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I’m home, but the house is gone. Not a sandbag, not a
nail or a scrap of wire.

On Gator, we used to say, the wind doesn’t blow, it sucks.
Maybe that’s what happened—the wind sucked it all away. My
life, my virtue.

In February 1969, 25 years ago, I arrived as a young, terrified
pfc. on this lonely litte hill in Quang Ngai Province. Back then,
the place seemed huge and imposing and permanent. A forward
firebase for the Fifth Battalion of the 46th Infantry, 198th Infantry
Brigade, LZ Gator was home to 700 or 800 American soldiers,
mostly grunts. I remember a tar helipad, a mess hall, a medical
station, mortar and artillery emplacements, two volleyball courts,
numerous barracks and offices and supply depots and machine
shops and entertainment clubs. Gator was our castle. Not safe,
exactly, but far preferable to the bush. No land mines here. No
paddies bubbling with machine-gun fire.

Maybe once a month, for three or four days at a time, Alpha
Company would return to Gator for stand-down, where we took
our comforts behind a perimeter of bunkers and concertina wire.
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There were hot showers and hot meals, ice chests packed with
beer, glossy pinup girls, big, black Sony tape decks booming “We
gotta get out of this place” at decibels for the deaf. Thirty or 40
acres of almost-America. With a little weed and a lot of beer, we
would spend the days of stand-down in flat-out celebration,
purely alive, taking pleasure in our own biology, kidneys and
livers and lungs and legs, all in their proper alignments. We could
breathe here. We could feel our fists uncurl, the pressures
approaching normal. The real war, it seemed, was in another solar
system. By day, we’d fill sandbags or pull bunker guard. In the
evenings, there were outdoor movies and sometimes live floor
shows—pretty Korean girls breaking our hearts in their spangled
miniskirts and high leather boots—then afterward we’d troop
back to the Alpha barracks for some letter writing or boozing or
just a good night’s sleep.

So much to remember. The time we filled a nasty lieutenant’s
canteen with mosquito repellent; the sounds of choppers and
artillery fire; the slow dread that began building as word spread
that in a day or two we’d be heading back to the bush. Pinkville,
maybe. The Batangan Peninsula. Spooky, evil places where the
land itself could kill you.

Now I stand in this patch of weeds, looking down on what used
to be the old Alpha barracks. Amazing, really, what time can do.
You’d think there would be manHES.m left, some faint imprint,
but LZ (landing zone) Gator has been utterly and forever erased
from the earth. Nothing here but ghosts and wind.

61



