We’re going to need your expertise here, Viktor.” Chan
handed him his map. “Contact P ython. Tell him to meet us at
these new coordinates. In the meantime, let’s keep moving.”
Kracek joined Saldana, who had already tuned his radio
and was trying to contact P ython, but with no success.
“Nothing but static, sir.”
“Let me try,” Kracek said. “P ython, this is Night Crawler,
come in, over.” No answer.
Chan’s face reflected his concern. “What’s wrong? They
should be in the air by now to provide us cover as needed. ”
“They probabl y are, but in this light Morris is probabl y
skimming the tree tops. Unless they climb to a higher altitude
we won’t have a clear line of sight until they’re right on top
of us.”
“Keep trying.”
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Kracek keyed his mike. “P ython, this i s Night Crawler,
Python, from Night Crawler, how do read, over?.” More
static. He tried another approach, on the chance that P ython
might be receiving him, but he wasn’t able to hear his repl y.
“P ython, Night Crawler here, if you read me key your mike
twice.”
“P ython Lead, this is Two . I’m picking up something, but
I can’t make it out…too much static.”
“Roger, I hear it. Another transmission started to come in
just as Morris released his mike button. It was badl y broken,
but he could make out some of the words:
“P ython…Crawler…if…read…key…twice.”
“It is them.” Morris keyed his mike two times , then called
his wingman. “I’m taking it higher…stay with me.”
“Like your shadow, Lead.”
“We got them,” Kracek said. “They’ll be calling back
soon.”
“Good work, Viktor.” Chan said. “Make sure they get the
new coordinates. Let’s keep moving. The bad guys can’t be
far behind.”
Despite the uncertaint y of their situation, Whitfield
couldn’t help but admire the professionalism and courage of
every man on the team. They w orked together as though each
knew what the other was thinking, and Kracek seemed to fit
in as if he had trained with them for months. Seeing him in
action filled him with a pride he imagined onl y a father could
feel for a son. “Just when I think I’ve seen all he has, he
shows me more.”
His thoughts, involuntaril y spoken aloud, were overheard
by Brown. “I know what you mean, Colonel. When we get out
of this I’m going to buy that man a drink. Hell, I’ll buy him
the whole damned bar.”
Whitfield smiled. “You won’t be the onl y one in that line,
John.”
As Kracek predicted, P ython called again. “Night Crawler,
this is P ython, how do you read, over?”
“Loud and clear, Python…say your position.”
“Five minutes from the DZ.”
“Roger that, but there’s been a change of plan. I have the
new DZ coordinates. Are you ready to copy?”
“Go ahead.”
“The new coordinates are whiskey-sierra-three-six-zerotwo…repeat, whiskey-sierra-three-six-zero-two…copy? ”
“Roger. P ython copies whis key sierra three-six-zero-two.”
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“It’s the first clear area two miles west northwest of the
original DZ. A heading from there of two nine five degrees
will take you straight to us.”
“Got it. When did you get time to do the math? Aren’t
they keeping you guys busy enough down there?”
“Except for some pissed off people on our tails, and some
unfriendl y jungle in front of us —not to mention the
goddamned mosquitoes —it’s been a walk in the park, but
we’re not stopping for tea,” Kracek said.
“Some guys have all th e fun.” The usuall y taciturn Ca nova
couldn’t resist a personal comment.
“Crawler, from Python Lead, say estimate to the
clearing.”
Taking off his headset, Kracek looked at Chan. “He needs
an estimate to the clearing, Ed.”
“Ten minutes, if this underbrush doesn’t get any thicker.”
Kracek put his headset back on. “Ten minutes, P ython.
Hold about a mile out. I’ll call you thirty seconds before we
reach the clearing, assuming our VC friends haven’t joined
the part y by then. Look for our smoke, then co me in fast to
pick up the first half of the team and our two ‘passengers.’
The rest of us will provide cover.”
“Sounds like a plan. We’ve got enough fire power on
these birds to discourage anyone we don’t like from vent uring
out of the trees.” Morris turned to his co -pilot. “That’s gotta
be Kracek.”
“P ython Two, Lead, keep it high and hold to th e north
until I pick up the first group. Arm your guns and rockets, but
don’t fire until cleared by Night Crawler. Bring it down as
soon as m y skids leave the ground. I’ll cover you when you
go in for the rest of the team.”
“Roger that,” Lead. “This is getting interesting,” Canova
said under his breath. He looked over at the empt y left seat.
On most days he didn’t mind fl ying alone. In fact, he
preferred it that way, except on missions like this. An extra
set of eyes and hands would come in handy about now. He
didn’t know how prophetic his unspoken words would be.
Meanwhile, Than h’s platoon was rapidl y closing the gap .
“If we keep this pace we will intercept them before the y can
cross the next clearing. Hung, take five men and continue
straight ahead to the edge of the trees. We will go right to
trap them in a crossfire.”
“Yes sir.” Sgt. Hung moved out with his fi ve men.
“The clearing is dead ahead,” Saldana whispered.
“Now, Viktor,” Chan ordered. “Call them in.”
“P ython, this is Night Crawler, come on down.”
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“On the way.” Morris and Ca nova added power, lowered
the noses of their aircraft, and skimmed across the jungle
canopy like giant dragon flies. They were over the clearing in
thirt y seconds. Morris landed just eas t of the smoke marker,
while Canova hovered at two hundred feet in the air and five
hundred feet to his right. He armed his rocke ts, checked his
gun switch on and waited, but not for long.
The rescue team came under attack from two sides before
Python Lead could touch down. It was too risky to make a
break for the chopper as long as the enemy force to the north
of them was stil l in play. Chan looked at Kracek, but words
weren’t necessary. He was already making the call.
“P ython Two, we’re caught in a crossfire. We can hold off
the group behind us, but we need help with their friends
sevent y meters north of our position, jus t inside the tree
line.”
“You got it .” Canova steadied his sight on the target and
fired a full salvo of nineteen high explosive roc kets into the
middle of Sgt. Hung’s flanking patrol, takin g out half of
them. Bodies were blown into the air like shred ded rag dolls.
Those that escaped death were dazed and wounded, and tried
to run back into the jungle. A long burst from the Huey’s
7.62mm Gatling guns finished them off.
“Crawler, that group north of you is history.”
Chan had already moved into the clearing with his half of
the team, and was boarding the lead chopper before P ython
Two completed his strafing run. He took a head count:
“Whitfield, Ostlund, Tanaka, McQueen, Brown…Brown!
Where the hell is Brown?”
“He wouldn’t leave sir, ” McQueen answered, grinning
impishl y…said something about not letting Kracek hog all the
glory. I gave him m y M -16 and a few grenades.”
“You what? Never mind.” Chan shouted over the noise of
the rotating chopper blades: “This is it Steve, get us the hell
out of here!”
Whitfield smiled at McQueen’s report. His men were
acquitting themselves on the ground with the same fighting
spirit they have always demonstrated in the air. Indeed,
Brown’s selfless act of courage was a confirmation of the
faith he had al ways had in the man —to one day overcome his
personal demons and realize his true potential. Nothing is
more gratifying to him than to see one of his men achieve that
kind of breakthrough.
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Morris lifted off before Chan could finish his sentence.
He climbed out high and left and re -checked his armament
switches on. “P ython Two, Lead, bring it in. I’ve got you
covered.”
Canova was already on the way, and zeroed in on a spot
south of the one his leader just vacated, out of the direct line
of fire.
When Than h saw the second helicopter land he knew time
was running out. Despite the intense exchange of small arms
fire, he was slowl y gaining ground on the remainder of the
rescue team.
Kracek saw what was happening. “P yt hon, we need a little
help. The VC are fort y meters west of our position and
closing. Fifteen seconds after this transmission unload
everything you’ve got.”
“Will do, P ython. Good luck.”
Viktor looked at Garrett and Saldana. “Go, we’ll be right
behind you.” With no tim e to argue they ran into the clearing,
laying down more smoke as they sprinted to the second Huey,
while Brown, Kracek, and White, standing shoulder to
shoulder, sprayed the jungle in front of them with their M 16’s to keep Thanh and his men at bay. Just before the fifteen
seconds elapsed they simultaneousl y pulled the pins from
their hand grenades, lobbed them into their attackers and ran
like hell. The jungle literall y exploded behind them as they
charged into the clearing.
The combined explosive fo rce of the grenades and P ython
One’s rockets created a reinforced shock wave tha t knocked
Kracek off balance. White caught him by the collar before he
could go down, never breaking stride. They were already
through the smoke screen Garrett and Saldona lai d down
when the second rocket volley hit closer to the jungle’s edge.
They dove into the
chopper just as P ython One opened up
with his guns. It should have stopped what was left of
Thanh’s platoon from continuing the chase until Two was in
the air.
“We’re all in Frank,” Garrett shout ed, “let’s go.” Canova
didn’t answer and the chopper didn’t move. “Frank!” He
called again, even louder. Still no response. He looked into
the cockpit and saw him slumped in his seat. “Christ
Almight y, he’s been hit! Now what?”
Instinctivel y, Kracek scrambled into the vacant left seat.
“I’ve got it. Somebody get Frank in the back. John, take his
seat.”
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Without hesitation, Brown climbed into the right seat, a
look of utter disbelief on his face. “No offense, Krac ek, but
when did you check out in the Huey? ”
“Never did…flew it a couple of times though.”
“Couple of times. Are you shittin’ me?”
“No, but don’t worry, I can fl y anything with wings.”
Kracek quickl y familiarized himself with the Hue y’s cockpit
layout and controls while Brown pondered his last remark.
“But this chopper doesn’t ha ve any wings,” came Brown’s
delayed response.
“Sure it does, John. they just move around a lot.” Kracek
smiled, not out of confidence, but over the sober realization
that they had no other option. Either he flew this strange bird,
or they would have to walk home; and he had his fill of
walking.
Before an incredulous Brown could respond
he was
thrown back against his seat. They rose onl y a few feet in the
air before coming down hard. The Huey’s controls were more
sensitive than Viktor anticipated. He wouldn’t make the same
mistake a second time. But before he could try again, a
bloodied figure materialized from out of the smoke, with his
AK-47 leveled straight at the cockpit.
Brown eyes go wide in disbelief. “It’s Thanh. How in the
hell did he survive everyth ing P ython One threw at them?”
“You know him?” Kracek asked.
“Yeah. He’s the C ommander of the VC patrol that
captured us.”
Staggering forward on will power alone, the badl y
wounded Than h stopped within ten meters of the unmoving
helicopter and fixed his gaze on Kracek, to whom he was
inexplicabl y dr awn. Brown, I know, but this man…can it be?
The words reverberated in his clouded m ind as though he
were listening to h imself speak in a dark tunnel. Can this be
the same man I faced in that rice paddy?
While the incredible dream -like scene played itself out
before them, Viktor kept his finger poised on the gun trigger.
“It is him,” he uttered in disbelief. The words barel y left his
lips, when the exhausted apparition facing him lowered his
weapon in a eerie slow -motion replay of their first
confrontation.
Images of it flashed before Than h’s eyes like a
malfunctioning movie p rojector, transporting him from past
to present to past in a dizzying whirl until he , overcome by
his wounds, mercifully lost consciousness and slumped to the
ground. Kracek took a deep breath and let his finger slide
from the trigger.
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Why did I hesitate? He silentl y asked himself. He could
have killed us. But there was no time to anal yze what had just
happened. Getting the Huey into the air, and keeping it there,
was his first and only concern. Later, in the quiet solitude of
his room, he would rev isit that moment and, perhaps, find his
answer.
Fascinated by the unreal “connection” that existed
between the two men, Brown could not believe what he was
seeing—perhaps, because it was beyo nd comprehension.
“Jesus, Kracek, why didn’t you just s hoot the son-of-abitch?”
Viktor looked at him curiousl y. “It’s complicated, John.”
From their aerial perch, Steve Morris and his co -pilot had
a front row seat to the unfolding drama. They saw what was
left of the Vietcong platoon charge into the c learing towards
Canova’s aircraft, and strafed them with their Gatling gun.
Several of them went down. The others faded into the
jungle—all but one man.
Ignoring the barrage of lead raining down upon him, that
man charged the grounded chopper, using the smoke laid
down by Garrett and Saldana for cover. In a last ditch effort
to stop him before he could reach the grounded Huey, Morris
fired blindl y into the smoke. He missed…so he thought.
“Damn, I lost him.”
Miraculousl y, Thanh emerged from the smoke, but was
now too close to Canova’s chopper for Morris to risk another
shot. He watched helplessl y as the VC leader raised his
weapon. “No, it can’t end here…not like this. Why d oesn’t
Frank lift off?”
Before he could key his mike to ask, he saw the man
facing an armed Huey lower his AK -47 and slump to the
ground. “I did hit him,” Morris said, taking no satisfaction
from it. “P ython Two, this is Lead, what’s the problem?”
“Frank was hit…lost a lot of blood.”
“It’s Kracek! Frank was h it.” Morris repeated it out loud,
as if hearing it again would make it sound more real.
“P ython Two, Lead, can you fl y that thing?”
“I’ve been asked that before…time we found out.”
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40
Fo r m a t i o n Re c o v e r y
Kracek pushed the throttle forward and cautious l y lifted
the Huey into the air, appl ying the same light control
technique he would use in the F -100 for an instrument
approach. This time it stayed put. He looked at Brown and
smiled. “Anything with wings…”
Brown didn’t look convinced. “Right. Just keep your eyes
on the road or we’ll both be sprouting them. P ython One is at
ten o’clock high.”
“Got him. Lead, Two is joini ng on your right.”
“Roger Two. Keep it wide and high. Our course to Bien
Hoa is zero four seven degrees from the Can Tho Tacan. ETA,
fort y five minutes.”
“Roger that. How’s our VIP?”
“Came through it without a scratch.”
Whitfield was li stening over his headset and watched
Kracek move into position as though he were fl ying a fighter.
“He flies that chopper like he’s got a thousand hours in i t. If
I didn’t know better, I’ d wonder what he’s been doing in his
spare time.”
“Whatever it is, Colonel, it’s paying off now,” Morris
replied.
“That it is,” Whitfield acknowledged.
“P ython, go channel seven.”
“Two, roger.”
“P ython check in.”
“Two’s on.”
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“Paddy Control, this is P ython, we’re four miles north of
Can Tho at three thousand feet. Request vector to Bien Hoa.”
“We have a good paint, Python. Maintain present heading.
The field is VFR, with two thousand five hundred feet
scattered, winds calm. Cleared to Paris Control at your
discretion.”
Seventeen minutes later Morris switched the flight over to
channel six. “Paris, this is P ython…squawking ident, over.”
“Copy your squawk. Maintain heading.”
“Be advised, we are declaring an emergency. P ython Two
has wounded aboard. Request ambulance and cra sh crew.”
“Roger that…call field in sight.”
Five miles out, Morris made the call. “P ython has the
field in sight.”
“Roger, you’re cleared to tower frequency…Paris out.”
Morris switched the flight to channel two. “Bien Hoa
tower, P ython is four miles southwest of the base.”
Lafitte was on dut y, as was Major Thompson and
Sergeants Donnell y and Steinman. She had the mike. “P ython,
this is Bien Hoa tower, cleared to land on the helo pad in
front of base ops. Ambulance and crash vehicles are standing
by.”
“Negative, tower. Request a formation approach from a
two mile final at five hundred feet. We’ll land in the grass at
midfield with m y wingman on the right.”
The unusual request took Lafitte by surprise. She looked
at Thompson, who nodded his approval. “Roger,” she replied,
“you’re cleared as requested. Active runway two -seven,
altimeter setting 3 -0.1-0. Call final at two miles.”
“Roger that.” Re-keying his mike, Morris instructed:
“P ython Two, move it in a little closer. W e’ll land in
formation, fighter style.”
Kracek eased it in closer, but maintained a comfortable
separation between the rotating blades. He also positioned
himself at a thirt y degree angle back and slightl y above
Python One’s rotor plane. “How does this look?”
“Perfect. Hold that pose until we touchdown.”
“You got it. Not exactl y a tactical approach, but it’ll do.”
“What did he mean by that, Colonel?” Morris asked over
the intercom.
“It’s an insider joke… tell you about it late r.”
Lafitte recognized Kracek’s voice. “It’s Viktor, I mean,
Captain Kracek.” She almost spilled her coffee. “I didn’t
know he was back.”
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“You and me both.” Thompson said. “When they briefed
us, they never mentioned his involvement —fl ying an Arm y
chopper no less. I’ve learned to expect the unexpected from
him, but this…this one is off the charts.”
Viktor turned to his co -pilot with a feigned expression of
hurt. “You hear that, John, I don’t think he trusts me to land
this bird on the ramp.”
“Yeah, I wonder why? You’d think that after a whole
fort y minutes at t he controls of an aircraft you’r e not checked
out in he’d have a little more confidence in you.”
“You would, wouldn’t you?” Kracek held up his right
hand, a big smile on his f ace.
Brown slapped it hard. “Now, for Christ’s sake, Viktor,
keep both hands on the ‘wheel’ until we’re on the ground.”
Even Brown had to crack a smile. It wasn’t over yet, not until
the skids touched the grass. The next few minutes would
decide their fate.
Approaching the field from the south, Morris turned right
to parallel the active runway. “Tower, P ython turning
downwind. Request clearance to descend to one thousand
feet.”
“Roger, P ython, you’re cleared to one thousand. Call
turning base.” Lafitte could feel the apprehension and
excitement building within her. She wasn’t alone. The eyes of
everyone in the tower were r iveted on the two aircraft about
to turn base.
Morris began a descending left turn and made the call:
“P ython turning base.” He continued the descent in the turn
and rolled out on final at five hundred feet. “P ython on final
with two for a full stop formation landing.”
“We have you in sight P ython…cleared all the way.”
“This is a switch,” Thompson said, lowering his
binoculars. “It’s usuall y Kracek doing the leading. Then, who
would have imagined him landing at m y airfield in an Arm y
helicopter?”
He looked over at Donnell y and Steinman as though they
had the answer. They just shrugged their shoulders. Donn ell y
was squeezing a four leafed sha mrock sealed in plastic that he
always kept with him for luck, while Steinman nervously
fingered the six -pointed star he wore around his neck.
“P ython Two, this is Lead, you’re looking good. Hold that
position until we touch down.”
“Roger. I think I’m beginning to get a feel for this
whirl ybird.”

329

Kracek

by Vito Tomasino

“I don’t doubt that for a minute.” Morris started down
final at rate of descent that would put them over the runway
threshold at not more than fift y feet. Then, h e skillfully
decreased his descent and approach speed to land at mid -field
with zero forward motion and zero sink rate —a textbook
approach.
Kracek touched down a split second later. “Nicel y done,
Python.”
“Thanks, you took the words right out of m y mouth.”
Morris looked at his co -pilot. “Can you believe this guy? He
pulls off a picture perfect formation approach and landing in
an aircraft he’s never flown before and he compliments me.”
Before they could ‘throttle off’ the medics were al ready
rushing under the rotating bla des to retrieve the wounded.
Canova was carried out on a stretcher. Thanks to the first aid
efforts of Garrett and Saldana he was still alive. The surgeons
would do the rest.
A stubborn White wouldn’t get in the am bulance until he
was ordered to by Garrett. “It’s onl y a scratch, Lieutenant. I
don’t need no ambulance.”
“For Christ’s sake, Andy, just go with them. At least let
the Doc take the freakin’ bullet out.”
“Is that an order, sir?”
“No, damn it!”
“Then I’ll go.” White hopped into the ambulance,
grinning from ear to ear. Garrett shook his head and smiled.
He had nothing but admiration and respect for the big man
and wished the “Berets” had more like him.
Not until Kracek cut the engine did Brown allow himself
to relax. “Don’t let this go to your head Viktor, but that was
the coolest piece of flying I’ve ever seen.”
“Thanks, John. It’s amazing what you can do w hen you
have no other choice.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard that before, ” Brown said, recalling
Whitfield’s words when they sprinted into the jungle to evade
the VC patrol.
Lafitte, meanwhile, was anxiousl y watching the unfolding
melodrama from the Tower. She saw the medics carry one
man off in a stretcher, and another f igure—a big man in a
camouflage uniform—reluctantl y follow h im into the
ambulance. More men got off both aircraft, all similarl y
dressed and heavil y armed but one. He was wearing a flight
suit. Through her binoculars she could see who it was. “It’s
Colonel Whitfield. They got him out.”
“Damned if they didn’t.” Thompson said. “Score one for
our guys.”
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She saw a second man in a fl ying suit step off the other
Huey. “Brown, they got Brown too.”
Everyone in the tower let out a loud cheer. Donnell y and
Steinman gave each other high five’s, and Major Thompson —
in a gesture totally out of character —grabbed a startled
Lafitte and gave her a big hug. She hugged him right back.
As they were celebrating, another man stepped out of the
same aircraft Brown was on. He was also in camouflage —his
face unrecognizable under the black grease paint. Yet, he
seemed familiar. There was something about the way he
carried himself; how, despite the frenzied activit y swirling
around him, it appeared as though he we re standing in the eye
of a storm.
“Viktor…is it you?” She heard herself ask. In a voice
filled with excitement, she answ ered her own question. “It is!
But how? What are you doing in that uniform…fl ying that
helicopter?”
Thompson was moved b y her unabashed outpouring of
feelings. He felt embarrassed, as though he were invading her
privacy, yet, could not take his eyes off her. He was
fascinated by the wide-ranging display of emotions that swept
across her lovel y face; emotions of joy, relief , pride, and
love. Beautiful and poised, yet so vulnerable, he thought.
As the tears welled up in her eyes his heart went out to
her—just as it did when he sent his onl y daughter off to
college the summer before he left for Vietnam. The same
fatherl y compassion he felt then, for a daughter he loved
beyond measure, he was feeling now for a young woman he
barel y knew. “Why don’t you ask him yourself, Lieutenant?”
“What?” She was still in shock.
“I said, ask him yourself…go on down. We can h andle
things here for awhile without you. Go, before you miss him.”
“Thank you, sir, thank you.” She gave him another hug
before running out. The look in her eyes was all the thanks he
needed.
He suddenl y remembered he was not alone in the contr ol
room, and turned to catch Donnell y and Steinman looking at
him with huge smi les on their faces. “Okay you two, you can
wipe those shit-eating grins off your ugly mugs. She wasn’t
going to be any good to us for at least an hour anyway. I
don’t want to he ar a word about this outside the tower.”
“Yes sir,” they answered in unison.
“The old man does have a soft spot in his heart.” Donnell y
whispered to Steinman.
“I heard that, Sergeant…don’t count on it.” Thompson
turned away before they coul d see the grin on his face.
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Renee hurried down the empt y staircase as though in a
trance, her heart pounding against her chest. Reaching the
bottom, she threw opened the door to the flight line and
searched for him amidst the hectic scene unfolding on the
runway infield. “Viktor, where are you?”
The ambulance and crash v ehicles had driven off,
replaced by a van, staff car and pickup truck. Chan’s men
quickl y boarded the van. He was about to join them when he
felt a hand on his shoulder… Whitfield’s. “Captain Chan,
before you leave, I’d like a few words with you and your
men.”
“Yes sir, we’re all yours.”
Whitfield looked around the van into each of their
darkened faces. “I can’t let you men go without thanking you
properl y; although a simp le thank you is hardl y enough for
what you did today. Were it not for you, Captain Brown and I
would be rotting away in a North Vietnamese prison for the
duration of the war.
“In a military career spanni ng three wars I’ve never seen a
more skilled, or more courageo us group of soldiers; nor have
I ever been more proud of wearing the uniform. You not onl y
gave us back our freedom, you reaffirmed m y belief that the
fighting men of today are every bit the equal of their
predecessors. Once again, as inade quate as the words are,
thank you.”
“Amen to that Colonel,” Brown said. He had suspected
why Whitfield was going over to the van, and followed him.
“Colonel Whitfield, believe me when I say the pleasure
was all ours. You and your pilots have alwa ys been there for
us when we needed air support and, on more than one
occasion, literall y pulled our butts out of the fire. We owed
you big time, and we’re grateful for the opportunit y to repay
the debt.”
Chan then stood at attention, joined by his m en. Without
command they saluted in unison. Whitfield and Brown
returned their salutes and watched them drive off.
Viktor, meanwhile, had been discussing the finer points of
the approach and landing with Steve Morris when he heard a
familiar voice call his name. It was Major Pitts. “Christ, just
when I thought the worst of m y day was over.”
“Friend of yours?” Steve asked.
Viktor looked at him, unsmiling. “More like a distant
cousin.”
“Yeah, I’ve got a few of those.” Steve admitted.
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“Captain Kracek, where in hell did you come from?” Pitts
demanded to know, as he approached them. “Wha t did you
think you were doing… fl ying an Arm y helicopter?”
Kracek was in no mood to put up with the slightest
criticism from this little man with no thing better to do then
annoy him. “Major, your question is about as relevant as
you.”
Pitt’s face went livid; his whole body quivered with rage.
“Goddamn you, Kracek. You can’t talk to me like that. I’ll
have you court -martialed. I’ll…I’ll have you grounded.”
“A court-martial I can take, Major, but grounding? That’s
going a little too far.” Kracek said it as a joke, but there was
more truth in it than he would admit.
Before the thoroughl y flustered Pitts could recover from
his anxiet y attack, Whitfield and Brown returned to join the
fray. None of them saw the General when he walked up. He
announced himself. “What the devil’s going on here? Court martial, grounding? If any of that is done, Major, it won’t be
by you!”
Pitts snapped to attention and saluted, visibl y shaken.
“General Simmons, I…I didn’t know you were here, sir.”
“That’s obvious. Now, I suggest you leave us.”
“But sir, I…”
“You heard the General, Major,” Whitfield snapped. “Get
back to operations. We’ll t alk about this when I get there.”
His stern rebuke unintentionall y saved Pitts from further
embarrassment.
“Yes sir.” Pitts started back to the pickup, but before he
could get in he was called again by Whitfield. He turned
around with an apprehensive look on his pathetic face.
“Leave the truck.”
An dejected Pitts started to say something, but thought
better of it. He simpl y turned and walked away, shoulders
hunched forward.
“Colonel, I couldn’t have handled that better m yself.”
Simmons smiled as he said it, then extended his hand. “It’s
good to have you back, Bill.”
“It’s good to be back, sir.” Whitfield’s handshake was
smothered by the General’s bear hug.
He greeted Kracek and Brown, in the same manner.
“Captain, when did you check out in the Huey?”
“Never did, sir, not until today. I couldn’t have done it
without Captain Brown’s help.” Kracek winked at his co pilot.
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“Don’t let him kid you, General, I was ha lf in shock the
whole time. But it was one hell of a ride, and I wouldn’t trade
it for all the “Top Gun” trophies in the world. For me, that’s
saying a lot.” Brown looked at Kracek and returned the wink.
“Yes, I know. I thought I had seen it all too, but this little
stunt…well, I’m proud of you both.” He shoo k their hands
warml y.
“Thank you, sir, but the guys who reall y deserve the
accolades just drove off in that van,” Kracek said.
“Yes, and they will be dul y recognized for what they did
today. I also know about your part in this Viktor, and what
you and Brown both did to help pull it off.”
“You knew, sir?”
“There’s not much I don’t know about what goes on in m y
command son, especiall y a high profile mission like this. I
was aware of it before you and the team reached the drop
zone.
“You were?”
“Of course. But, by then, it was too late to turn you
back—even if I had wanted to,” Simmons said, with a wry
smile.
The look on Kracek’s face made words unnecessary, and
Simmons didn’t wait for them. “Of course, you know th at
your participation in this can’t be made public. There will be
no medals, no trips to Washington, and definitel y no encore
appearance on the Johnny Carson show.”
“Yes sir, I know, but the onl y reward I need is standing
right next to you.” Kracek lo oked at Whitfield, onl y to have
his eyes drawn to a familiar figure running towards them
from across the ramp.
They all turned to see what attracted his attention.
“Isn’t that…?” Whitfield couldn’t remember her name.
“Renee…yes sir.”
“Well, why are you standing here Captain? The least you
can do is meet the lady half way. You can join us later.”
“Thank you, sir,”
“No, Viktor, thank you.” Suddenl y realizing that he may
he have just overstepped his authorit y, Whitfield turne d in
time to see the General’s smile and nod of approval.
He ran to meet her amidst a ramp full of aircraft from
another era. As they clung tightl y to each other, an A1E (a
prop-driven fighter of World War II vintage) started its big
radial engine a few rows away, creating a blast of swirling air
and loud noise. They took little notice of either. “Viktor, I
thought you were in Washington. How? Why…?”
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“I’ll tell you about it later.” He pulled her to him. As they
embraced, a flight of thre e F-100’s pitched out above . Their
wings sliced through the dense morning air , painting
sweeping white arcs against a canvas of clear blue sky in a
beautifull y synchronized aerial ballet.
For the men watching, it was a show as timeless in its
beaut y as “Swa n Lake.”
“They’re ours,” Whitfield observed, noting the Black
Falcon logo on the tails.
“Yes sir,” Brown said, “and they’ve never looked better.”
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EPILOGUE
Officer’s Club, New Year’s Eve, Bien Hoa Air Base, 31 Dec
1965
Kracek and Lafitte finished dinner and were quietl y
sipping their coffee. The distant look in his eyes told her that
his mind had drifted off to another place. “Viktor , what is it?
What’s bothering you?”
The sound of her voice brou ght him back. “Sorry,
Renee…lost in m y thoughts.”
“Oh? Are you going to let me in?”
He hesitated, not wanting to spoil the mood of the most
special evening of the year; then rea lized that he was with the
one person in his life with whom he could share his innermost
feelings. There must never be any secrets between them. “It’s
been three years si nce I’ve been to one of these. The last one
didn’t turn out so well, and I swore never to attend another.
Here I am, already breaking m y vow. What would Erin think
of me?”
“As a woman who loves you the way Erin must have, I
think I know, Viktor. She would want you to bury the past
and live your live to its fullest…to…love again.”
Later that evening—minutes before midnight —he saw the
tears in her eyes. They stopped dancing, b ut he continued to
hold her as the other couples swirled around them. “You’re
crying, why? ”
“You’ll be leaving soon…too soon. I knew you were due
for reassignment and I had accepted that realit y; at least, I
thought I had. But now that the time is here, it…it just hit
me.”
“I know, but it won’t be long before you’ll be coming
back, maybe join me in Vegas.”
“Do you think so, Viktor?”
“I do. With the combat experien ce you’re getting here,
you’ll have an excellent chance of being assigned to a fighter
training base like Nellis. When you get there, I’ll be waiting”
“Now I reall y have something to look forward to.”
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As though on cue, the New Year arrived with joyo us
shouts of “HAPPY NEW YEAR,” as c olorful confetti filled
the air and the blare of horns and noise makers competed with
the band’s best rendi tion of “Auld Lang Syne.”
They kissed warml y, as their thoughts drifted into a future
not at all clear.
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He joined the 1st Marine Division just weeks before the truce ending the
Korean War was signed—time enough to get “shot at and missed,” he
would say. His war over, he then pursued his boyhood dream of becoming
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