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8825948 
United States Department of State 

Was~ington, D.C. 20520 

SEPTEMBER 10) 1988 

MEMORANDUM FOR MR. COLIN L. POWELL 
THE WHITE HOUSE 

(:()/7,t./ 
- --r-o tJ t)t, -IL 

SUBJECT: Letter to President Reagan from Mr. Michael Benge 

Mr. Benge wrote the President on July 14 to register 
dissatisfaction over the treatment of civilian g_overnment 
employees who died or were held as prisoners of war in 
Vietna~. Previously, Mr. Benge also wrote Vice President Bush 
on tne same subject. I have attached copies of that 
correspondence. 

Attached for the President's signature is a brief reply to 
Mr. Benge, which I recommend that he sign. 

Attachments: 

~·fl "'\.J.~ 
-'~y , 
~ Melvyn Levitsky 

Executive Secretary 

Tab 1 - Draft Letter to Mr. Benge from the President 

Tab 2 - Letter from Mr. Benge 

Tab 3 - Correspondence between Vice President Bush and Mr. 
Benge 
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Deeartment of State 

Draft ReJ2ly 

Dear Mr. Benge: 

Thank you for your letter of July 14, 1988, regarding 

civilian employees who served in Vietnam. It is certainly true 

that our country's mission in Vietnam relied on the efforts of 

both military and civilian personnel. Those like you who had 

the misfortune to be held as prisoners of war know full well 

that all of our citizens who served in Vietnam did so at great 

personal sacrifice. 

I believe that this sentiment is widely held. The crowds 

who regularly throng the Vietnam Memorial view it as a shrine 

to the soldiers, sailors and airmen who gave their lives in 

that conflict. But I believe that most Americans feel that the 

Memorial has a significance that reaches beyond that worthy 

cause. For them, it symbolizes America's recognition of the 

service and sacrifice rendered by all Americans involved in the 

war, military or civilian, living or dead. 

I understand that since your release from captivity you 

have become an expert of world renown on reforestation, and 

that the projects and programs in which you have so often 

played a leading role are helping to improve the lives of 

thousands around the world. I have no doubt that your work, 
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added to the contributions you ffiade during your assignment to 

Vietnam, are making the world a better place for mankind. 

Allow me to add my congratulations to a long and distinguished 

list. 

Sincerely, 

Ronald Reagan 

Mr. Michael D. Benge, 

2300 Pimmit Drive, #604-W, 

Falls Church, Virginia. 
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THE WHITE HOUSE 

WASHINGTON 

DATE: -,/1...1!>/ ~ 

TO: _y l d ( ~ 

ACTION: 

O Review/Approval 

~commendation 

D Information Copy 

D Draft Reply 

D As we discussed 

DATE ACTION NEEDED: 

COMMENT: ~ ~ 41<;,. q + ~ ~ V' '__.s 

~~~ ~J ~,~ .nv\·f(~ 
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CA,..,,h-- I 

CHARLES A. DONOVAN 
1 

Presidential Correspondence 
Room 94, OEOB • x7610 
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President Ronald Reagan 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Ave. 
Washington, D.C. 20500 

Dear Mr. President: 

N.W. 

__.;:_.e,, / D _t-;t::- O 5-8" w 3 ?' 

..3 /-;}_, 9' 9'3 

July 14, 1988 

I wish to bring to your attention an inequity about which I am sure 
you are unaware: the honoring of Armed Forces Personnel who were 
prisoners of war (POWs) by presenting them with a Presidential 
Medal, while not recognizing those civilian government employees 
who were also POWs and served our country as honorably and suffered 
as much.* For example , there were a number Foreign Service 
Officers of such agencies as the State Department, CIA and the 
Agency for International Development (A.I.D.) who were incarcerated 
and many more who died in Viet Nam. 

Civilian government employees are often berated while those in 
uniform are given medals. The 58,156 names on the wall of the Viet 
Nam Memorial are those of only U.S. armed forces personn·el. There 
are no names of civilians killed while serving in an official 
capacity from various government agencies. A.I.D. alone lost 37 
killed in Viet Nam. 

The Government has chosen to single out and honor the nurses who 
served in Viet Nam with a statue (deservedly so), while civilian 
government employees who served and died there are being 
forgotten. There were more A. I.D. people who served in Viet Nam 
than nurses--and 37 A.I.D. people were killed while eight nurses 
were. 

I am sure that it has just been an oversight that civilian Foreign 
Service Officers who were Prisoners of War were not awarded the 
Presidential Medal and that you will want to eliminate this 
inequity. 

Sincerely, 

Michael D. Benge 
2300 Pimmit Drive, #604-W 
Falls Church, VA 22043 

*I was captured in South Viet Nam while rescuing a number of 
Americans and was incarcerated by the North Vietnamese for over 
five years while serving as an economic advisor to the South 
Vietnamese Government for the Agency for International 
Development--1968-73 (see enclosed). 
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HemyL fi/(10(/. m1d Iktly Olsen, tf11!. LWOJ1lhsiu11,1rie.~. dietl in '-:apt i1'ity ..... _··· •··.· ... . 

,,,,,J,ah!r /,iIJ!f jf gji~i!t i§tltf i~ii1~i:~i,~:lit~f ,:::;,:'ff B;Efr,.,e ••••• •• 

M•<~~:.: ~,;t'''i~ 'tel:' ir.rf :itm' /lf 1:~\:Wi~~:,iij,j~~ttr: t:::~:[ ~::/~vfr:"e~~ l~f Jw ~r(,~"". if .
1 

arc;l d<."~clnj)lllCllt a;.lvi~cr of . th~ . t(i the PQWs bdiircthe ti.st m:in W:lS Mikt' is not tl1c pictU{t' .vLi-hc inm1· 
Agcncyfrn lim.·1u;1ti1111al Dcvdopmtlnt (ilit M.liarioi , ~\ikClknif sceinl'.'d de - vi:rtct!, vc.:g~rilhJJ $()rt dpcrfon.ility the . 
W(,rking in the Ccntr:il Highl.inds nf lighted .,It the rrnsped ,)f my ,·isit, psychiatrists s:iid the rett1mi11g PO\Vs 
South Vienrnrn tc:tchin.t: farmers how h1)wCvcr; bet.1use he knew tlw signifi· \vuuld be. In foct; iH111e of ihc several 
to imprdve their cr.-1ps when he was cance of. his ordeal to stud(:nt8 oi nu ·· prisoners I have seen anJ .t:tlked • to 
c,1prim•,L Hl' W;1~ t,1kcn on J.mu.iry 1}. trition :rnd ,he WM, e:1ger to report. It even rcmmt:lv rcsernbk the j)sycbotie 
1961:l by the N:inh Victn.1m1:st: when is extrnordinary th;t( alt.hough he had wrecks Wt' had been led· n, anticipat(·. 
tlwv cwerr.rn the B:m Mt Thuot :Hc.1 been· sl't'.n by many annt·d force~ phy· ,\-like is, on the <)t:her hand; welHntc· 
of S~iiH.h <.:cnn:d S<>llth Vietnam durin~ sidans since his rdcast· i.n H:1.111)1, f was grated in his thinking: He is an engag·· 
t.lw Tct otfc-nsivc. ;\1ikc was ficcJ on rhe first to show iriw intcn::st in his ing .mJ hrek~s ma11 W:bt) has studied 
March 12. 197.\ Hvt• years .ind two story (lf the nunitiord ,1spects oi his ,ind di!-sfrtt·d each ·1nfinhe detail (If .tll 
month~ lat(·r. Betty Olsc·n, of Nynck, lont i:.1iHivity. ''.That;s tlu.> story," he th,n h.1s happened to hitn: He is not 
Nt~W YCJ!k, ,1 m11~c ,;( tlk Christian ;1nd said. ;,Ami I'm glad somc(>nc i~ Hnally 1:upboric or rambling wti"t·n he talks to 
Missinn;H\' :\I !Lt nee working amon~st 111terestcd.'' ynu hut matter t:if fact, with .1 clear 
the kpcrs in the lbn Mc Tlrnot hospi· !v1ikc Ik1.tgc struck me :is :1 qu.ict, m.:-rrwry ol all he has bct:"n through. 
t.al, and tlw Reverend Hrnry F. Blond; thoughtful person who usually h,1s The psychi:itrisrn who studied hirn as 
a rncrnbu of 1he Wvdilk Bible Tr.Ills- birnsdl quite wdl in hand. He is soft .. ;1 rcrnrnec and were supposed to read· 
Litm~ W(:re ;;apturc·d nc.11hy f1v'"· d.,y~ spoken and explicit in wh.tt he has t(1 just. him st:1 he coukl handle tbc prob··· 
ht.er dn February l , I W,8. They dil·d s,iy. He is n:scrved yet jovial.: When, kms oi treedom 111.ust have be~·n bored 
in 1:aptivity, starved hy their eap1ors after we had hccn t:tlktng fur ten min -· sriii by the encounter. 
Btngc ~urvivL'd by in•n ·will('d dtti.'rmi· utcs; J turned and for the tirst timL' 

n,1tion to live his lik "in day·tight noticed ldf finished bottles 1)f C:111a· 

cnmparrmcnts" unril the day nf free ·· di,rn Cluh and Chivas Rt·gal on the 
drnn ;irriH·d. It is a grim tak nf dise1~t:.. dresser 1lf his hnspit:11. room, smndww 
m :,ilnutririnn, Jnd ,.:uercion . "exti:n·· I was surprised. They didn't seem to 

~ivc cuer-:ion" . . ;md fortitude: , ex · Ht with him :tnd vet thev did . At first, 
tensive iorritud.: , we w<itild ;i<.hl. Mike struck 1.nc- ·as only !-erious aml 

ft touk 11c~:uti:1tin11s wit.h three giant cold but thi:n. during our lung \'isit. he 
1kp.1rtmcnts ill th," kdnal gnvei·nmenr rcct'iv1:d st·vnal tckphom: calls ,rnd 
ii:,r rm: to ~;1i11 :n:ccss tn the ~mall. from thL' way h<.' spokt, tu his callers 
priv:H1., dcv;ttor 111 the N,l\'y 's ,\.kdk:d who were 11,arnlly strangers w.ishmg 
Cl·nter ,it lkthcsda leading tll t.ht' tower him well or inqui, ing about t.lll'ir loved 
where rn:rny u1· the PO\.\', were kept ones, ,rnd I knew differently. l learned 
secure from the prc',;s in very Ull · that he is a man of solicitude and 
lwspit.a!y 4uartas in the first kw w.1rnuh . This gave mt· a deeper under· 
w1:1:ks of .hccdom. Tht• Departments of standing of t.lw story of t.he past five 
Ddcnsc, St.it<: and N,ivy .1pp1:ar to h,ivc years of his life that e;1m1: out. By the 
been so ~mpris,:d, u,.,r to say di:rnnncJ; time I kit Ikthesda, l had decided tha1. 
that s,>mt:om· w.n1ted to discuss nutri- M.ike lkngt· is just the sort ol rn.rn I'd 

Bel!y Ann ()1$1~n. 33. of 1he l·:o,y Her,ry F (Hankj Bk'>Od, 53. of PO<t· Michaal D. 13009•J, 37, of Ho1ipnor, 
Coast. West Africu l11r,d, Ore90r1 Orogon 

ON A LONELY ROAD 
Jknge; once a . m,1rint, worked in 

Somh Vietri,1111 from l %.1 until I %5 
as ;1 volunteer for the lnterna.tional 
Volunt:irv St•rv1ces, :i chnrch··/Jn,mn:d 
group. Tlwn he joined the Agency for 
ln tt'rn,1 t.ion,d Devcl1)pmt:nt ( AID i of 
rht: U .S. State Dcpart.mt·nt as an expert 
i;1 ,1griculrnrc, teaching Victnarrn:se 
fann.:-rs h,:rw to improve their crop~ . In 
the rwcesf; he hcc:'.lmt a specialisr in 
rhe c1.tlt.ure nf the M1ll1t.ignard tribes, 
the rnthcr in<lcpencknt people who !iv,· 
.in t.h;: hills of central North Vi,·tnam 
,md wh<) h;_ive not beconw .1ssimilatcd 
with the other Vicrn:imest• . He is one 
of the few westerner!< who learned to 
~peak Rhade, tlwic lmiguilgc. He a.ls1> 
is flu1:nt in Victnarncse, These ralents 
w1:re to come in hJmly durin,r, his year~ 
as :1 prisoner of w:u . 

M.i kl' wa~ captured as ht· was driving 
alon<: tn a neighb11ring village to w.1Ti1 
the mission,1rics and t've1yonc dst· 

-----··-·······················-
J\/(, porti,,11 of this ,i,ric!c m;:v he re 

profluccd \V;thuuc !ht' expre.,.\, \·"-··· 1i! te:: 
~:i;: i::.:en! ( ,_/ the pubfi~,her dnd the ou 
:/Jor. 
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'·' di'e( c JJ;,;it • North V.ietn11mcse troops 
had Pt.:t'.il seen in the vii:initv. ()n J 

• lonely stretch of the highway :umcd 
soldit:rs suddenly rnshcd out of the 
wi:h~ds in frc-,:it of hiri-1. ;\1il<c Ham:d t1) 

turn. around :indlo(>kcd hack only to 
st,i· he wiifs1frrounded. He quickly re· 
cognizcd the. soldiers as North Viet· 
na.hicst·. • tkii1g un;umt:d and nM being 
9ne io; waste diiic or he shot 1csistfr1i ··•. 

• HiciTnbitabk, he. stoppt·d ilnd wilitcd . 
imdiqnftoi::<imc upto.·him. The way ·· 
he Jel}$ it, thf capture was all very 
onk-rlyand pcaceiuL Thus bc1,tau tv1ikc 
lknge'i{ive yearn ,,., ,1 prisoner, of \'."ar. 

'. The . first ye:ir of cnptivity w.1~ a 
perfod ·ofsecmingly ;1irnless W<HHkring 
thnnigh tlw jun,i;ks, rice p,1ddies: 
swinnps and 111ount.1i11s of the fo<lo· 
China pcninsul;1 Hufkttd by rhc winds 
i:ilw,1r, he :md his 1lcnH:on1b;1tant c;1p• 
t<.)rs wercJike Flying Dun::hmen always 
g()irigsonicwhcrc 1:>ut never seeming to 
aJCive anywhere. The trnil .tlong which 

Only after nine months of aimttis.,; 
wandering did Mike &,,9e lin;illy 
r~ach Cilmbodia and lho .rolt1tive 
ccmtort ol an e~"latJlished cainp. 
n,P.n, a,f1er a yaar a! 1t1e North Vi~t
na01P.St'; ~~e soulliwPst of Kcntum_ . 
ho began 1tie 1000 rnilc trek 
,1p lhe Ho Chi M,nh Trail 
tc fi<lrlOi and the gates 
of a !ormal pri5C'l . 

his c:1ptors t(Xlk him wotmd d1r11ugh 

South V.ictnam, Cambodia, Laos. ;ind 
finally North Vietnam ... so1n<c'timc:
rctracing their ~tt:ps, sometimes going 
in circles. Only fin,,llv did it k,1d him 
to Hanoi and to the g;ites q/ .i prison, 
;in unweb)me sight to most pcoplt: hut 
at kast ,1 certain havt:n for Mike . 

The 8ecund yc.n lkngt: spent. as ,1 

prisoner in .i jungle forw.:~s in Cunbo
d.i:1. The third yenr he spent alone .. . 
utterly ;1Jone because he w,1s held in 
absolute $Olit:iry confinement and he 
still doesn't know why . The last tw,.1 

ye:.1rs bdorc his .release this past i\·Lm·h 
he was imprisoned with other Amen
c:ms :rnd tn:,1tcd just ,l~ they were 

Mike want~ you to keep in mind ;1s 

vou rc.1d this storv the f,1d thai. he ,v.1s 
.1lw;1ys :1 prison~r of the Nurth Vict
n:rni,'.st: Hi:gubr Anny. lt \ .. ai, thcv wh(, 
c.ipturni hrn1. When tht·v h,mdtd him 

· ·. Tlw m;m w.is Henry F. (l-fonk! Blood, 
fi ( tv • th.r<'e, d Portl:rnd, ()T(~,(:O[l. A!; ;~ 

missionilfy of the ordi:r of th<.' Wychffe 
Bible Transl.tfors, · a non--cknomi • 
natiun,1l proteH,mt l•rg.1i1i:.::ation that 
sprc,1ds th~• wqrd of Christianity by 
tr.1nsJ31ing rhe Holy Scripture into the 
ui1usu:1l la1iguages U$t:d by rrib~smen 

. in fr1note pans of tht· world, Hank had 
• .• bt;br sebt td Vkfoiiln to ·. bcl~in th 1: 

• > ) ·• translitti(in oft.he Bible into thc •• d.i:ilt:ct 

· <•··•<· .. ~1f•.·.the.J t)s:1l.•·Mupng ,1rih~l.··rc<)plc. . 

over to the Vietcung lor tt'mporary 
<"Uswdv thcv rn,idc it clc.u· th.It. their 
allies knew ;heir hostage was ''Mich.id 
Eknic, lillpDrl.illll ,,fficial nl the u.s 
St,1t(' Dcpanmt·nt/' ,rnd cv,·11 then the 
North Vi('ttumcsc supervised his cus
tody. This is .n1 impnrtant point to 
r,'lllc'!llber, Mik<: s:l\'S ; hcciust.' the 
Nllfth Vii:tn:1me~e have tried t<.• cul ti· 
v:itt the itka th ;lt the tlnlv POWs who 
were mi~tn:,ited and starved wnc 
those held by the Vinc,m.t:. That':s just 
not true . 

MURDER AT THE MISSION 

Five d:1ys :1fter \'like ''d!> t,1ken, rhe 
:..oldicrs brou1:ht in nvo more pris<:•ncrs. 
Om: ·was il rail, 1;aunt ni;in :rnd the 
other w,is ;1 trim, ;J.(>oJlo,)king, young 
wom:in. ShL· h.1.d been a nurs<.: v,orking 
:it J rni~~ion hPspiial, ,rnd he was a 
rnission,nv who w.,s tr:rnsl.iring the 
B.ibk into rhe loc,d idom The two 
\vet1: capture(! when rhe Nunh Viet·· 
n,nnciw :ir1.nv uvt:rr:in !\an Me Thu,·,t 

.• •••• llcttv Ani1 Qlsefr\ i:is J.3 wheri she 
•• Was led .,way Iron, rEe missim1 hos1,i · 

t:il by the soldit;rs. She W;\S the 1111ly, ' 
,vom.111 v.iho had nor been killed· or 
wounded in the battk that surged 
;1rourid rhc village. Betty c::ime into the 
wo.rld of the missionary n.Hurally . She 
was horn in :1 mis~ion on the Ivory 
Co,1st of Africa where hn parents arc 
still Wllrking. When she grew up, she 
trained to he a 1nirse at i'vktl)l)dist 
Hospital in .Brooklyn, New York Doc
tors. :1ml nurses on the medic:1I stafi <:>J 
our milifaryhospiul who re.id this will 
remember Hetty. Prior ri, gomg t11 Ban 
Me Thuot, Betty .vorkcd at a mission 
in Da Nm1g. She also freely gave her 
time and talents w the military hnspi · 
t:il there, ,1 gcsrnre that ~ot her the 
n:imc· "The Belle oi Da Nar:ig'' from rhe 
American Gls. 

The dJscri11ti<lh of the w.1y lktty ;111d 

Hank were taken 1insoncr conjures up 
;1 picture o( two nights and a d,1y of 
terror punctuated evt'ry kw h1H1r-,, by 
the cc,ld bfoodcd .nrnrdn of hclpk~s. 
i1mi1ccnt mc11 and women whose only 
wish was ri, do tlw vvork ni Cod Like 
the obvious :ind n'.vc:ilrng du(·s that 
foretell doom in :i Grci:k tragedy, rhc 
m,rnner ,Ji' their c,1prure signalled wh.n 
by ahc:1d for Betty Olsen :md ILmk 
Blood as tht·y .~ere Jed a\'-',lV from the 
c.irn:ige, 

Hau Mc Thuot is .1 small r,,wn I f-0 
miles norche,1~t of Sai.>',011. Th('[t: were 
13 American civilian rm:n, women and 
childri:ti .in B.m Mt· Thuot when th(' 
N,irth .Vit;tnames~'. snldi..-rs .u-rivcd. 
Thl'y Wt'rc 3JI missionaries and a mis· 

• $iqnnry family. There app1:ars ro h;1n· 
heen Little fighting between ,1rmed 
troops yet when it w,1s ,ill over. ,.,uc 
missionary h,1d been killed when hh 
house \Vas blown up, two were mur· 
,kred when tbe soldiers threw ,t;rcrud.:·s 
int(l the shdta whi:rc: they k1a:w th(·y 

wert', <:int· died later nl hn injuri,>. and 
five , :i $<:vcrcly wnund('d wonun :1nd 
,1 n10thtt and her J childrn1 "·ere 
spared. Only l\etty :rnJ H:,nk wen· 
taken prisoner . 



The; first inkling the m1ss10naries Christian and Missionary . Alliance 
had that the war was coming their way from Toledo, Ohio, ran out of the 
was at 3:30 on Tuesday morning, Jan- bunker with his hands up only to be 
uuy 30, 1968, the 1st day of the Tet shot down by a rifleman. Ruth Wilting, 
, ffensive,, when the house in ·which a nurse, another Ohioan from Mans
Leon Griswold and his daughter Caro- field, was dressing poor Carolyn's 
lyn were living was suddenly struck by wounds in a nearby shed during the 
a mortar shell or grenade. The Gris- commotion and, when she heard the 
wolds were from White Plains, N.Y. shots that killed Ziemer, she ran out 
Carolyn was a graduate of the Nyack thinking she might be needed and she, 
Missionary College, in Nyack, N.Y. too, was murdered. Noting that Bob 
She was working with the young peo- had come from a shelter, the soldiers 
pie in ~ Me Thuot as a Christian· them-calmly. went over and tossed gre
teacher. Her father was not a mission· nades inside, killing both the Thomp· 

. ary in the real sense. He was a retired sons and wounding Marie Ziemer, a 
business man who had gone to Viet- fact that, as matters turned out, proba
nam to be with his daughter and to bly saved her life. She was let go the 
make himself useful by managing the next morning because, as she said, she 
little hospital in Ban Me Thuot. Leon was so badly wounded the soldiers 
was kilied outright when the house must have thought she'd be a nuisance 
was hit, and Carolyn was severely in- as a captive. 
jured. While these tragedies were being 

Not wanting to abandon their pa· played out, the soldiers came upon 
tients and thinking the soldiers would Betty Olsen and soon discovered Hank 
not harm them because they were so Blood and his wife Evangeline in their 
obviously peace-loving civilians, the house nearby. With them were three 
missionaries decided not to leave the of their four children, David 6, Cath
village in spite of the trouble all around erine 5, and Carolyn 3. Cindy, 7, the 
them. But they were wrong. This was oldest child, was in school in Kontum, 
a different kind of war. northeast of Saigon. They quickly de-

The North Vietnamese soldiers cided to make prisoners of Betty and 
knew what they were doing. Next day Hank. They didn't bother Evangeline 
they blew up the house belonging to and the children. She says she thinks 
Ed and Ruth Thompson, also mission
aries from Nyack who, luckily, were 
not in it at the time. They, along with 
Bob and Marie Ziemer, had taken ref
uge in a shallow bunker which the men 
had hastily dug for shelter until the 
tide of battle passed. 

On hearing the blast of the explosion 
that wrecked the Thompsons' house, 
Bob Ziemer, an evangelist for the 

ILLUSao\TIONS FOR N. 1' . 11' RICHARD SCHLECHT© 1173 

they were left alone for, like Marie, 
they too would have been a burden as 
captives. Evangeline and the children 
are now in a remote province in the 
Philippines carrying on Hank's work. 

SLOW STARVATION BEGINS 
Eventually, as the fighting passed on, 

. Marie Ziemer managed to get away and 
take Carolyn with her. However, 
Carolyn Griswold died before she 
could get to the U.S. Air Force Hospjtal 
at Cam Ranh Bay. Marie, fully ·recov
ered, is now in New York working at 
the Missionary headquarters, "As God 
has willed it," she says ever so softly. 

Mike Benge was turned over to a 
support group, who rarely engaged in 
combat, shortly after he was captured. 
Knowing there was fighting around 
Ban Me Thuot, he was not surprised, 
therefore, when Betty and Hank were 
brought into the camp where he was 
the sole prisoner. Then their fatal or
deal began. 

"The first ten months wandering 
around South Vietnam were the worst 
from a nutritional point of view, I sup
pose," Mike said as he recounted their 
experience. "We'd be on the trail for 
several days and then we'd make camp., 
Sometimes we'd stay in one place fdt 
a week or two and then our captors 
would set out again. The soldiers kept 
us chained together. I S\lppose so we 
wouldn't escape. The route we took 
never made any sense to me. 

"Our food was terrible and we slowly 
began to starve. Most of the time the 
three of us managed somehow to keep 
going on a diet of manioc (cassava) and 
rice. Manioc is, as you know, a rtch 
source of starch in the form of tapioca. 



Once in a while we'd get pieces of 
meat. Of course, we rarely knew what 
kind of animal it came from, but it was 
meat. One time, I know we had sika 
deer but it wasn't much. After all, the 
nickname of the little beast is 'mouse 
deer.' 

"We had almost no food at all during 
the first two months, February ;md 
March." Mike continued, "Finally, in 
the spring we came to a river and 
stayed there for several weeks. Our diet 
improved to the extent that we got 
some fish. We were given a few pieces 
of carp to eat on three different occa
sions in those two months." 

But if the trio benefitted by reaching 
the river camp, they paid for it dearly 
for the area was malarious. Mike's first 
warning that he had malaria came 
when he was suddenly seized by a vio
lent chill, profuse sweats and high 
fever. His two companions told him he 
was delirious for some time. He has no 
idea how high his fever climbed but, 
having seen the virulent malaria from 
the lowlands of the orient, I can say 
that Mike would have "run the mer
cury out the top, 11 as we used to say 
in Burma. The only notice of his illness 
his guards took consisted of adding 
bowls of rice gruel heavily larded with 
salt and sometimes with sugar to his 
ration. To make matters worse, Mike, 

. of course, ate even less than' usual be
cause of his illness. To him, most dis
concerting of all was the suddenness 

8 NUTRITION TODAY May/June 1973 

with which the attacks came on. "I 
was weak. Oh, was I weak. I might be 
sitting, chained to a tree or to Betty and 
Hank and all of a sudden everything 
would go white. Not black, white. A 
blinding white. I'd hear a loud rustling 
noise, like someone was squirting a 
hose in my ears, and_ then whoosh! . 
.. and that'd be it. I'd keel over. I might 
lie there unconscious for several hours. 
When I'd wake up I'd be completely 
exhausted only to have the same expe
rience a short time later. I was blind 
off and on for thirty-five days;" 

As time went on the seizures sub
sided as they sometimes do in acute, 
malignant tertian malaria, if one sur
vives without treatment. Most pa· 
tients die in the first few days of this 
type of malaria which is caused by the 
plasinodium falciparum. This is surely 
what Mike had. It is the worst there 
is. ''The only thing I recall is the food 
I had during this time. I don't know 
how I remember so vividly but twice 
during this period the three of us were 
given terrapin, iguana and gibbon 
which are quite tasty. 

"In June we moved on, going south
westward. Hank was visibly ill by this 
time. Oh, he had malaria and so did 
Betty, but Hank was sick, really sick. 
Among other things ugly ulcers began 
breaking out on his arms. He was the 
first to notice them. We too itched but 
neither Betty nor I was as bad off as 
Hank. I knew he was very sick. The 
odor from his arms reminded me of 

burnt beans. The sores were wet, too. 
It was then that I became aware of the 
steady decline in Betty's health. She 
never complained but she was losing 
ground. The troops showed her no 
sympathy and made absolutely no al
lowances for her as a woman. We three 
might as well have been dogs which 
they didn't want to keep and didn't 
dare lose." • 
THE WORST ENEMY ATTACKS 

To add to the misery, if that were 
possible, the three became infested 
with lice. • The deliberate refusal of 
their captors. to permit the g,itiful, 
harmless prisoners to rid th<;mselves of 
their lice is still another example of 
bestiality. 

Listening to this· stalwart Ameri· 
can-my lifeboat companion if ever I 
have a choice-tell how he and Betty 
and Hank became infested with lice, 
one suddenly glimpses another ex
ample of the desperate conditions to 
which they had sunk, or, more accura
tely said, been pushed. In reality, the 
trio accepted the lice as the lesser of 
two evils, the other being the pene· 
trating cold of the damp jungle at 
night. 

Let Mike tell it. "From time to time, 
the troops we were with would bring 
in native prisoners. One day in June 
1968 they brought in a group of Mon
tagnards, the proud tribesmen of the 
hills whom the communists hate. 
Having worked among them, I liked 

. them, and I suppose they think I'm 



'' okax. I speak their language, too, and Mike remained unchanged. In August, 
. that helps. Anyway, one night I was they were given some corn which they 
sleeping next to a Montagnard. It was cooked and a melon-like fruit that 
very, very cold and I began to shiver. tasted like cucumber. As they walked 
,The tribesman heard me and invited along with the troops, they sometimes 
'me to share his blanket but not before found pieces of buffalo hide which they 
warning me that he was infested with ·chewed endlessly just as Magellan's 
lice. I didn't care. 'I'll share your blan· sailors ate portions of the rigging when 
ket and your lice. I'd rather have lice they starved as their ship lay becalmed 
than be cold!' The following day the in the middle of the Pacific. Once in 
_Montagnard gave Benge the blanket awhile the pitiful prisoners would grab 
which he in turn shared with his com- bamboo shoots as they trudged along 
panions. They repeatedly asked their • the,, trail. ''The bamboo must have 
guards to let them boil the blankets something in it. We felt better each 
and their clothes, but the guards re· time we ate it. It must be quite 
fused. Thus, to heap _misery upon mis- nourishing." 
ery, Betty, Mike and Hank were soon As August dragged on toward Sep· 
home for a horde of lice. Apparently tember and they moved through dense 
the parnsites didn't carry typhus for, jungle drenched by the monsoon rains, 
other than the incessant itching and leeches, "armies of leeches appeared in 
the sores, they seemed little worse for our path. At times the whole surface 
their experience. ahead of us and the foliage on both 

By this time, the Americans had sides would be blanketed with the 
weeping ulcers over all exposed parts shiny black creatures. They were huge, 
of their bodies. They had also become too. There was no way to avoid them. 
emaciated and seriously ill in various Of course, we trampled hundreds but 
and ill-defined ways. • I think hundreds more got on Betty and 
FIRST REVEREND BLOOD t me. Like pneumonia for Hank, for 
NURSE OLSEN t ' Betty, the repulsive bloodsucking 

On one occasion, their suffering was leeches were the laSt straw." 
greatly relieved when a guard gave I can attest that in the jungle man's 
them leaves of hot peppers and some worst enemy is not snakes, tigers, ele
beans and eggplant. Later they got a phants or any other such predator. 
small round fruit which was too hard These creatures are as fearful of man 
to eat raw but which became "quite as he is of them. Given half a chance, 
chewy once we softened it up over a each will give the other a wide berth. 
fire. I haven't any idea what it was. It The implacable enemy is the leech. To 
had a bitter taste and offered diversion. them, man with his thin skin offers an 

"Hank's heal th seemed to fail at a inexhaustible banquet of salubrious, 
faster pace than Betty's and my own.- warm blood. Against them man is 
He had courage and will. He was a man helpless ... as were Betty and Mike. 
of strong character that one could be The leeches got into their clothes. Got 
proud of but his health was against all over them. Mike still carries dime· 
him. I felt all along that he might not sized blue-_black scars from the leeches 
survive the starvation and hardship. I on his body that fascinated the doctors 
kept thinking, and I kept it to myself, at Bethesda. 
'one severe blow, one serious illness Although she had not menstruated 
and we'll lose Hank.' That blow struck in the eight months since being cap
in July when Hank developed a severe tured, it was obvious to Mike that 
chest condition. Betty, a nurse, diag- Betty was becoming acutely anemic. 
nosed it as pneumonia. The three of us "She was white as a sheet," he says. 
knew it probably meant the end for She also suffered dysentery constantly 
him. And it was. The Vietnamese which made the vitamin deficiencies 
could plainly see how sick Hank was she surely had worse. Like Mike's, her 
and even though they could have got hair had turned white and began com
a doctor or a paramedic with drugs if ing out in handfuls. She was weak, had 
they'd called for help, they didn't lift severe pains and cramps in her legs, 
a finger to save Hank Blood.'' which were edematous. "Yet," Mike 

The Reverend Henry F. Blood, who says, "that was one wonderful, brave 
devoted his life to the Christian mis· girl. She didn't complain once. Not a 
sion of sacrifice for others, today lies whimper. Our guards could see that 
buried in a shallow grave along a jungle she was dying. I pied with them saying 
trail in southwestern Vietnam. she would die if she didn't get some 

The starvation ration for Betty and food, drugs and a doctor, but they paid 

no attention." 
Thus did Betty Ann Olsen, The Belle 

of Da Nang, vivacious, ·selfless, a 
pretty, young woman, die in September 
1968. She was one·who, as Mike Benge 
describes those months, seems to have 
had about her all the saintly qualities 
of beauty, courage, selflessness and 
inner peace. 

SCURVY, ETC. 
"Each of us certainly had scurvy 

during that time. Fortunately for me," 
Mike continued, "I knew enough about 
nutrition to recognize the symptoms of 
some of our diseases. I used the wdrd 
'fortunately' because I got some satis· 
faction out of trying to recognize the 
symptoms of malnutrition. I had stud
ied general agriculture and agricultural 
engineering when I was a student at 
Oregon State in Corvallis. As I'm sure 
you know, they emphasize nutrition 
there so I had several courses in animal 
and human nutrition. Having some 
understanding of what was happ.ening 
helped me get through those days. 

"But let me tell you more about 
scurvy. Before he died, Hank com· 
mented several times that his teeth felt 
loose. Later on, Betty and I experienced 
the same sensation. Our bodies were 
covered with what we called 'serus 
sores' that itched terribly. Then one 
day Betty noticed that her gums were 
bleeding and mine were too. Everytime 
we bit down on anything, we were sure 
we were going to knock out a tooth. 
Once, for no apparent reason, a guard 
gave us a tube of toothpaste and we 
rubbed it on our gums. It left a refresh
ing taste I'll never forget, but it didn't 
stop the bleeding. 

"There is another fact of nutritional 
significance I noticed that summer 
which I should tell you about. It is that 
Hank and I had an insatiable thirst all 
the time. We couldn't get enough 
water. At the same time, I couldn't get 
enough salt. Whenever I could get it, 
I'd eat it despite the fact I would urin
ate copiously ten or more times a day. 

"Shortly after Betty died, the pains 
along my shinbones became worse and 
my legs swelled up more than ever. My 
food ration did not double or triple 
when my friends died. If anything, the 
food was worse. We had an noticed 
that in walking on the trail we'd have 
difficulty lifting our legs. To step over 
a log, for instance, I'd have to lean 
down and with my two hands lift each 
of my legs over one at a time. The 
situation got so bad that when we 
stopped to rest, we'd always sit next 
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tq a small tree because, unless we had 
• a tree to put our arms around and pull 
• ourselves up, we'd be forced to crawl. 

"Strangely enough," he continued, 
,, "althc,:igh I guess I was as sick as could 

be, I felt comparatively strong in the 
upper part of my body. In fact, I carried 
m'y back pack containing what few 
things I owned: food, rudimentary 
utensils and my lice and their blanket 
without difficulty. 

"By this time my hair or what was 
left of it had turned grey and as I looked 
around at the rest of me I estimated 
that I weighed about a hundred pounds. 
I was not disoriented. I had no feelings 
of being another person. I had no bad • 
dreams. I was coherent and I was 
bound and determined I was going to 
survive. The death of those two won
derful people, Betty and Hank, created 
in me an iron will to live. I kept telling 
myself that all I had to do on any day 
was to live until the next. I lived each 
day in a 'day-tight compartment;' as 
the saying goes. Each morning I'd look 
at the sunrise and see it as a signal of 
success. 'One more day,' I'd say. 'I've 
beat 'em one more day!' Why it made 
me positively happy. I did not fret . I 
did not think about anything that 
would cloud my determination to see 
that sun come up the next day. I made 
up my mind and somehow stuck to it. 
I guess that's why I am here talking 
to you now. 

"Alter Betty died we continued our 
trek. For all I could see and learn it had 
seemed like aimless wandering but 
then I know this was not so. After all, 
I was the captive of a trained unit of 
soldiers who were under the direct 
control of the North Vietnamese 
Army. I want to make that clear to 
everyone who reads this story. I wasn't 
held by some rag-tag bunch of bandits. 
I was held by the Regular Army of the 
North Vietnamese Government . 
That's the message. 

"By October we reached Cambodia 
and turned northward. In a few days 
we came into a large military camp 
that was obviously very important. It 
meant that things were surely going to 
look up for me. I was certain it meant 
some change in my fate and any 
change, no matter what, could only be 
for the better. 

"My first reaction upon entering this 
large, well-organized military base was 
one of sadness that Betty and Hank 
could not have lived until that day. It 
had been ten months since our capture, 
ten months on the trail, and if they 
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co_uld only have held on 'til October 
they might be with us today. 

"Shortly after my arrival I was seen 
by a physician for the first time in ten 
months. He seemed to be competent. 
He immediately diagnosed my condi
tion as advanced beriberi and severe 
scurvy. He gave me the works. I got 
repeated intravenous injections of the 
B vitamins and vitamin C. Then, not 
being content with that, they began 
giving me vitamins subcutaneously at 
the same time. Also, I was so ema
ciated they attempted to feed me with 
continuous injections of glucose but 
for some reason it would not work so 
I just drank the solutions." 

Benge was held in the North Viet
nam army compound for a year. His 
diet improved greatly. However, while 
he was no longer in danger of starving 
to death, he was still undernourished 
and forced to live on what we'd regard 
as little better than scraps. Yet some
times the guards gave him milk and 
peanut soup and a green consomme. 
Occasionally he got more rice and 
bamboo shoots. The medical care 
didn't follow any pattern either. 
"Sometimes a doctor would pay atten· 
tion to me; then for weeks I wouldn't 
see him. If they felt like it," as Mike 
puts it, "they'd give me some- chloro
quin and quinine for my malaria. Then 
they'd forget me. I never knew what 
system f was a victim of. But anyway, 
I can tell you that after three months 
I began to feel myself again. While the 
care I got, when I got it, was reasonably 
good and the circumstances of my im
prisonment improved, now that I was 
the captive in a well-established Army 
base, the periodic kindnesses, if you 
can call them that, and the moments 
of brutality, which you can call them, 
were less haphazard and better organ
ized. 

"Really, as I look back on it, it seems 
strange that I haven't much to tell you 
about that year~that is much about 

me, my general health and my nutri· 
tional health. That's all we're supposed 
to talk about (Ed. This interview was 
granted on the condition that the sub
iects discussed be restricted to nutri· 
tion and medical care.). The days ran 
together. I was reasonably well taken 
care of and suppose I have no great 
reason for complaint. After all, I was 
s!eing the sun come up every day and 
that meant I was winning." 

LECTURES ON THE HO CHI MINH 
When the year ended and November 

1969 came, Mike Benge found himself 
once more on the trail .. . the Hcr Chi 
Minh Trail. He has no idea· who de
cided to. move him or why. In fact, 
during five years of captivity, even 
when they gave him the worst punish
ment of all a few months hence, he was 
not told where he was going, why he 
was being moved, or why he was being 
treated as he was. He only knew that 
now he was headed northward with 
what appeared to be army units who 
were returning home to North Viet· 
nam. Although this was long before the 
allied "invasion" into Cambodia, Mike 
wants me to stress the point that he 
saw an unending line of North Viet
namese troops moving southward on 
this main supply route. For weeks at 
a time. he says, the stream of men and 
material was unending. (This mam
moth influx, discounted by many in 
the U.S.A., was the major reason for 
the move into Cambodia.) 

In describing his trek to Hanoi, Mike 
commented especially about our con
cern over the use of drugs by American 
soldiers. "You think we have a prob
lem with our Gis?" he said. "You 
should see what I saw as I walked to 
North Vietnam! All the truck drivers 
along the trail and troops at missile 
sites I passed were high on marijuana 
or opium." 

The entire journey was on foot. Al
though he was in pretty good condition 
when he left the base camp, he soon 
recognized the symptoms of beriberi 
and scurvy with which he had become 
so familiar. His diet returned to de
pendence upon a catch-as-catch-can 
routine with rice and cassava and bits 
of meat now and then. During these 
(and other! months it cannot be said 
tha.t Benge was partially starved be
cause his captors were starved. They 
weren't. They received food supplies 
regularly and enjoyed a diet that was 
adquate and varied by their stand
ards. He attributes their neglect of him 
to the fact that he was "a prize of war 
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. .. a prize of victory .. . an individual 
who was the enemy and, therefore, to 
be despised." The soldiers taking him 
north appeared to - believe that their 
only obligation was to keep him alive 
until they got him to Hanoi-and 
nothing more. And they did nothing 
more. Sometimes when they would 
stop, Mike would be displayed by his 
guards to fresh troops going southward 
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail and mocked . 
as "an example of Americans who are 
so used to riding in airplanes and soft 
living that they cannot walk." Benge 
said that on such occasions, and it 
happened all the time, "I'd counter
propagandize in Vietnamese by telling 
them that I was suffering from deliber
ate maltreatment. I don't think I sold 
anybody but they sure were surprised 
when I sounded off in Vietnamese, 
That made me feel real good." 

As he trudged on, the beriberi and 
scurvy symptoms returned. Once again 
his gums began to bleed, his legs 
cramped and ached and he could barery 
keep up. Skin ulcers reappeared and, 
worst of all, he had something new to 
wony about. His shoes had rotted and 
the skin began to peel off the soles of 
his feet . 
PRISON AT LAST 

Finally, after more than two years in 
captivity in the open, Michael Benge 
arrived at a formal prison on the out-

skirts of Hanoi. He now finds it hard 
to say what he expected to oe his lot 
in Hanoi. His life was so filled with 
a determination to live it in day-tight 
compartments that he spent little time 
worrying about what lay ahead. Yet 
one thing occurred that he was com
pletely unprepared for . Shortly after he 
entered the prison he was taken to a 
cell and pushed in. The room, when he 
measured it, turned out to be nine feet 
square, eight feet high and with two 
round holes in the wall. One with 
crossed bars in it was near the ceiling 
and thankfully it let in a small ray of 
sunlight. Another was in the floor and 
through it came the rats, Mike's only 
companions. He didn't see another 
soul but the guard and he did not talk. 
The door closed and did not open to 
let him out until the winter of 1971 
... only a few weeks short of a year. 

"I don't know why I was placed in 
solitary confinement. There was no al
tercation, never a word of explanation. 
I suppose it was punishment-not 
punishment for me individually-but 
punishment for being an American. 
Anyway, I tried not to think of it. After 
all, so long as I could tell when that 
sun came up each day, l had it made." 

There is a seeming contradiction in 
this fiendish treatment and it was in 
the food they gave him . The meals he 
got in solitary, "flying solo" as the 

POWs called it, were the best Mike had 
during his entire captivity. That is, it 
was the best until the Communists 
began to fatten up all the prisoners of 
war for the U.S. propaganda market. 
Instead of the bitterly deficient diet he 
endured during the two years or so on 
the trail, each day while he was in 
solitary he was given a small loaf of 
white or brown French bread twice 
daily, accompanied by soup made of 
cabbage, greens or pumpkin. With rel
ative frequency he got potatoes and 
sometimes even a few scraps of meat 
of unknown origin. 

He was still very sick. He noticed 
that he urinated as frequently as four
teen times a day. His legs swelled up 
frequently and he was nearly blind. He 
had diarrhea but that was nothing new. 
After eight months in prison his 
"symptoms of beriberi" became so se· 
vere that they had to send a doctor to 
see him. Finally, in November 197 I, he 
was taken out of solitary confinement 
and placed with two other American 
prisoners. For him that was the next 
best thing to complete- freedom. 

Then the sun began to rise each 
morning without waiting for Mike to 
take notice. And it continued to do so 
for two more short years, until March 
1973 when the prison gates finally 
opened and Michael D. Benge came 
home. ---4l. 
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llichael Benge 

Agric:1li:imiist 
Aqc:i<:y for lniernalionol Dovdopmc:11/ 

Ccdrnl Highlands, i9S2-19G8 
Jliisc,ne, of Wa:·. 1968-1973 

Mik<J Bonqo was l:,om in 1935 nm! <Jrew up 

oi. a ranch i11 Oregon. He droppc-cl -::n;I oi Orn
qon Slato University lo join l}w Marine~ in/ 9!;'j, 

During his hitch. Benge served i:i [op:m ard 
dewlop<.,><i a fascination for li1e Orion/. l/,; re
lt:m~>d lo uriivorsity crJtd ccmplel•Jd u di:,~,, :;1 

agricul!umi r'!O<Jineen·rn;;. In 1951 he tcnk <1 jci.; 
willi the lnternatiorml Voil.nlary Services and 
was sent to Vietnam whore. in / 95.'i, he .vu:,; 
bre<J by AID and by 1968 wm,; ii.~ se<:c)!ld hir:;h 
est mnlcing o//icial in Durlac Provrnce. ffo ·.vu:; 

fiuont in both Vietnmne:;o and Rhm.ie. <J ,!HJr1 

tag:1ord dialect. 1'CYJr.1i' Bongo is in Wosliin,;
/011, D.C, stil/ an AlD official. Ho is rnan ,Ni 
and has a daughter. 

A t the end of January 1968 a bunch of 
US( had gathornd at my house in Ban 

Mo Thuot lo celebrute Tel. Sometime aftor 
i :00 .ILM. on Tuesday L'1e thirtieth, I went 
out on the lx1lcony of my house to !oast 

the New Y c,ar with Dr. Gerald Hickey, U1e 

anthropologist. We had received wcrrn
ings of a big Communist attack scheduled 
!or Tel, but I thought it was parl of !he 
Communist disinformation program since 
we got lbe '1CUne wcrrning every year. 
During Tct t.¾cre are more rounds fired off 
at the moon, someUling about a t,roll try:. 
ing io eat it, lhcm duri~g the e11tire pre-
ceding yea.r. And with firec.::mckers going 
off oil over tow11 it wqs an ideal lime for 
the NV A to in.filtrate b€<xmse, hell, they 
could have tho whole to•,,yn captured be
fore anybody knew it wasn't part of the 

Tel celebrotion. The popping, pop, pop, 
pop. pop. pop, thot t)(."gffil going off we 
lhought wos jLL'>t more firecrockers. Gerry 
(md I toasted <.:'<.:ich otht~r a:nd 1 said, "Well 
!hey rn\t,.sed another good chance lo toke 
over." lust ns th~ words were out of my 
mouth cm 82MM mortar round landed in 

my !roril ynrd and Gerry said. "Oh shit, 
it's real." 

I had montC!gaard guords at my 
house, so I quickly set them up in u de• 
lense perin1cter. Then I got all my non
comlxrtcm!s, those who had never been in 
u iireliqh! or d.idn't lmow which end of a 
qun tl1e bu.lleLc; come out oi, m1der u cer:

t:·ol stC!irwcll which wos surrounded. by 
li,x1vy wulls. We got a smattering of firing 
of! and on. so l kept everybody iru;ide und • 
was l:f) moot ol the n.i9ht walking the pe .. 
rirnclcr. 'lbe other Americans in Ban Me 
Thuot were sccrttcrcd oti! in a number of 
compounds around tht~ town. There were 
CIA, mi!Hmy intelligence, police mlvi.sers, 
:m air lorce R & R biliol, crrmy helicopter 
,mils, pllL'> all sorts of civili<:u1s with vmi

o;,,::; organizulions, including a group of 

miS!lionarics out on the edge of lcv•rn. 

On the lirsl morning of the attack, how
,:ver, the Commwusts left the missionaries 

c<loue while th,~y struck at the nearby 

province bk."Cldquarters and blew up an 
'JllL'l1udio11 dwnp. Our telephone to lh•~ 
province headquarters storied working 

:.1g(tin alter fir~ light, so I called lo find 
,)ut whai had happened lo the American 
dvilians. Unfor!unately uolxidy there 
:rnew, nor could [ find tho American urmy 
dficer responsible for thci r:vocuation oi 
lJ.S 1101,combatrmts. Sill<;,:, 110 ;)11e ulse 

·.-:ci~ lo<.lk.inq r.1l1I !o:- ilw civilians, I docided 

~ ............... 
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I'd better round th.cm up. I strapped on (I 

shoulder hdsler .;.,ilh a: .38 revolver and 
drove off. 

I pichx:I up one of our <.frx.:lon, r.:md 
dropped b.im ~ff to tend tho wounded ut 
the provincfi hm;pikrl and went from there 
to the local orphanage aad girls school to 
see if anyone hod been wounded. Then I 
set out to get the two Americans farthest 
out: d refugee adviser and rr logistics m.l
viser who I ordered to pack up cmd get 
their o:st..es out. On the wuy back I 
stopped at the province headquarters 
and talked to the province chief. He was 
worried nboul his family, which WCIB in a 
hom;e near the missionary compound. 
Since f hod to check or: two NS kids 
dcwn in one of the vilkxqes, I told him I 
would look i.'1 on his wife and ten chil

rlren. I lound them scared bui okay, rct · 

dioc,d the information back, rmd hemfod 
down the hill toward the village. I was 
j,u,i about there when I srr-N a bunch of 
guys cro:'>-'>ing the road in light sage khaki 
ur:ilorms, a different color them ARVN, 
(n1d weuring dilferent kinds of hats. I 
soid, "Oh shit, they don'1 lmk like they're 
ours." So I backc.-<l up the hill i::md dro•1e 

into the missiormry compound . 
'l11e rnissionarios kne\v NV A cmd VC 

91·oups -..,·ere nil ttround. bu1 <.11 thb point 
they hod not been c1tk.1cked. When ihey 
saw me coming they stnrk:d wuving ot 

mB to 9et out. I stopped and slarlt-><l to 

turn around when thirteen NV A rcgulnrs 
mised up out of the dilche!-.i u i the sides of 
the road and pointed U1eir SKs and AKs 
<.md B40 rocket lmmcher at me. I feii like I 
'Ncs in a horrendous drc,cnn where· 
people just suddenly crppeor. I hod Ji·✓e 

rounds in the pistol under my arm, but l 
divided live into thirteen and decidf~d. ii 

just doesn't work. baby, there's no wcr/ 
outoi this. 

The leoder of the group looked like a 
Vietncunese Hitler wiih his hair har:9irn} 
dO\·m in his eyr-~ und o iii.Ile rnustuche 
Laier I found out he WOJ5 hood of o pr,y
c:h,)!oqicul v.cJriore lt:-<.Ull, which was 
lucky for me because the propogando 
types followed the official \ine thCJt pri:.-;on
ers were to be token nlive and 9iv<;11 ht: 
mcme treatment. 11.c rcgulor Communist 
troops made it more o! (lfl operational 
;:m.x:edure to kill prisoners them lo tu!w 

them. They look away my gun cmd 
mor<:hed me lo their headqumlcrn, whid1 

".vas kiec:tc..J in a ncurby g:-rr ,;eyard. 011,J 

d their of!icers interrogotcd me o littki. 

bui I told him I didn't know ar-r1,1hing, l 
wm; jilllt an ngriculh1ml <.idviser. How
ever, a couple of things made them sus -
picious of my slorf. I was wearing (l 

crdw ha.I, n green berei with a silver ti -
ge:- pin on it and black jammicn. I olso 
kept my old Mor1ne Corps dog tags on 
rny key chain. I looked militmy to them 
nnd rhut may have been another rc--ason 
why I didn't get blk:d, bccrrn:;e mllitary 
prisoners hnd politico.I •mlue while dvil
ian priooners were seen strictly as cn
cumbrance!l. 

TI1ey marchc-<l me rr-NlT/ from lhfi b<.lt
tle!ield sevcml kilom.effm; 1o the Bon Me 
Thuot leprosaritun. Upon arrivol I en
counlcrc.-d c1 surrenl scene. Tiiey hnd cap

hm;!<.i about tw,J dozen young monta
gnard troops. ~,eme ns young os fourteen 

yfKfftl, and had them lined up before c, 
qroup oi lepers the Communists hod or
ganizc-<l into a kangaroo court. The VC 
cadres were acting as prornptcrn for this 
jury. The prompters would first oiler I.he 
accusations. such as crimes aquinst the 
people for :;ervinq in the army. m1d then 
~uq9est the punishment, in this case exe
cution . Under this psychokxJical pressure 
the lep,:::,rs, many of them mentally un
stable to begin wilh, b<~on d1rmting, "Kill 
thern. kill them." Saying it was the v.ill of 
the p<.,->ople. the NV A then shot every one 
ul !he monlaqnorru;, just blew them away. 
Ii was very, very, very mucabrt:e, like 
:,orr:ething oi ,t of un insane movie. 

1 guess lhi::-y let me ti'-.--C I: 1is t:.> prove 
they were ~,1.,rirn1s, becc1u::.e my question-

flanked by a mo11/agnard viilaqer a.nd a 
member of a student me dical m;sislance 
loom, Mike Br:ngt, ;;u;-voys damaqe after a 
catastrophic flood ir. Phu Bon Prnvinc::e. 
Seplomlx•r 1%4. Eern;11 s1nved as rm inter•

prn!er ri:Jrinq relief efforts. 

C/iiidren s!and bv a we!/ driilod .by Bongo 
and a monlcrqnord k>(rm for the lnl<:!Z'· 

national Vohmtary Sc,vic,.,>s at Dr. Pat 

Smith 's mcntag11ard hospital. Kon/um, 

March 1964. 
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ing was taken over by <.m NVA intelli
gence- oilicer m1d boccane morn intense. 
He wanted to know whore the pr~vince 
chid wm;, ,where the ARVN division com• 
ntand0r was, the names of t.ho American 
advisers m1d their addre:.,.5e5, and q great 
deal more i.n.lonnulion. When I repented 
that l W(lS an American civilian and ju.-;t 
on agricultural adviser, the officer very 
deliberately took out Cl \h{M Rus:siun or 
Chinese automatic pistol and put ii up to 
my llf..,ad m1d ask~{ me ug(Iin. I told him I 
didn't know anything. Then he cleverly let 
me seo a ahcll go iq lo the chamber of the 
glm, pui it lxick to my head, and asked 
me cgain. I said I knew nothing. He 
cocked ii, th,: sotuid was ,1s loud as a 
bomb going oH, ond put the pistol against 
my temple aqain. I d,:x:idod I hod lo kllk. 
If their inletligenco was as good as what 
we claimed. they knew cverythinq uny
wc1y. Luckily they hctd recently rotaied 
most of the Ameri.co.ns and had new ud
visern in. So I be9<.m giving him ilw 
nrnnes of everybody who left. I leurned 
so,nething that helped mH ovHr cmd over: 
ii didn't matter whcrt you told ttwm, just 
give cmy answer lo relilwe i.he pressure of 
the moment After my inlerr()(JU!ion ihey 
got me on the march _ngc1in, and we cir• 
cled around to a motmtain cmnp over• 
looking Bun Mc Thuol. TI)fm~ they hud 
built two bmnboo caqes ond chain~--d rne 
in one, of them. 

When l!v.:· NV A hud hit ihe city, they 
came up the rood pa~t the compound 
\·rhern the thiriee11 AmHriccms from 11w 
Ch.ri:;ti<.m <md Missionary Al.limicc group 
lived. Two days loier tho Communist.,, oc
cupied the compound <.md dynamited the 
mic-zionaries' houses. Tite survivors hid in 
<.t <Jurlx1ge pit and watched while the 
NV A occupied the church and u&.•d it as 
1.hHir headquarters. The mLo:;.c;ionarics bar• 

gained with the North Vietmm1ese to 
cvucuaie a scvereiy injured womcm. but 
when tlwr emerged irorn the shdtc-r. 
three were gunned. down [including f,d 
and Ruth TI10mpson-soc page 152), ond 
three others were killed by grenades 
thrown into I.he bu11kcr. Two who re
mained unwounded w~re led cr-NlTf. 

A couplH of days later they brought the 
p::ir-Hank Blood, who had beer. trnns
k::ing the Biblo into Mmmg, a monta -
91;orr.i dialect, and Betty Olsen, u nursc 
who :.::pc<:ializc.-d in lreoling kpers --inlo 
cu.mp cmd ch(1inc:d us ICXJelher. Tiwre 
•✓t\'!rn olso o nwn},,er of Rf.:PF troops cmd 

a few South Vietn.mnesc oHicers impris
oned there who were corl5tantly being 
pres:mred to writo statements and make 
radio broadc<.u;ts, A."i m1 object lesson. the 
VC who -..-,ere now i..'1 charge of our cap
tivity periodically took out tho:;e who 
wouldn't cooperate ond killed them. One 
ARYN captain (;all.').e to me and said, 
"How will my wife and kids survive if I 
don't cooperoto with them?'' And I said, 
"You're right. What con you do? 1 don't 
condemn you for that.'' They also recap
tured a couple oJ yow1g soldiers who had 
escaped and held another summary trial 
and firing squad as an example. The VC 
rem iho prison camp, hut ii wa...<; evident 
that the NV A were in charge for there 
ww:; a continuous fl.ow of NV A officers 
coming through checking on us and 
questioning us. They hod Hank identified 
os a CIA operative cmd were still !'..ome
whot crni.fusrn:i a.bout my status. We were 
:ht:,re for uboul a month. 

We discovernd that the ComrmmL<;ls 

were so bureaucratic that once Ameri
crnu; were in the system our guards 
would get in trouble ii we were killed. TI1e 
only woy they could justify your dt."Clth 
wos if you hotly defied them or if you tried 
to escape, exct~pt later ii became obvious 
the Corn.1mulists could just i•Jnore you un• 
til you died ol negk:ci . They knew that we 
were of no vo.lue to them as politico] prL">· 
oners. <md thoy began telling us so. Wo 
ju.st e1lc rice that should be given lo the 
troops. As a result we received almost no 
k,od during February and March, our 
fin;i two months in captivity. We managed 
to keep going on a diet of :mmicx:, but we 
W(,r<:: slov.rly $tarvi119 to deolh. 

I wns in good shape when captured, 
thirty-two yea:-s old, l:i:i pounds of 
muscle. cmd uoc-d to livinSJ ol! U1e local 
mmkct. l had, in my Ylhlrs in South Viel
num, gmK:ral!y ~lien with tl1u monla• 
gr:ard~ so il they killed a piq for socrilice, 
I ute the flT✓1 pork. I ub,i utn grasshop
pers. raL,;, L.zurds, cmd locusts just os they 
did, m1d we US(."<.! mils '.,culdt.-d in hot WO· 

ter as <J drnssing on greens. It was like 
putting vinequr on your salad I had been 
rai5e<l on n ranch, too. ond wus used to 
scavenginq wild berries and roots and 
whate•;er else 1 cotild Lind. I was prolr 
ub!y 1.1s 9c.xx-l u candidate (IS a :;1w,ivalisl 
us lmyone cround. But the rnis.-;ionaries 
weren't. They didn't c:<c-r,jse much and 
looked pail: cmd drow11 e,•en be-lore they 
were cap,u1ed. TI-1.-:ir diets didn't consist 

of much; they ato hardly any locally 
grown food or produce bocauso they 
were ufraid of catching diseases und re
lied instead on o lot of caunc.--d goods. 

During the fin,i months ol captivity I 
had been tulking lo a provincial mon
tagnard who had been c..-or=ripted by 
the VC and was one of our guards. l hod 
been working on him, saying he would be 
awarded with $10,000 ClJ'ld u piece of 
land ii he would take off with me. But 
when ii lookc--d like he wus about con
vinced, I had a moml problpm about 
lecNing Betty and H9,Dk. because I was 
sure they would die on their own. While I 
was deciding whqt lo do they started 
moving us agoin, first to the southwest 
cmd then they hooked bnck due c.,asl and 
slopped in the Chu Rulach area, a long
time VC stronghold called Happy Valley. 
The camp was ooar a stream th(1t pro
ducl:.<l clouds of mosquitoes and we 
stayed there lor several weeks, c:e1gcd 
most of the time. The main job being done 
there was U1e indoctrination ,md rccdu .. 

• cation of montognurds who were forced 
lo form for the NV A and VC, so after 
crw-hile lhe VC became a little morn k:x 
with us and lei U5 out sometimes. 'Ib.c food 
was still mainly manioc, and we were 
given small amounts of &111 and tobacco. I 
traded most of the salt and tobacco lo the 
monlagnards !or whcrtover groons they 
could 9et u:i, altllough I started smoking 
some because ii killed the hunger pailu;. 
By this time, in oddition lo the first stages 
ol malnutrition, we were suf!ering from .:1 

parasitic skin disease and dengue fever·. 
but for me the worst was to come. 

Aller all that worrying nbout how U1c

missionaries would survive, I came down 
with cerebral malaria, al that time in 
Vietnam ubout 80 percent fatal. I becmnc 
feverish, had diorrhea, iO'"..,s of appetite. 
and then loss of vL,;ion. I would "white 
out." I'd get a rushing :;ound in my <:.-om. 

everything would just turn white, cmd I 
might wake up three days or a week luter 
completely exhausted. For lit:.lmewhcre 
aroW1d a month I wc1s delirious most of 
the time and blind. TI1e only thing that 
kept me alive was the nurse, Bctiy Olsen. 
Whenever the guards would let her, she 
wU5hed my Incl~. cl€.,anc.--d me up as best 
:;he could, forced me lo drink, nnd spoon 
led me. She would rouSP. me enough It: 

where I could kind ol dreamlike reolizc 
what she was trying to do, cmd \hon I'd 
jusl bbnk out again. When 1 began corn-
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' ing uround after about fivl! Wt!eks, we 
were living in ci cave undernentb a clilf in 
anolher 1x1rt of D<1rlac Province. I had 
wa&<.~ there, but I can't remember much 
of it e:<cHpt' stumbling <11m:g s,1pportin9 
myself with a lx:nnboo stuff . I had losi 30 
pounds, probably down to under 120, and 
was os weak as u kitten. 

In July they tnoved us again The mon
soons hod started, and it was as wet and 
slippery as hell . By no.,., they weren't 

much worried about us rumung oft .be
cau..,;c we were all ihrne pretty much a 

mess. 'Ibeir attitude was one o! benign 
noglect. They wouldn't kill us, but ll we 
died Qf nutural causes ii was good l)e.. 

cause we had no practical vCilue and bu

re<.mcmUoolly they co\ild \.Jel away with 
it. At the new cmnp they gff..:e us ri couple 
of sheel'i of pl<Jstic lo keep the rain off. but 
there was no wcry that all three of us 
could keep dry nt ih(~ $.1nn~ time. Hunk 
was particularly run-down boU1 mentally 
and phy:'.>icnlly, Wilh Lhe constant soakinq 

he ~X>n de·mlopc-d revere chest pains, 

and we knew hH hf,td pneiJmonia. The 
Communists had raided the provincial 
mc-d.ic<Jl wurdiouse in Bon Me Thuot dur

ing the Tet attack, so we b,ew they had 
supplic,s at the nearby held hospiluL Betty 
c.md I ~.>e(Jged !hem lo q:ve medicine to 
Hank, but thoy rciused. It ltx,k him o lillle 
more thnn lhrw doyi:; lo di!~ •--sometime in 

mid-July. We buried him in a s.hallow 
grave in Darlac Province cmd moved on. 
Now we had boen pri::;m1ers for six months 

Soon uher ;_,;e were put in the charge 

of some harder-cow VC. They took me 
around lo show to :h<~ tr,x,ps and would 
~y . .. Here's ouc ol the mvinc ible Ameri

cans. He's so used to ridinq in limousine::: 
and airplanes he- cc:-n no lor,ger walk."!\. 
coupie of times I lunwd urrnmd <.mJ in 

Vietnamese so.id, "Thr,se guys crrc lying 
like hell. I only gt~I holf , 1 bowl of rice a 

day to eat, I've had goddcirn:: malaria 

with no medicine, <md 1 doubt if you could 
do ony !:.~lier. " Tter, tb~y'd jerk the rope 
cmd hustle me uwuy. I du;1'i lhiuk I wu:; 

very good propaq<.ll1da molcrial. 
By this time I was ob.) covered with ul

cer:; fmrn in.fedt,'<.i let,;<;h biles. We had 

marched through cm oren wheni the 
ground wos j11:,t c,wered wilh l"le'.:hes,

and tl1t:y dI<.:ippt .. ·d lr<J111 tht: tt1~::; dowu 
your nr:ck mid crowk:d inl(i yrn:r gt>nilal 
n'l<Jions 11,ey wen; b11qe and there was 

'- no way to uvuid thc1 n . H u, 1d1 •.xb o! lhe1n 

gol <lrl B;;tty c..md 11 1•} . I ·nas bk--edi.nq all 

r ~ ,c,;cA\\ 
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over und even now, nearly twenty years 
bier, I've got scars all over my body from 
those bites. 

For Betty, the leeches were just about 
the lllSt stro.w, she wos gelling prelly 
damn weak, and in addition to the 
leeches we hod lice all over us. TI1e VC 
wouldn't let u:; boil our clothes and blan 
kets to kill the ve1min. To mmoy us they 
ju~t let the lice cat away. By October we 
had walked irom Dorine Province lo Toy 
Ninh, then hooked back north. As we 
crossed Quang Due Province ond 1!1Em 

circled toward the Cambodian border, 
U1ey began ta.king Betty on <J difJeren1 

trail than me during the day. I lea:rnc-d 
when they brought us together oguin ,11 

night th(]1 they often dragged her <.dong 
or kicked her when she dropped from ex
hmlsfion. When I Blarted lo protest she 
lried to ~top me saying U1ey would kill rne 
if l complnined. I replied, "Look, we're 
dying anyway, what the hell's the diHer
cncc'?" So I argut:d with the guards and 
declaroo thut Betty W(l5 just not nble to go 

on. For once they listened, and after a 
coupie mort:J days they let Belly nnd me 
rest nl o comp neur <J river where they 
hud a couple of regiments stationed. 

I was down lo about 100 pound~. <:md I 
guess one thing tha1 helped me 5Urv:ive 

thus period wa~ acting as rnorul support 
tor her. because it kepi my mind olt hovv 

bad I was. I told a doctor from a medico! 
tmit there that unless Betty got some had 

way decenl kxx1 she w , 1,m·1 ,Joirn; lo L.1 

able to make it any farther. So after <1 

At o cf?/ebmtir:m in his honor, Benge drinks 
cernmonia/ w11w with mon!agnard villag
e,s in Hur.u: Ko Sir, Dr.rrfoc l'wvince, 1966, 

Cup/ive jo11rney. This map depict:, Benqe's 

rc.mfo while a pri,;o,wl'. It .~hows the sites oi 
(i) H(!nk Blood 's r_rnd (2) Belly Olsen's 
dc•olhs. 

SuuL/1 Clain~ S,1,; 
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good dc:al more cajoling, the guards u
nnlly S<:tld U1ey would give U!l O goxl 
moal. Betty and I dug up some young 
barn:Lx," spro,uts, ond !hey (J t'Ne us somc.0 

mung heorn) crnd rice and corn cmd 
boiled the bamboo Jor us. We were so 
ravenously hungry !hot we began wolfing 
it down. It regi.">!ered in rny mind tha! the 
bamboo shoots were extremely hitter, but 
we just kepi eating. 

Jesus Chrisi, right after we got th.rough 
we were i,iruck by extreme stomoch 
cramps and then projectile diarrhea and 
vomiting. I could bend over and hit a tree. 
I later concluded they hod decided to kill 
us, beccru.se v:ith bamlXXl you hcNe to boil 
it twic.-; and each tim<-1 pour off the iluid 10 

lower its high acid content. TI1ey had only 
boiled it once, or it was r;oisonous. This 
wuy they could say we died of natural 
causes. All Betty mid I cmJd do was go 
lx1ck to our areo ond move our ham
:noclr..s to a pince nearer to a little ruvirw. 
Betty had it so bndly it just tore her :o 
pieces. She becmne so weak ::;he couldn't 
get out of her hamrno,.:k. Tho guards did 
nothing but let her kry ll1ere in her own 
dek-cation. TI1ey wouldn't le! me toke her 
down or wash her qr bring her water. 

TI1ey did loon me a knifo so l could cut G 

hole in tho boitom o1 ht~r hammock and let 
the defcc,..1Hon drain out. It was !he best I 
could do. She just completely dehydrated 
and died within three doys in k.rle Scp
iombcr. 11i.is was :he low poi.ni, psycho
logicolly my worst time. 

But I soon rnmfo up my mind; luck yrn:. 
people, !'in going io live in spito o! it all. 
BeiJl(J o bit stronger than Betty I sur1ived 
the diarrhea and they moved me again, 
Otis lime into Cambodia lx--cause, I k1tor 
found out, there were now orders to take 
a.11 prisoners to North VioL'1arn. fortu
nately it wos. the hok:hing soason for 
some little qr~ll iroqs, cmd they were 
every--,vhere. Whene•:er [ could I'd reoch 
down rn 1d pop one i:1to my mouth whole 
and swollow it before the guards ~w me. 
If they did, I would be kicked or gel a rifle 
butt on the head . Also, I discovered some- • 

thiug similar :o ct pistachio nut. and once 
again i1 the rJsl<1rd:; were in c good mood 

1 J would gather ihem -:1s we walked olong 
the trail cmd thrnv-1 them in tho coals of the 
iire lo roost cJ1 ni9httime. 

I hod cmolher trick. 1 ,:,ccasionoliy cor1-

·.,ri::ced th•~ quards to l"'r me take lY.1ths 
wfum v/\i c:1 oswd a i;tr<.':<.Ull b<,•c <Jtllif! I re
memb+,md r,~-<1dim_1 o book ,::.bout :he In-

9B 

rnons fronliersrnun Hugh Gla!'..s, who had 
to crawl 200 m.il.~a for help ofter being 
m(Ju]ed by a. boar. 0110 thing thai kept 
him (Jlive wo-,; q1Jowing nwggots b brned 
in his -..•:ounds to eat the decaying Hesh. 
Then he would lay down in the rivers he 
passed. and the fish would eui out !he 
maggots and the rest of the doa.d lissuo. I 
layed down whenever they would let me 
bathe, and sure enough the fish would 
nibble av•ray at my ulcers. Once in a 
while I wa,.,; fast enough to catch one of 
the fish and would immediately enl ii raw. 

I knew tho minu\e wo crossed into 
Cambodia in October because in Viet
nam we were constantly hiding from the 
airplon.es c.mcl helicopier::i, but as soon as 
we got over Iha lxxder; the 0:>1m11wusts 
wnlked out in the o~n and we fKlS.'>ed 
large groups of i,oldiers coming south on 
the lrui.l. Also there were rest siops every 
four hours ofong the tmil mar.nc.--cl by 
regular s cmd flying the NV A flag. I ·w<1s 

turned over lo the NV A ot this point, but I 
wos so ,•:cak I could hardly w<.1lk. I pro
pelled myseH o.long v-1ith that lxunboo 
c<.me f'd picked up when I was first struck 
with rno.lnrkr. When I ccrrne to cu1y!hing 
more than eight or ten inches high in the 
med, I would hove to go over to a tree, 
lean against it, lov1Hr my;;df lo :he 
ground, m:d lift one lcq cit a time over the 
obstacle wiih my nrms. Thc·n, with my 
crrms and shoulders, I wouid pull mysoU 
b,ack up ond continue ctlong the trail 
\Vhen wo came to sk1irn cut i.n thH moun
tcunsides, I would have to crawl up them 
on my hancl'> and knees Tf they didn't 
think r wo:; traveling iast eIJOllgh, they 
would knock me down to the ground or 
hit m,~ with u rifle. 

Once, however, o North Viet.narnes,e 
aspirant, an officer ccmdida\e, !:;(lW me 
ll€ing knocked down and complained 
that mi'.:itreuting mo was agoinsl Uncle 
Ho's leacbincJs. He wolkcd north with me 
£or nrx),lt three ckrys to s Hf/ [ ·..vasn'I 
Dl-"Oien r.1n·1more ,mtil, ho s,:rid, any !ur
:her north cmd he would gel into trouble. 

After thf/ nspir<111t left, the brutol lreul

ment beqan ull over a9din, cmd I was just 
ubout on my la!:it le(.J~ - I hnd oaten a few 
fish that I cmiaht with my hand~. and a 
le-.,,.. land crabs, and th,~ little grnen frogs, 
os well a:.; any nut:, or bugs l could find. 
But I could hardly wnlk. Tn)' morale was 
gone. and I wa::; abcut reody to 9ive up. 
Finally, duvm to <1l>011t nrncty pounds, I 
w<is in such bod ~hupe the quords 

shoved me oH into !his one camp tbat had • 
o: medic---0 barofoot doctor. He looked me 
over and said, ''This guy's ahnost dead.'' 
He gave Li-J.e pri.wn chor..ers hell. told them 
I hod hffW.!l'i cmd aggravoled mnlarin, 
cmd then proceeded to pump me full of 
vitamin shots. He told me, "I! you can just 
hold on for three more days you 11 be . 
there, at the prison cc..unp" -and then he • 
kin.d ol krughed and used the propa
ganda line they fed the prisoners to de
scribe il.----lhe kmd of milk and honey, just 
as if they'd lransluted ii from the Bible. 

Once ugoin I made up my mind that I 
was going to hold on ior three more days, 
I pulled myreli alon<J on tlw cane. saying 
in my mind, ''Jw,;I put one loot forward of 
the oth.1.~r. just three more steps, I'm a1mcx .. t 
there." Tiien I'd say, "It's a piece of cake.'' 

Thcrt went through my mind all of the 
lime. I remember v0ry little about it ex
cept I was totally exhm1.<;h~d cmd often de-• 
lirirnrn, but l jusi kopt faat chant going oll 
day lonq for the nt➔xt three days. Finally I 
reachod the top of one high mountain, 
and l was there. Af.ter ten months of walk
ing, no shit, somebody said, "Welcome to 
the iand of milk m1d honey." 

An American Spedul Forces lieuten • 
ant Iha! &lW me come into camp that No
vember doy Inter told me he estimated 
that I was sixty lo sixty-five years old. I 
was still wearing lhH grE.-cn beret but I 
wos hobbling, barely able to walk, tho 
hair on my body had fallen out, and what 
wa.."> left on my head had turned pure 
white. On my arrival at C<.1mp 102, as ii 
wns designated, a North Victnconese 
A.rmy doctor was ..::ailed tip lrom the muin 
hospital. He went tl1rough a very elabo
rate perlorn1<mce cmd declared I was 
completely dehydrnte<l and he was going 
to give me an intravenous leeding. He 
brought out a bottle with o piece of inner 
lube over the lop and some plastic spe1-
ghetti tubin9 coming out the bottom that 
wa.c:; lilied with n suqar m1d waler ~lu
tion. He had a need.le but couldn't get it iit 
m1y of my veins until I finally showed him 
one on the lx1ck ot my arm. Embarrass
ingly !or him, after the elnlx)rate hookup 
there was no aci two. '11ie vein wouldn't 

• take anything a1ld the audience began to 
Wlmder off. Finally, the doctor sent the 
quard for a bowl. and h~ took the needle 
out of my arm and pow P,<J the~ solution 
into the bowl und gave 11 to me o.:1d suid, 
drink it. I looked al ii c.md thought, :iv U1is 

i-,; the great medico! lrnutmont they've 



been promising me. Welcome to the land 
of milk mid honey. 

It W~--:J. however. the ond. of tho woul po
rbd, 11ulritkmally; of i¼n<Ja's <',aplkity. During 
his ycor's stay in the camp in Combodiu, h..is 
food improved marginally, he r0<,-oived pe
riodic treatment of his malaria, wid was able 
to reut c:md regain i;omo strength. After about 
throe months he began "lo feel like myseU 
again,"" and on Chrisimas Day 1968 he was 
put in with other Americcm prisoners. In No
vember 1969 he was moved into Laos and 
then on lo Nor1h Vietnam, where his linal i.tcr/ 
was in the inlamoU\I .. Hanoi Hilton." He wa:i 
ropatria.tod with the military prisoneru on 
Mcrrch 12. 1973, aftor more than five years ol 
irnprisomnen1, twenty-seven of thooo months 
in rolitory co11li:1t\me11L 

I still believe in what we were doing in 
Viotnam. I went back in September 1973 
and workoo lor the mirrisler ior ethnic mi
norities. CJ! his invitation, helping to work 
out a foster p<.1rnnts program for Amer•· 
asian bds of monlagnord descent, devel
oping a livestock improvement program, 
trying to get veternns benefits for mon• 
tagnard.s who had been in the Special 
forces, and doing some political work 
with the montagnards. r later moved to 
the Philippines but continued lo fly back 
to Vietnam when I had a vacation nntil it 
fell to the C'.,ommunisls. 

[ have absolutely no mi.!;lJivings about 

the U.S. boing in Vietnmn, and looking 
b<1ck, I'd do it ull over again. We wore 
doing the right thing, although we weren·t 
doing as good tl job as we could have. 
We never carried out the relorrns that we 
needed lo. 1l1e pc-ople who were in m1-

thority knew damn well that if the Com
munists took over they were dead meat. 
We had them virtually by the balls ond 
could have forced them to make more po
litico!, social. and economic relonns. Why 
didn 't we'? Most of the lime we didn·t 
know what needed. to be done. We went 
over there ignorant. In the whole bure<.1u

cratic stmcture we never got ii so th<Jt the
little [-)€Opie could rise up into any · com
mcmd or authority position. We never 
built ncrlionalism al lhc grass- roots level 
in South Vietnam. 

1t·s not rccogni:r .. ed really that there 
were American civilian ptisoncrs of W(lr. 

When you talk ubout POWs, evc-ryone 

thinks that's only military. So I think you 
can draw a pornlld, an onology, be-

'·twee11 thnt and our whole presence u1 

Vielnmn. The military eflort over-

·················-----

shndowcd everything that we did. But 
when I tulke<l with the political commis
sars in North Vietnam, they actuolly felt 
more threatened by us, that we civilions 

were actually horm.ing their cousc more 
th,m the military. 

To mo personally I think the most ap· 
palling o:,1>eel of my whole experience is 
thal when l got home from prison and 
was debricfod for the record, the tapes 
were never lrn115l::rib.xL Nol:xxiy re<dly 

gave a donm about the leS!;ons le<.1rr1ed. 
Nobody reolly qave a drnnn •Nhot I found 
oul a.bout co1rnmntism. Nobody rcnlly 
gave u domn about cmythinq. • 

i: 

Top. Aprii 20, 1973. One: monllz after his 1,, . 

ft,rz.~c, . B,wqc appears ut o Slo!L> Depn:-1 · 

mGn! press conference <u- /lw fin; / POV✓ lo 

spe-ok openly ul:.>out hi:~ exµ(:ric.·nr.eJ in C-rJf)· 

l;vit)' . 

Abovl.' A TY!rrrr1i w0n:u:1 pnisen!.s <lfl 

owmd of ar;>,!:>ciotinn lo Benq,? iu I'hli Ben 
P:-o'li 1icc• a/re, iii:; rd11rn /<.> Vi,,1.-ia;n in No · 

Vt'Hnl) el' i973 
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Kushner was unable to partake of the celebration feast, which 
consisted mainly of entrails, blood, fat, and gristle; the sight of it 
sickened him. His fellow prisoners gratefully consumed his share. 

He was sickened, too, at Roberts's betrayal of him, and at the 
bitterly anti-American and antiwar speeches of the ARVN 'officers 
who were being released. If they were not authentic turncoats, Kush
ner thought, they certainly were unreasonably good facsimiles. 

Bloody Tet , 1968! As the sacred Lunar New Year observance was 
getting under way, large, strong North Vietnamese Army and Viet 
Cong forces simultaneously launched massive surprise attacks on 
thirty provincial capitals in South Vietnam. The completely unex
pected action caught Allied forces with their defenses down. There 
ensued some of the bloodiest fighting of the war, much of it in the 
streets of Saigon and Hue . In Saigon, Viet Cong units invaded the 
grounds and buildings of the American Embassy, and it took hours to 
drive them out. In Hue, block-by-block and house-by-house fighting 
went on for weeks; it was late February before well-entrenched North 
Vietnamese main uni cs finally were defeated. Other cities throughout 
the country fell into Communist hands for short periods . 

American officials were quick /0 pronounce the Tet offensive a 
military and psychological failure. In fact. it won the Communists no 
new ground and failed to ignite the popular uprising Hanoi had hoped 
for-indeed, the ferocious assault seemed to unite the . South 
Vietnamese people as noching else had in their determination to resist 
the Communists . On the other hand. there were severe repercussions 
in the United States. Many, including Administration supporters. felt 
they had been misled concerning the progress of an American military 
effort that had become hugely expensive in terms of both blood and 
treasure. People were startled and disheartened at the enemy's ability 
to mount so widespread and powerful an attack, especially in many 
supposedly secure areas--one being the American Embassy. Grisly 
combat scenes on nightly television newscasts and in full -color news 
magazine coverage furth er eroded psychological strength. The Admin
istration's conducc of the war came in for heavy criticism. 

The Communists reaped a new harvest of American prisoners 
"Surrender! Humane and lenient treatment!" The demand and 
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promise were issued in strained English to Michael D. Benge, an 
American agriculturalist with the Agency for International Develop
ment (AID) who made his home and headquarters in Ban Me Thuot in 
South Vietnam's Central Highlands. A dozen North Vietnamese 
Army regulars, all of them armed with AK-47 automatic rifles, had 
risen to face him from a culvert not fifteen feet away. He had no 
choice but to raise his hands and climb out of his jeep. 

His hands were tied behind him, a soldier appropriated his sandals, 
and he was marched off barefoot in the company of a fourteen-year
old Montagnard boy who had worked for him the previous year. The 
next day they reached a village, where a "People's Court" was in 
session. 

Benge recognized many of the Vietnamese who awaited trial. 
Mostly they were young men, some of them boys still in school. At 
one time or another, all had worked for the Saigon government or for 
the Americans. To their Communist captors, this constituted treason. 
Charges were read, the accused were browbeaten into "confessing," 
and they were led into a nearby field and shot. Recognizing the 
hopelessness of the situation, the fourteen-year-old at Mike's side 
suddenly bolted and ran for the trees. A guard shot the boy in the leg 
and he crumpled into the dust. The officer-judge muttered a com
mand . The guard walked to the downed youngster, put the muzzle of 
his rifle in his ear, and fired. 

The bloodbath lasted through the afternoon. Benge was not 
"tried." Through a translator, the officer-judge interrogated him. 
Benge played dumb, answering in negative monosyllables when 
asked the locations of the American 23rd Division and the billeting 
places for South Vietnamese troops. He was only a farmer, he said, 
an agriculture advisor. That night his captors led him onto the jungle 
trails. 

Within a few days Benge was joined by two other captured Ameri
cans: Betty Ann Olsen, a nurse of the Christian Missionary Alliance, 
who had been working in the leprosarium in Ban Me Thuot, and 
Henry F. Blood, a missionary of the Summer Institute of Linguistics, 
who had been translating the Bible into Montagnard dialects. Both 
had witnessed horrors similar to those Mike had seen. Three mis
sionaries emerging from a bunker, their hands high in the air and 
calling out in Vietnamese, trying to surrender, had been gunned 
down in cold bloo~ . Another missionary's home had been dynamited 
before he had been able to get out of it. Betty Ann Olsen knew of 
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seven others in her mission group who had been killed. But the 
deepest anguish was Flood's, who told of being led away from his 
wife and three children. He had no idea what had become of them. 

The three prisoners had not known each other before, but their 
common plight and the tragedy of recent days bound them together. 
They talked when they could, consoled each other, prayed together, 
wept for each other. And they walked and walked. Once, reaching a 
small village, their captors staged another "People's Court"; seven' 
tribesmen were led off to execution. They kept on moving, into high 
mountains and trending southwesterly. Their captors had to keep 
them moving, for in the wake of the Tet offensive South Vietnamese 
Army patrols were everywhere, and American spotter planes con
stantly prowled at low altitudes. And so they kept walking, wonder
ing where they were going and what was going to become of them. 

Floyd Kushner was full of hope. Nine newly captured American 
infantrymen had arrived in the jungle camp, among them Army I st 
Sgt. Benson,* forty-two , a seventeen-year man with a lot of combat 
time in both the Korean and Vietnam wars. Be nson was a born 
leader, and his men accorded him a respect that bordered on hero 
worship. They called him Top, and told how, even after he had been 
badly wounded, he had fought and had directed them in a battle in 
which for four hours they had stood off an enemy regiment. On 
reaching the jungle prison, Benson's first words to Kushner were 
'Tm going to get these men out of here . '' 

The riew arrivals were herded into a meeting room strung with 
cloth banners proclaiming, "Welcome the lenient and humane policy 
towards COWs"-COW meant "Criminal of War." Agusto and 
Ortiz sat up front, wearing white pajamas-"Liberation" pajamas, it 
was explained; the new arrivals were told that the two Puerto Ricans 
were going home, that they had shown sufficient progress in their 
thinking about the war to warrant being "liberated . " Statements were 
read in which the releasees denounced the American aggression and 
heaped praise upon their "lenient and humane" captors. The marine 
Roberts, bitterly disappointed at being retained in captivity, also 
spoke, denouncing himself for having failed to make good progress 
with his own thinking about the war. 

*Not hi s re al name . 
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The jungle camp in South Vietnam, where Dr. Floyd Kushner, Top 
Benson, and a crowd of other American enlisted men languished, had 
become a living hell. The mere act of existing was torture. For a time, 
after Top had arrived, morale had been good. But their meager diet of 
a handful of rice daily and a little manioc soon reduced them to near 
starvation . They became gaunt, skeletal, their abdomens distended. 
Afflicted with dysentery, Kushner was defecating fifty to a hundred 
times daily. He weighed perhaps ninety pounds now, and each time 
he stood to make for the latrine , he would momentarily black out. 
Anxious to keep himself clean, he would periodically bathe in the 
creek that passed through the camp; it was little more than a hundred 
yards from the hooch, but every crawling, stumbling, falling trip took 
most of two hour:,· each way. 

All soon had a painful skin disease that covered them with frightful 
sores, the worst of them in the underarm and pubic areas; these ran 
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with blood and pus and attracted swarms of jungle flies and 
mosquitoes; they itched so dreadfully that when men scratched they 
would claim a relief akin to sexual satisfaction. The sores soon were 
overflowing with feasting maggots. 

Men tried to keep clean and to keep the encampment clean. When 
his dysentery did not allow a man time to reach the latrine and left 
him no choice but to soil the ground, he would try to clean up his . 
mess quickly. Still, the stuff lay everywhere, all the time. 

The prisoners were made to sleep crowded together on a single 
community bed made of hardwood boards overlaid with pieces of 
flattened bamboo. There were no mats to soften the surface, and the 
hard bamboo wore large bedsores into some men. There were no 
mosquito nets. There were no blankets to ward off night chill. The 
men were not issued clothing, and the clothes they were captured in 
soon were in tatters; some were left nearly naked. 

Tormented by the painful symptoms of starvation and by illness 
and nightmares, most found sleep to be elusive. They hovered on the 
edge of exhaustion. 

The men tried to keep each other entertained with stories of their 
pasts. The same stories were told again and again, and changed a 
little with each telling until they had changed a lot. The men dtdn 't 
care, for the stories got better and better. The story they liked to hear 
most of all was Top Benson's account of how the Korean War POWs 
had been repatriated . He supplied vivid descriptions of men being 
taken aboard luxurious hospital ships where they had been fed the 
most delectable meals and taught the newest dance steps by gorgeous 
Red Cross girls. He told how, on reaching the United States, the 
POWs had been received as heroes and honored with ticker-tape 
parades. The men gloried in his memories of how things had turned 
out for the POWs of the earlier war. 

One thing the young enlisted men in this camp did not get was the 
leadership to which they were entitled from the highest ranking pris
oners. Kushner, the medical man who was the highest-ranking offi
cer, correctly gave himself no marks as a military leader. And the 
second-highest-ranking prisoner, Army WO Francis G. Anton, a 
helicopter pilot who had been captured on January 5, 1968, displayed 
no leadership competence. His long suit seemed to be a sense of 
humor, for which there was a desperate need. He was well liked, 
for he could make people laugh. 

Top was unable to do much work after the Vietnamese doctor 



418 lllegitimae Non Carborundum 

removed most of the bones in his shattered left arm and hand. Still, he 
was knowledgeable in survival techniques and taught them to the 
men. ~e des~gned and ~upervised the building of bamboo shelving in 
the pnsoners lean-to-kitchen, organized cooking schedules showed 

the prisoners how to conserve wood and to bank coals, kept ~pirits up 
and remained dedicated to the thought that he had to lead the Ameri
cans out of the jungle captivity. 

Benson had a profound effect on Roberts, the marine who after 
more than two years in the jungle camp was determined to gain his 
rel_ea~e any way he could . Roberts heard the stories of Top's leader
ship m co~bat and_of how he looked after his men after capture. Toe 
pr?~d manne saw m the Army sergeant a kindred spirit, the kind of 
~rnlitary leader he admired. He was drawn to Top and fell under his 
influence. 

Periodically, more Americans would arrive . One was Marine Pfc . 
Earl Weat~erman, nineteen, big, friendly, outgoing, who knew and 
cared nothing about the politics of the war. He had committed some 
transgression which had landed him in a marine brig at Da Nang and 
wanted out of the brig and out of the war. While resident in the brig, 
he had heard that the Viet Cong would give safe passage to neutral 
C~mbodia to Americans who defected to them. Escaping from the 
bng, he had scouted out some Viet Cong, delivered himself unto 
th~m, and had received safe passage 10· the jungle prison camp. The 
Vietnamese thought that , like Bobby Garwood, Weatherman was a 

"crossover." 
Except that Weatherman never really understood the deal. He did 

n~t consider himself a "crossover" but a "dropout." He thought the 
Viet Cong owed it to him promptly to escort him to Cambodia and 
tum ~im l_oose . If t~e Viet Cong ever planned to do so, however, they 
certainly ,~tended first to extract some service from him. In the camp 
they fed him well and treated him well. He lived with some South 
~ietnamese prisoners, separate from the other Americans, and was at 
liberty to roam the camp . Occasionally he was able to steel cans of 
milk and smuggle the m to the starving Americans. 

Weatherman did not take kindly to his hosts' efforts to educate him 
in_the ~ause in which they felt he had enlisted. He bickered constantly 
with his keepers. He was made to attend a political course with the 
other Americans , and when asked for his opinion of the just struggle 
~-f the _Vietnamese people, he would not say. as he was supposed to, 

The JUSI struggle of the Vietnamese people has lasted four thousand 
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years, and now the U.S. imperialists have come and must be thrown 
out.'' Instead, he would say, • 'The Vietnamese have been fightin' all 
their lives, it's a civil war, and now the Communists are comin' down 
and tryin' to take over and the U.S. is gonna kick their ass back up 
into North Vietnam." 

Bristling, Mr. Hom, the Viet Cong in charge of the Americans'. 
political development, would urge, "Look at Garwood. Look .at · ' 
Bobby. He is a good example. You ought to be like him . " • 

But Weatherman became increasingly rebellious and disrespectful. 
His liberties were withdrawn and he was treated more and more like a 
prisoner. He began making the day-long hikes with the other Ameri
cans to gather manioc . He was on such a trip on April I when he 
overpowered a guard, took his rifle. and disappeared into the jungle 
with another American hoping to make it to Cambodia. Within fifteen 
minutes guards had tracked down the two . Weatherman threw out his 
rifle and he and his companion emerged from cover with their hands 
over their heads . A guard walked to Weatherman, placed the barrel of 
his rifle between his eyes, and blew the young man's head away. The 
other American, realizing that he, too, was to be murdered, began 
running . The guard fired, but the round went low, striking the pris
oner in the leg . It downed him, and he writhed on the ground as the 
guard approached, lifting his rifle to complete a double execution. 
The other guards stopped him . The priso ner was beaten savagely, 
returned to the camp, tried before a kangaroo court , and sentenced to· 
ninety days in stocks. 

These stocks were made of bamboo. Each set was contained in a 
hooch just large enough for a single prisoner. The prisoners were kept 
in the stocks day and night, not allowed to leave for any reason . They 
were forced to urinate and defecate through the slats of the bamboo 
beds . They were never allowed to wash , or to clean themselves . 

The conditions of captivity did not improve . Dr. Kushner began to 
notice that men were exhibiting bizarre mental symptoms. He diag
nosed Acute Brain Syndrome, a mental disorientation that occurs 
when the brain is denied proper nourishment over a prolonged period. 
Men were forgetting where they were and who their companions 
were . Sometimes a man would get up to do something, walk a few 
steps, and forget where he had been going and what he had intended 
to do . 

Top Benson began to fantasize. He talked of crossing over to the 
Viet Cong so that he could take charge of the prisoners and lead them 
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to freedom. And gradually he changed. The once proud soldier who 
had cared only for his men showed less and less concern for them. He 
whined constantly and begged his captors for more food, tobacco, 
and clothing. He hoarded things and began to steal tobacco from the 
others. Once selfless, he made it clear that he now cared for no one 
but himself. He took a perverse pleasure in disputing Kushner's med
ical advice. When Top's abdomen and extremities began to swell, the 
doctor warned him to stop eating salt. Instead, Benson began stealing 
salt from the kitchen and eating it voraciously . Even his appearance 
changed. His face withered and sank in around its bones . His once 
steady blue eyes became shifty. With his bald head and white beard, 
he had the look of an ancient Shylock. Roberts, who admired him so, 
cajoled him day after day, angrily imploring him to recover himself. 
To no avail. 

In the mornings, Roberts, whose habit it had been to remain abed 
until he felt like rising, now fairly leaped into action at the first 
discordant note of the get-up gong. He would stand in the center of 
the compound, shouting loudly for all to rise and shine, to join him in 
calisthenics, to get busy sweeping and cleaning up. He sounded for 
all the world like a Marine boot camp drill instructor. Men joined 
him, did as he ordered, some because they thought exercise and 
cleanup seemed a good idea, some because he insisted on it. Others 
did not join him, cursing him for his loudness and arrogance . All 
wondered what had gotten into him. 

What had gotten into him, they learned, was word from Bobby 
Garwood that the political commissar of the region was coming to the 
camp, and that if Roberts showed progress he was to be included in a 
release. The man's name was Ho . He was reputed to be a political 
general. He would conduct a fourteen-day course. When it ended, 
some prisoners would be released. 

That midsummer, Army Capt. Jim Thompson departed Portholes. 
Air Force Capt. Edward W. Leonard , Jr.-friends called him "J . 
R." for the" Jr. "-felt certain that Thompson had been taken some
where to die. Leonard, a search-and-rescue pilot who had been 
downed on May 31, had occupied a cell in the same building as 
Thompson. He did not believe the Green Beret officer could live 
long . There was not~ing left of the man . What skin and tissue hung 
on his bones had a grim, grayish, dead look to it-almost as though 
he were decomposing . 
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One day Leonard had seen Thompson collapse, the victim of an 
apparent heart attack. Guards had summoned a medic, who had 
plunged a long hypodermic needle straight into Thompson's chest. 
He had been carried away, and when Leonard had made inquiries he 
was told that Thompson had been taken to a hospital and that he was 
going to be released. 

Shortly afterward, Thompson and a few others were taken to 
another prison camp, about ten miles southwest of Hanoi. It was a 
penitentiary the French had built, a grim place, all heavy masonry, 
iron bars, and small, dark cells with heavy doors. Even by the stan
dards of the other camps the prisoners had been in, the place was 
filthy . There were no lights, ventilation was poor, bathing facilities 
were practically nonexistent, and guards were everywhere all the 
time, to smother communications. Later American inhabitants were 
to call this prison Skid Row, for to them it would seem the end of the 
line. Thompson was placed in solitary confinement. 

Six weeks later, the remainder of the Portholes inmate population 
were trucked to a camp in the countryside, perhaps fifteen miles 
southwest of Hanoi. They were to remain in this camp for more than 
two years; it was to be known to them most commonly as D-1, 
because one of the buildings was so marked. 

In the camp in the South Vietnam jungle, the man named Ho arrived 
in style . Apparently a commissar, he was attended by several guards 
and porters, who carried his luggage and generally made him com
fortable. He brought his own cook along. Vietnamese camp person
nel accorded him a puling subservience. 

He was taller than most other Vietnamese, and thin. He had a long, 
scrawny neck and buckteeth, his bespectacled eyes gleamed with 
fanaticism, he spoke fluent English, and displayed a talentfor attract
ing and holding his pupils' attention. "Let me tell you criminals one 
thing," he said. ''I can release you or I can have you killed. No one 
in your country knows where you are or anything about you. Each of 
you is at our mercy. You will learn. You will do as I say, or you will 
be executed for your crimes against the Vietnamese people.'' 

School began. In the mornings Ho lectured on "The Vietnamese 
People's Cause," "The Americans Have Broken the Geneva 
Agreements," "The Vietnamese People Surely Will Win, the U . S. 

Surelv Will Lose," and so on. 
In ~he afternoons the prisoners were divided into several groups in 



422 lllegitimae Non Carborundum 

separate classrooms. Ho and Mr. Hom, the camp interpreter, were 
teachers and moderators; Bobby Garwood was an assistant teacher. 

In a discussion one day Top Benson committed the grievous sin of 
referring to the Saigon anny as "AR VN. "* Ho seized the moment. 
"This militarist seeks to sabotage your course," he told the others. 
"He calls puppet troops' AR VNs' !" Ho declaimed for long minutes, 
wondering how anyone could even think in words that connoted 
legitimacy to the Saigon government. When he finished he ordered 
Top taken away. He told the others to prepare to join in a public 
criticism of Top for his crimes and his qltitude . 

Before the session began, the other POWs managed to convey to 
Top that he was to pay no heed to the criticisms they were to heap 
upon him, to understand that they were forced to say these things and 
did not mean them. Top himself was made to get things started. He 
advised the others that he was an old-line, hard-core militarist, that he 
still was thinking like a first sergeant. It would be necessary, he said, 
that he change his ideology. 

When he finished, it was announced that henceforth no one was to 
call him Top; he was to be called only by his last name. Kushner was 
also to be called and referred to by his last name; no one was to call 
him Doc . No terms connoting rank or respect were to be used. 

The criticism session disgusted Kushner. Most of the prisoners 
merely went through the motions and were easy on Top, assuring him 
that "you must change your way of thinking," and "constructive 
criticism is good." But there was a trace of bitterness in the tones of 
some, who told him that he was "obstinate," "stubborn," 
"greedy," "uncouth." His personal habits and manners were de
plored, and it was pointed out that he ate with his hands and made 
sloshing noises with his mouth when he chewed. He was called 
"reactionary" and an "imperialist." 

He was a pathetic figure, sitting on a low stool before the group . 
His uniform by now was in rags, and he looked aged and weak. He 
made no move to brush away the flies that swarmed about the running 
sores on his body or to wipe away the mucus that dripped from the 
end of his nose into his dirty white beard. Kushner felt an enormous 
sadness for him . 

Top spent several long nights in the camp commander's hooch, 
where he was thre.atcned and hounded for a written apology for his 
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attempt to sabotage the course. It is known that during these sessions 
Ho several times held a pistol to Top's head . At length, Top produced 
a written apology that included a condemnation of the American 
intervention. 

Four other prisoners, including Kushner, were d~signated to write 
statements to the U.S. government demanding an end to its aggres
sion. When the statements were written, the political course ended 
and Ho delivered a valedictory . "As a result of this course, you have 
learned about our culture and about our country. You have learned 
that we fight many aggressors : Genghis Khan and the Mongols, the 
Chinese, the Thais, the Japanese Fascists, the French imperialists, 
and the American imperialists . Now that you know the right road, 
you must follow it. Now you are no longer criminals but prisoners of 
war." 

Most of the prisoners were immensely relieved at his departure. 
But there was no prisoner release, and Roberts was crushed. Bobby 
Garwood had assured him that if he behaved correctly he would be 
freed, his hopes had soared; now he kept to himself, avoiding contact 
with the others. 

Notwithstanding Ho's decree that they now were POWs, the men 
remained deprived, hungry, sick . Nothing was done to improve their 
lot. They also remained leaderless . Some were unable to work; others 
simply refused to work; and others found themselves carrying what 
they deemed an unfair share of the burden, gathering all the firewood 
and manioc and making all the fires. There was constant and increas
ingly vicious bickering over the division of labor. T-he prisoners 
divided into factions--diques. Physical strength became all impor
tant. For long periods, the strong would not provide manioc for those 
who were too weak to gather their own, and some even took from 
others the rice that their captors provided . 

Life continued to deteriorate, and so did the prisoners . Once, a 
prisoner who was roasting a piece of manioc left it untended for a 
moment and returned to find a small bite missing from it. He de
manded to know who had eaten it. 

"I did ," Kushner confessed . The doctor was nearly sick with 

remorse. 
The man was enraged. "If you weren't so small and skinny," he 

said, ''I'd kill you ." 
Kushner nodded. He was nearly in tears, and seemed almost to be 

speaking to himself. "You know, I probably regret doing that more 
than anything else I have ever done in my life." 
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_ ~he man stood staring at him. Then, mollified, he said, "Forget 
It. 

But Kushner could not forget it. The thought that he actually had 
stolen food from a fellow prisoner was almost more than he could 
bear. He began telling himself and repeating to them all, "You must 
be above your environment. Don't let it make an animal out of you." 

But the environment wore men down . Kushner warned the camp 
~ommander that prisoners would die unless conditions were radically 
improved. The warning was ignored. Shortly, when the first man to 
die expired in Kushner's arms, the camp commander sent emissaries 
with white burial clothing. Tearfully, angrily, Kushner refused to 
accept it. "You wouldn't give him clothing when he was alive.'' he 
shouted. "We'll bury him as he lived. Why don't you give clothing 
to the living, who need it?'' 

Then, Top died. Then a young Marine began to swell up, as Top 
had swollen. A stinking serum ran constantly from his scrotum, from 
the insides of his thighs, and from his calves. He stopped eating 
altogether. Kushner warned him, "If you don't eat, there is no way 
you can survive. You've got to try. You've got to want to live." 
Finally, one night, Kushner was awakened and told the boy was in 
distress. He cradled the lad's head in his arms and asked, "Do you 
know what's happening to you?" 

"Yeah, Doc, I'm dying." 
"Is there any message that you want me to give to your loved 

ones?'' 
"Doc," the boy breathed, "just tell them where I've been. Just tell 

them where I've been." Then he was gone . 
Again, angrily, tearfully, Kushner warned the camp commander 

that all his prisoners would die unless proper medical attention and a 
proper diet were forthcoming. 

And nothing changed . 

After being captured during the Tet offensive, Mike Benge, the AID 
agriculture advisor, Betty Ann Olsen, the missionary nurse, and 
Hank Blood, the missionary linguist,_ had walked the jungle trails 
together for n:ionths. At first, the three were kept chained together, 
but their North Vietnamese Army escorts, who ate well themselves, 
kept the prisoners on a starvation diet until they were too weak to 
attempt escape. Then· the chains were removed . The diet was not 
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improved, _though; it was always a small serving of rice and manioc, 
o~ly occasionally a small piece of fish or meat-terrapin, iguana, or 
gibbon ape. 

That spring o'. 1968 the party camped by a :river. Here, Benge 
contracted malana. For most of thirty-five days: he remained deliri
ou~ or blind. Betty Ann cared for him, keeping him wann when the , 
chills shook him, feeding him, bathing him. At length, the attacks • 
began to subside. 

B~t~y Ann was seized with a fever, headache, and severe pains in 
the Joints and muscles. She diagnosed dengue fever. She rested as 
much as she was allowed to, increased her fluid intake and recovered 
within a few weeks. ' 

The party kept moving all summer, trending southwesterly. Betty 
~nn and Hank both developed malaria; Hank, who at fifty-three was 
sixteen years older than Mike and twenty years older than Betty Ann, 
seemed_ to get mu~h- sicker than they did and to have more difficulty 
recovenng. In add1t1on to the malaria, the terrible jungle skin disease 
tore ugly_ running sores into him, and these itched maddeningly. Their 
~orth Vietnamese captors would do nothing for them, and there was 
little the Americans could do for each other except to huddle together 
for warmth against the cold monsoon rains which now were upon the 
land. 
: On~ morning Blood complained of chest pains. Betty Ann exam
ined him and told Benge the older man had pneumonia. A short walk 
av.:ay was a Communist base camp, complete with hospital facilities . 
Mike pleaded with the officer in charge of the group that Blood be 
taken there. His pleas were denied. It took Hank three days to die. He 
was buried in a shallow, unmarked grave beside a jungle trail. Mike 
and Betty Ann were allowed to say prayers over the grave. Then the 
party moved on. 

They crossed into Cambodia, turned north, then east. By late 
summer, they were back in the vicinity of Ban Me Thuot, where they 
had been captured. By now, scurvy had loosened their teeth, and their 
gums bled constantly . Mike and Betty Ann were covered with run
ning sores; their hair had turned white and came out by the fistful. 
Betty Ann was anemic and suffering terribly from dysentery. They 
wondered to what purpose they had traveled and suffered all these 
months; they seemed to be going nowhere . 

Still, they encouraged each other and tried to keep each other's 
spirits up. Mike told Betty Ann of his family's ranch in Oregon and of 
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his three-year hitch in the Marine Corps . Betty Ann told Mike of 
growing up in Africa's Ivory Coast, where her parents were mis
sionaries. They starved. They chewed at pieces of buffalo hide they 
found on the mountain trails; and they grabbed bamboo shoots and 
munched at them. 

III and tired himself, Mike worried more and more about Betty 

Ann. She seemed to be giving out. Their captors showed her no 
mercy. When she lagged on the trails, they would slap her, knock her 
down, pick her up, drag her. She kept getting to her feet, moving on. 

The monsoon rains hatched out the worst scourge of the Asian 
jungle, the bloodsucking leech . By September the jungle foliage was 
covered with them. They were shiny black, and some were enor
mous . They brushed off by the hundreds onto all who passed . One 
day Mike found himself following a trail of blood-anemic, 
dysentery-wracked Betty Ann's. When they made camp that evening, 
she was too weak to pick off the leeches that covered her. Mike 
removed them, then tried to carry water from a nearby creek to bathe 
her. He was not strong enough, though, and could get no help. Again 
he implored the officer in charge, pointing out that there was a North 
Vietnamese battalion encamped close by. Surely, it would have a 
doctor or a medic who could help Betty Ann. Perhaps he would have 
some medicine, some food for her, something. She was dying. The 
officer in charge was not interested . 

Betty Ann was five days dying . Like Hank Blood, she was laid in a 
shallow, unmarked grave near a jungle trail. Mike prayed over her. 
Then the party moved on. 

Alone now, Mike developed beriberi. His legs swelled so that he 
could barely lift them. When he came to a log he had to sit down and 
lift one leg at a time over it with his hands; and he dared not sit down 
unless there was a tree close by, so he could pull himself up again. 
His captors continued to do nothing for him but to keep him moving 
and to feed him a small ration of rice daily. It occurred to him that 
they were waiting for him to die. But, suddenly, he knew something 
they didn't know; he was not going to die. Someone had to survive, 
to make it known what had happened to Hank Blood and Betty Ann 
Olsen. It was up to him and he would do it, no matter what it took. He 
would do it by putting one foot ahead of the other, living one hour at a 
time, for as man.y steps and years as it took . He was going to do it. 

They walked .on, into _a village near the Cambodian border. The 
wretched prisoner was d isplayed to the locals . "Look at this Ameri-
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can," his guards shouted . .. He's been riding in cars and airplanes too 
long. He can't walk." 

Benge, who was fluent in Vietnamese, spoke up in reply: "It is not 
true," he shouted. "I have walked halfway acro~s your country. 
These men have starved me almost to death. I have beriberi and 
dysentery and malaria, and they have given me no medicine, no care 
of any kind. And yet I am alive, and I go whereever they take m~. " 

The villagers muttered among themselves. The soldiers hustled 
Benge out of the place . They took him back into Cambodia, which 
they called the Land of Milk and Honey. Large numbers of North 
Vietnamese troops were on the roads of the supposedly neutral coun
try . In his determination to survive, Mike became expert at spotting, 
snatching, and gulping down edible nuts and fruits, as he moved 
along jungle trails. For protein, he ate certain of the insects he found 
beneath the bark of trees. He discovered, when he was allowed to 
bathe in streams, that fish would clean the running sores on his arms 
and legs, nibbling away the dead flesh; then he would grab the fish 
and eat them raw. 

One day the party reached a large clearing in the Cambodian jung
le. It was a major North Vietnamese base with a sizable hospital. The 
doctors used Benge for demonstration purposes in training a group of 
combat medics . Benge was diagnosed as having acute malnutrition, 
beriberi, and scurvy. He was also badly dehydrated, and the first 
order of business was to rectify this condition . An attempt was made 
to infuse a bottle of sugar water into him intravenously. A doctor had 
great difficulty finding a vein in the patient's bony arm, and so 
shrunken were the veins that the fluid was accepted only very slowly. 
When after an hour little more than a spoonful had gotten into Mike, a 
doctor removed the needle, poured the remaining contents of the 
bottle into a bowl, and ordered the patient to drink it. 

The demonstration completed, Mike was ushered to a cagelike hut 
in a stockade area of the base . U .S. Army Lt. Steve (Stephen R.) 
Leopold ( captured on May 9, I 968), a Green Beret officer who 
occupied a cage of his own, watched Benge approach. He guessed 
him to be sixtyish , with his white hair and beard , and the way he used 
a stick to help himself walk . Soon, the two were communicating . 
Benge discovered that Leopold knew Latin, and was anxious to learn 
the language. 

Leopold's presence in a Communist cage was ironic . Only 
twenty-four, he was not long away fro m the campus of Stanford 
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University, where in 1965 and 1966 he had been editor of the Daily. 
In that capacity, he had mounted cogent stands against the conduct of 
the war, and had favored restricting the American involvement to 
military advisors, to train the South Vietnamese to fight their own 
war. Like many other editorialists of the time, he had not had his 
way. 

Finishing at Stanford, Leopold had been accepted by graduate 
schools at both Harvard and Columbia, to study international rela
tions. He had been tired of school, though, and despondent after his 
girlfriend jilted him. An idealist, Leopold had thought hard about 
joining the Peace Corps; he had not done so because he had been 
unable to see any value for underdeveloped countries in his educa
tional background of history and political science. It had occurred to 
him that Army Special Forces, the Green Berets, were a sort of armed 
Peace Corps, engaged as they were in civic action programs that 
included teaching people to defend themselves. And so here he was, 
encaged in Cambodia, his camp in South Vietnam's tri-border area 
with Cambodia and Laos having been overrun by North Vietnamese 
regulars a month after his arrival in the country . 

He began teaching Latin to Benge: "lllegitimae non car
borundum"-"Don't let the bastards wear you down!" 
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United States Department of State 

Fa,hinpm, D.C. 20520 

August 11, 1988 

MEMORANDUM FOR MR. DONALD P. GREGG 
THE WHITE HOUSE 

Letter to Vice President Bush from Mr. Michael Benge , 

Mr. Benge wrote the Vice President on July 18 to register 
dissatisfaction over the treatment of civilian government 
employees who died or were held as prisoners of war in 
Vietnam. Bis letter notes the absence of civilian names from 
the Vietnam War Memorial, and further notes that civilian POWs 
(including himself) have not received Presidential Medals in 
recognition of their sacrifice. 

Mr. Benge was taken prisoner in 1968 while serving in 
Vietnam with the Agency for International Development (AID). 
During bis captivity, he remained on AID's rolls, and was 
promoted to a higher rank in the Foreign Service. After his 
release in 1973, he received the Award for Valor and was 
honored along with other civilian POWs at a White House 
ceremony. In addition, AID gave Mr. Benge special training in 
forest agriculture, in the Philippines. Since then, Mr. Benge 
has successfully resumed his AID career, and has acquired a 
worldwide reputation as an expert in re-forestation. 

Mr. Benge is correct in noting that the Presidential Medal 
has been awarded only to military POWs of the Vietnam era. For 
better or worse, the relative handful of civilian POWs have 
been handled differently from their military colleagues. The 
combination of pay retention while in captivity and special 
assistance in career development thereafter, such as Mr. Benge 
experienced, has been the pattern for civilians. 

Regarding memorials for those who died in Vietnam, it may 
be worth noting that the American Foreign Service Association 
maintains a memorial in the main entrance to the Department of 
state. The memorial is a marble wall plague which lists the 
name, and date and place of death of all Foreign Service 
personnel who were killed in the line of duty. The plaque 
includes over 30 names from the Vietnam era. 
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Attached for the Vice President's signature is a brief 
reply to Mr. Benge, which I recommend that he sign. 

Attachments: 
Tab l Letter to Mr. Benge 
Tab 2 - Letter from Mr. Benge 

~~ 
Melvyn Levitsky 
Executive Secretary 



_, , 

Dear Mr. Benge: 

Department of State 

Draft Reply 

Thank you for your letter of July 15 regarding civilian 

employees who served in Vietnam. It is certainly true that our 

country's mission in Vietnam relied on the efforts of both 

military and civilian personnel. Those like you who had the 

misfortune to be held as prisoners of war know full well that 

all of our citizens who served in Vietnam did so at great 

personal sacrifice. 

I believe that this sentiment is widely held. The crowds 

who regularly throng the Vietnam Memorial are there for many 

reasons. Some may see the Vietnam Memorial as a shrine to the 

soldiers, sailors and airmen who gave their lives in that 

conflict. But I believe that most Americans feel that the 

Memorial has a significance that reaches beyond that worthy 

cause. For them, it symbolizes America's recognition of the 

service and sacrifice rendered by all Americans involved in the 

war, miltary or civilian, living or dead. 

In your own case, it is my understanding that since your 

release from captivity you have become a world renowned expert 



on re-forestation, and that the projects and programs in which 

you have so often played a leading role are helping to improve 

the lives of thousands around the world. In a very real sense 

your work, perhaps even more than your Award for Valor, will 

become your most impressive memorial. Allow me to add my 

congratulations to a long and distinguished list. 

Sincerely, 

George Bush 

Mr. Michael D. Benge, 

2300 Pirnmit Drive, f604-W, 

Falls church, Virginia. 
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OFFICE OF THE VICE PRESIDENT 8823425 

REFERRAL 

To:Director. Secretariat Staff (S/S-S) Date: August ·!, 1988 
Department of · State , .. . 
Room 7241 

ACTION REQUESTED 

____.. _x __ Draft ,.ply for: 

·• 
. ::,;; :-: 

.. I 

. j :! t··:. 

:iHlll!~ 

i ' • , I ' 

1: : .- ,i ··:1 

_x ____ Vice President's signature. 
____ Undersigned'• lignature/ -

___ Memorandum for use as enclosure to 
reply. 

___ Direct ,.p1y. 

_____ Furnish information copy . 

___ Suitable ecknowtedgment °' other 
appropriate handling. 

____ Furnish copy of reply, if any. 

___ For your information. 

___ For-comment. 

REMARKS: 

Requested response from OPM also. ., 

Description: 

X Letter: ___ T_.egram; Other: 

To: Vice President Bush : 
From: Michael D. 'Benge ; . 
Date: July 15. 1988 

,•' 

NOTE 

Prompt action is essential . 
. If more than 48 hours' delay is encountered, 
please telephone the undersigned immediately. 

Basic correspondence should be returned when 
draft reply, -· memorandum, or comment is re
quested. 

Subject: Civilian government employees who were also POWs. 

Bydir • 

St nt 
--' OEOB Rm 292 
, 395-6076 
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Vice President George Bush 
Old Executive Office Building 
Washington. D.C. 2-0-S06 

Dear Mr. Vice President: . .· , 

·aa JUL 1a· A 7 :s1 

I i I 

I have had the opportunity to ie~t with you on several occasions, 
such as the screening of the film "Hanoi Hilton." I wish to bring 
to your attention an ineguity:.President Reagan's honoring armed 
forces personnel who were POWs by presenting them with a 
Presidential Medal (see enclosed), while not recognizing those 
civilian government employees who were also POWs and served our 
country as honorably and suffered as much.* For example, there 
were a number Foreign Service Officers of such agencies as the 
State Department, CIA and the Agency for International Development 
(A.I.D.) who were incarcerated and many more who died in Viet Nam. 

Civilian government employees are often berated while those in j 
uniform ate given medals. The 58,156 names on the wall of the Viet 

\ Nara Memorial are those of only U.S. armed forces personnel. _ There 
are no names of civilians killed while servipg in an official 
capacity from various government agencies., ~.I.D. alone lost 37 
killed in Viet Nam. • 

The Government has chosen to single out and honor the nurses who 

\ 

served in Viet Nam with a statue (deservedly so), while civilian 
government employees who served and died there are being 
forgotten. There were more A.I.D. people who served in Viet Nam 
than nurses--and 37 A.t.D. people were killed while eight nurses 
were. • . 
I am sure that it has just been an oversight that civilian Foreign 
Service Officers ~ho were Prisoners of War were not awarded the 
Presidential Medal and that you will want to eliminate this 
inequity. 

sincerely, 

~i027 
Michael D. Benge 
2300 Pimmit Drive, t604-W 
Falls Church, VA 22043 

*While serving as an economic advisor to the South Vietnamese 
Government for the Agency for International Development--1968-73, 
I was captured in south Viet Nam by the North Vietnamese in the 
course of rescuing a number of Americans and was incarcerated by 
for over five years (see enclosed). 
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