
 
 



Chapter 1  

A Pistol on the Desk  

SEPTEMBER 1970  

I’m leavin’ on a jet plane; Don’t know when I’ll be back again.  

“Leaving on a Jet Plane,” lyrics by John Denver  

 

Inever planned on Laos. I certainly never intended to get caught up in a 

secret shooting war. I was a naïve kid—a would-be academic—trying to 
understand the big war of my generation and my complicated emotions about 
it. My peers1 were fighting and dying in Viet Nam; I wanted to show I had the 
guts to go there but without engaging in the killing. Ending up in Laos was 
just one more thing that went wrong.  
 
As we dropped out of the clouds just before twilight on September 24, 1970, 
I glimpsed my destination far below—Tan Son Nhut Airport, Saigon, 
Republic of Viet Nam.2  

Out the left side of the plane windows, the South China Sea stretched to a 
hazy white horizon; on the right, a carpet of dark green rolled off to the west 
as far as I could see. A pencil-thin strip of white sand separated land and sea.  

As we banked hard, I bit my nails—I was still doing that then. The closer I 
got to Saigon, the more I wondered about the wisdom of my plan to study for 
a year at a Buddhist university in a country deep into its second decade of 
internationally sponsored civil war. When my favorite professor at Antioch 
College talked about it at Ye Olde Trail Tavern in Yellow Springs, Ohio, it 
had seemed like a fantastic idea. As my plane dropped its wheels and lined up 
to land, I feared that the beer might have affected our judgment.  

I was arriving in a foreign country with $500 in cashier’s checks and only a 
vague plan for getting through the next 10 months.  



My Vietnamese language skills acquired over ten weeks of intense six-hour 
days at Cornell University would allow me to hire a taxi or order pho, the 
cheap ubiquitous noodle soup I expected to live on. But there was no way I 
would be able to follow lectures about philosophy or Vietnamese history and 
economics, all topics I naively expected to take up.  

I couldn’t be sure of my safety. The war was not going well for the South 
Vietnamese and their American patrons. I discovered much later that my 
father had taken out a $5,000 life insurance policy on me. As one of his 
friends told me years later, Dad was afraid he couldn’t afford to ship my 
remains back to our hometown in Iowa along the Mississippi River and give 
me a decent Catholic burial. And with good reason. We didn’t come from 
money. With a wife and four other children to support, Dad earned his 
family’s income as the owner and head carpenter for a small home building 
and remodeling company. Every dollar was spoken for before it came in the 
door. In fact, my college education was consuming one dollar of every ten 
brought in, despite my grants, scholarships, and loans. My savings, such as 
they were, were tapped out by the end of my sophomore year. At the start of 
my third year in college, I was carrying two bank loans and an I.O.U from a 
generous and trusting friend who had given me $700 to make the trip.  

I carried all my belongings in a dark green hardside Samsonite suitcase that 
had taken a beating traveling from Antioch to off-campus co-op jobs in 
Madison, Wisconsin; Dayton, Ohio; and Boston. Antioch required students to 
alternate between periods of on-campus study and real-life learning. We took 
to the road as cheaply as possible every three months. It was hell on luggage.  

As I stepped out of the frigid aircraft, a blanket of hot, wet air wrapped 
around me, and I started to sweat just standing at the top of the portable 
stairway. I could not recall a summer day on the Mississippi River as 
oppressive as this autumn day in Southeast Asia. I trudged down the steps, 
searched for my suitcase on the broiling tarmac and lugged it into the open-
air terminal. Every Westerner I saw was sweating; the Asians, mostly 
Chinese and Vietnamese, were not. I wanted to learn how they did that—one 
more thing to put on my list of educational goals.  

In those days, there were no X-ray machines to pass through, no customs 
officials rummaged through your packed underwear. What you saw when you 



arrived in a country were rows of immigration windows with separate lines 
for returning citizens and incoming foreigners. I had already been through the 
routine of “disembarkation,” as it was called then, in Tokyo, Taipei (Taiwan), 
and Hong Kong. I expected the same dreary drill in Saigon.  

I stood around taking in the sights. For every commercial airplane I saw there 
were five military planes as well as helicopters, old DC-3 prop aircraft, and 
huge four-engine supply planes looking out of place in their brown-and-green 
camouflage paint.  

A skinny Vietnamese official in a brown uniform motioned me to move from 
the foreigners’ immigration line to a table off to one side. My fellow 
passengers worked hard not to stare as I unlocked the Samsonite, opened its 
halves like a giant clam and stood back as the immigration officer lifted a 
flap securing my clothes and discovered a red plastic plate lying upside down 
on top of my pants and shirts.  

This? 

He pointed to the plate. 

Frisbee, I said. 

Free-bie? 

No, Frisbee. 

I wracked my memory. I had no recollection of a Vietnamese word for 
Frisbee. 	

You know, like this. 

I reached for the disk. The official grabbed my wrist. 

Whoa. What the hell? Most uncool, man, I thought. 

This guy was seriously uptight about a plastic Frisbee. How had we failed 
him? Americans had introduced the Vietnamese to the latest weapons; rock 
and roll music, and blue jeans and bell bottoms, not to mention menthol 
cigarettes. Had we not introduced them to Frisbees?  



He released my wrist, and I again reached for the disk—oh, so slowly—
picked it up and mimicked tossing it.  

He didn’t get it, and I had no Vietnamese words to explain it. We stared at 
each other. Finally, he directed me to a chair against a dingy lime green wall 
and walked to an office nearby, watching me over his shoulder. Did he think 
I would run away? Where? The immigration line? Back onto the plane? He 
ducked his head into the office, spoke softly and turned back to me. An older, 
severe-looking official in a brown uniform—must be regulation issue—
appeared in the door, stared at me, and walked slowly to where I sat.  

He extended his hand. I’d been traveling through Asia for almost two weeks, 
and I knew this was not a handshake. The motion was in the universally 
understood argot of the bureaucracy: Passport. No please, no sir—just 
passport.  

I stood and pulled my passport out of my back pocket. Not even two months 
old, the cover was curved to match the shape of my right buttock. I handed 
the damp document to him. He opened it, studying the hairy version of me in 
the passport photo against the “Be clean for Gene”3 version standing before 
him. He flipped pages and found my yellow-and-green visa stamp allowing 
me to enter Viet Nam and stay for one month. (Our plan was to worry about 
the other nine months of my year abroad when the time came.)  

Without looking at me again, he motioned me to follow him. I thoroughly 
understood even without resorting to my Vietnamese language skills.  

He sat. I sat. Someone deposited my suitcase on the floor beside the desk. I 
didn’t notice who, because my eyes were glued elsewhere: I saw only the 
pistol on his desk, which was pointed my way. It looked just like the one my 
father kept hidden at the bottom of a locked cedar chest at the foot of his bed. 
When I was a kid, I had held it once. My father told me it was a Colt .45, a 
souvenir of his Army service during World War II. It was big and ugly. I 
remembered needing two hands to hold it level. Now its twin lay feet away, 
pointed in my direction.  
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1 My future wife’s brother died in Viet Nam at the age of 19. I had met him once or twice and 
spoken with him by phone. He was a good guy. We named our first-born after him, and this book 
is dedicated to his memory.  
2 Viet Nam is spelled many ways today, typically as one word, Vietnam. I use the spelling the 
Vietnamese used when I was in Viet Nam.  
3 In 1968, hairy college students working on the presidential campaign of Senator Eugene 
McCarthy were encouraged to cut their beards, mustaches, and hair; bathe regularly; wear 
‘square’ clothes and generally “be clean for Gene.”  

 

 


