Little Joe
A short story by Wayne Grindstaff

Serving as an Infantryman in combat creates the possibilities for many stories, and not all are of a war nature. Some of the most bizarre things may have happened only because of the climate of war and these bloodless stories are remembered quite well.  This is the story of a member of my squad, a fellow we called Little Joe. It seems we had two Joe’s and since he arrived last he became “little” Joe. He was quite large, maybe 6’-1” and haled from Northern California. You could really count on Joe when the stuff hit the fan then after the action was over he would revert right back to his good natured self. There was though an aspect of his personality which made him slightly different than his peers, and totally unusual in our current environment. But that will become evident later in the story. 
   Being mechanized infantry we got to ride on top of our Tracks (Armored Personal Carriers) and were the rapid response force of the Division. The missions we were given varied greatly from the ‘Ground Pounder’s” who either walked or were inserted by helicopter. Of all the various missions we were sent out on, road security had the potential of being the most dangerous. Route 239, or ambush alley was the main road out of the 25th Infantry Divisions base camp at Dau Tieng.  The road was of dirt and elevated to allow for the monsoon season. This road was critical to the re-supply of the base camp and had to remain open for the daily convoys of trucks. This sounds like an easy job, but as our military still deals with this problem in Iraq, it is not. The road this story is about zig zagged through the big secret of Viet Nam. To digress some and share the secret is easy; the wealth of Viet Nam was in the rubber plantations that the French developed. We operated in two of the plantations, the Michelin and the Ben Cui, and 239 went right through the Ben Cui. Think of a rubber plantation as you would of a bird sanctuary, rubber trees were not to be damaged even if it meant lost soldiers. If we were ambushed we couldn’t call in artillery or air support, therefore a perfect place for the enemy to operate from. 
  When we had this clearing and securing duty we would start out at first light. Leading the twelve to sixteen Tracks were the Army Engineers with their mine sweepers to find any buried mines planted the previous night. As we progressed into the plantation Tracks would drop out and post themselves just off the road. There wasn’t any set distance between the placed APCs, but there was one important premise for the placement. Each squad must see at least two other Tracks and have a clear view of the road in between, in this manner the fresh swept road would remain relatively safe for traffic. Only after all combat units along the planned convoy route were in place did the trucks start rolling, usually being lead by M.P.s in their Jeeps. When the last convoy for the day passed out of our area, and there were no ambushes, we would just roll up and head back to Dau Tieng for further orders.

    We ended up doing this road security for close to 3 months during which time there were many incidents with deadly results. After parking the track in our spot for the day we would first check about 50 yards into the rubber trees for booby traps, and then it was just watch and monitor the radio. If you ran the roads enough you developed a third sense about the degree of danger we might be in. One almost sure sign of a boring and safe day was the appearance of local vendors selling their wares. If we saw no locals using the road we stayed very vigilant all day but when we started seeing normal traffic we would relax a bit.

 The vendors would travel out from the nearest villages on bicycles and Honda step through motor bikes. The things that were offered by these mobile entrepreneurs were extremely varied, but were all geared to our wants and needs. Some of the wares we could buy need to be explained further. The mobile barber was a real plus, except we were all a bit uneasy when he used the straight razor for the shave. Some peddlers offered a mix, used Bic pens, knock offs of Zippo lighters and even a one shot cigarette lighter refill. The fluid was sold in a sealed glass tube and you snapped the end off to use. Coca-Cola was a poplar sale item but with a different twist. Here’s how you enjoyed the almost room temperature Coke. The young person sold you a bottle for a dollar, before you got it the cap was carefully removed and you were handed the bottle. You were expected to drink it right away and return the bottle. Of the few bottles I dared drink, no two ever tasted the same which happens with bath tub Coke. I tried the local ice cream once; it really was Water Buffalo ice milk, absolutely horrid. A much more strange type of sale only happened once to the squad; an older gent stops with his bike and offers us Ham & Cheese sandwiches for five dollars each. That was a lot of money and at first we laughed and figured why pay that much to get poisoned, that is till we saw the fixings. He showed us an unopened large can of a well know pre cooked ham and a sealed package of a brick cheddar cheese. Add to that a few loafs of French type bread and he even had mustard. His deal was he would open the food stuff if six sandwiches were bought. The final count was that he sold eight until the ham and cheese was finished and then sold two pieces of bread with just mustard, so totally amazing was this lunch in the booneys I never forget it. Of course the most common item we bought, when we could, was block ice. Made with non potable water so you never put it in anything, but we would roll beer and soda cans on the ice to chill them.

    I’m sure I missed mentioning quite a few available road goods but the last and very common sale was not for an item, but for a service. You guessed it the world’s oldest profession, prostitution. The ladies were known as Boom- Boom Girls and they made out quite well in the money department. Remember the average age of the troops was nineteen and being Infantry drove many to partake of sex whenever they could. No motels or even much privacy, the girls usually arrived on the back of a Honda with their pimp and the price would be agreed on. After that it was a short walk away from the track and you would have your non personal quickie. You also might get a bonus if you were negligent; 10 CCs of penicillin in each butt cheek for the clap. The officers looked the other way on this issue of sex anywhere and anytime, as they did for drinking. I reckon being in constant combat left us all in a state of numbness when it came to Army regulations. Did I forget about Little Joe? Nope, his story starts now since you have a feel for a small part of the Vietnam experience.  
      We begin Joe’s tale around 11am and our Track is already posted along the road. There was minimal traffic but enough so we weren’t that nervous. We had been visited by a cola seller and Kon Sat (marijuana) dealer so another bicycle approaching looked normal. The bike rider was a female and carrying nothing, so we reached for our weapons just in case. She parked the bike and walked over to us, at which point we deduced there was no threat and put the guns down. It’s very had to tell the age of a woman; much less a Vietnamese but we figured around 25. Her clothes were clean and she wore the black silk pants, white blouse and straw hat that most farmers and villagers wore. We thought she might be looking to ask for food, which was a common request from children. Food was not on her want list, cigarettes either and she just continued to smile at all of us. We all tried to converse with her but her Pidgin English was terrible and our Vietnamese wasn’t much better. There was no mention of Boom Boom and the squad had the tact not to bring it up, besides her apparel didn’t fit with that trade. After about an hour of sitting on her hunches and smiling she gets up walks over to Joe and whispers in his ear. He turns red in the face and shakes his head no, with that she bows slightly and departs. This is where we gang up on him and demand to know what was said by the lady. He clams up and after a few minutes our talk turns to other topics. Back in Dau Tieng that evening while sharing a beer Joe confides to me what she said.  Very simple words that anyone would understand; “I want baby san , you give me”. Joe had to be the least likely candidate for this proposition as he was by far the most moral member of the squad. He wasn’t heavy into religion but believed in fair play, honesty and doing only what was right. That one sentence both embarrassed and confused him. We started to talk it out and couldn’t figure out why she might want a baby by an American. The children of a Vietnamese and a Westerner were not accepted into their culture and treated badly as was the mother. Joe’s confusion was mostly the old question “why me” out of the 6 members of our squad. I explained to Joe that he should feel honored, maybe she could tell that he was a good person and worthy to be a Dad.  I also made it a point to tell him I wouldn’t violate his confidence, but said just think how the rest of the guys would be jealous if they knew he could have had some sex without the usable payment. At this point our discussion was cut short due to incoming mortar rounds that forced us to scramble to the closet bunker. 

   The next day we drew the same mission and got into our guard positions but not on the same section of road. As it starts getting towards mid day, Reb who was on watch calls out “Joe your Mama San is coming down the road”. She found us no doubt because all Tracks had a number painted on the side. Our track was marked 23, which meant 3rd squad of the 2nd platoon and always just referred to as the two-three.  She had searched out our squad, and walked right up to Joe and sat next to him. Not much conversation went on between them but she drank some water and tried some of his C-rations, all the while smiling and only looking at him. When it came time for Joe to go to the forward position for his watch she followed him. The forward position was only about 30 yards into the rubber trees and still insight of the rest of us. We noted they were talking and using lots of hand motions because of the language barrier and both seemed content with the situation. An hour went by and Joe’s relief went out to relieve him, and instead of coming straight back to our group they went further out into the plantation to where we lost sight of them. The other fellows started getting upset by his lack of smarts in going off for a walk in the woods. To a man they wanted to go out and bring him back to safety, I on the other hand knew the story and since rank has its privilege told the guy’s to cool it and mind their own business. A short time later they come back to the track and she promptly did her little bow and left. No sooner than she started peddling down the road does the inquisition start with everyone firing questions at poor Joe. He wants to hear none of this and gets angry to the point of being way out of character and curses out a few of the men with their verbose remarks. When Joe got back his composure and we were alone I only asked one question “does she have a name”. He replied that he couldn’t pronounce her name but they agreed that Lin was close enough.  Joe didn’t offer any more info so I just said that’s good and went about my business. The next day turned out to be the reason we were there on the road. The road was cleared of mines and we were posted as usual, and one convoy had already made the run. The return convoy wasn’t as lucky since they got ambushed and three trucks were ablaze. We along with the rest of the company responded and engaged the enemy so the rest of the convoy could escape. This ambush sparked three days of almost constant fire fights and only on the fourth day was the road reopened to traffic.
   A few days after the road was opened Lin made her appearance again, and she was a welcome sight. By her presence we knew things were safer than the last few days had been and the squad to a man was extremely civil to her. Joe didn’t have a watch to stand in the next few hours so he and Lin disappeared again for close to an hour. Lin stayed for maybe two more hours and before she left Joe did something very strange. What he did, on reflection, was quite wrong but seemed quite innocent at the time. Joe used a piece of letter writing paper and made a pencil tracing of his dog tag! Lin now had his name, service number, blood type and religion. During the next two months we got the road duty on a hit and miss basis and sure enough if we were posted anywhere along that 5 or so miles of rubber lined 239 Lin would show up. Then one day Lin didn’t show, nor the next time we were out there. As a matter of fact that was the last we ever saw Lin. After five or so no shows I asked Joe if he was worried about her safety, he simply said no and smiled a knowing smile. 

Post script

    Many years have passed and I’ve thought of this incident often and the motivation of both parties. In Joe’s case it was easy, did testosterone get the upper hand and he gave in to Lin, or did he just want to be a father before he might meet his death as an Infantryman? Unfortunately I never asked him back then and he is one of the squad members that have not reconnected with the rest of us. Lin’s part in this is equally a mystery, she singled out one soldier out of thousands and yes why him? Joe wasn’t as skinny as most of us and he had brown eyes and dark hair, was this appealing to Lin since a child wouldn’t stand out amongst the population as much. Or was making a baby just a ploy for nothing more than sex with a foreigner. I can state factually that Americans treated women better than the typical Asian male so this might be plausible. But then why was just Joe of the 23 squad singled out?  Besides which no story would be needed for a romp in the hay with any other member of the squad. A further question arises as to why she stopped her visits? Did the VC find out what she was doing, that wouldn’t be a healthy position to be in. Did Lin succumb to the war that killed many non combatants? Or is it possible that she got her wish and didn’t need Little Joe anymore? Could the pencil tracing be a clue, is it possible that with a GI baby, and the fathers name, she might be able to leave Vietnam and come to America? The mystery continues, but if you ever meet a Eurasian that is honest, kind, giving, brave, and tough as nails then you may have found Little Joe’s child.
