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'Til Now 

When I was a young man, 

I went off to be a soldier. 

I thought it was my duty 

Though I didn't want to go. 

And when my war was over, 

And my daughter Becky born, 

I built a cabin for my wife 

And brought my paycheck home. 
Back then good jobs were still around 

When men like me got hired. 



It's different now. Those days are gone. 

Today a diploma is required. 

I raised my daughter strictly. 

I thought it best somehow. 

I loved her then; I love her now. 

She's always made me proud. 

And now that I'm an old man 

I love being with my granddaughters. 

It is my duty now. 

They live just up the hill from me. 

They're never far from sight. 

They sing and laugh and dance around 

And make this grandpa proud. 

Howard Hayden 

March, 1998 

Howard received his draft notice on his first wedding anniversary. He had 
been living in Racine, WI for five years. He had a '57 Chevy, a '57 Cadillac, 
and a '53 Ford truck, as well as an apartment full of furniture, and a boat, 
which he had two weeks to sell. He gave his trucks and his boat to a friend, 
and received $100 for his Cadillac, which he had paid $600 for. The rest of 
his things were given away or left with his wife, Dolly. Later she moved to 
Eau Claire to be with his parents. 



Howard received $12.00 a month in 
Vietnam which mostly went towards 
cigarettes. He was in A.I.T., (basic camp) 
for two weeks. Later he transfered to Fort 
Polk, Louisiana. About 56 men were order 
off to Vietnam including Howard. Howard 
was told that his chance of coming home 
alive were 99-to-1. Of the 56 men only 26 
returned home alive. 

On September 12,1967 Howard received 
his first Purple Heart in Cu Chi, Vietnam. He was driving through a 
hedgerow when, all of a sudden, a bunch of red ants fell on him. Hundred 
of ants fell on top of him, biting off chunks of his skin, he said, "It hurt like 
hell." 

He lived though it, and went on to 
the next hedgerow. That's where 
Howard received his first Purple 
Heart for being the first GI to hit a 
mine while driving the track and live 
to tell about it. It blew him 15-20 
feet in the air. When he tried to get 
up he couldn't. The other men came 
to help Howard, and they got him 
up and walked him around. After 
that, he was okay. Some of Howards 
other achievements in Vietnam were three more Purple Hearts, a Bronze 
Star, and a Army Commedantion Medal. 

The hardest day for Howard was when they were guarding the Roman 
Plows and everything was going all fine when at once the tracker in front of 
him hit a mine. The driver of the track was laying on the ground hurt. 
Howard had helped wounded men before, but this time was different. The 
man kept saying that he couldn't see. Howard told him that his eyes were 
full of sand, and there was so much that he wasn't able to get it all out. He 
told him that he was going to wrap a bandage around his head and send 
him to the hospital at basecamp, and they would try to get all the sand out. 



Howard said this was hard to tell him because as he could see he didn't 
have any eyes. When the track had hit the mine the blast through the 
driver off the track, and the drive gear. It came down and landed on his 
face, knocking out his eyes, but Howard didn't have the heart to tell him 
this. It was days like this that taught Howard not to get to close to people, 
not to make friends.  

Howard always said that he would never go into a tunnels. Men wern't 
ordered into the tunnels, it was all volunteer work. One day Howard's 
curiosity got to him. He started working the tunnels around Cu Chi. He just 
wanted to look, but he had looked to far and was not able to get back out. 
So he had to go further into the tunnel before turning around. 

Some of the tunnels were very small. He would get stuck and would have to 
dig his way out. Some of the trapdoors were to small for Howard to fit 
through, and then he would have to dig his way up to the next level. Before 



he could open the trapdoors, he 
would have to look for booby-traps. 
In one of the tunnels Howard found 
a VC Flag. 

Howard's time in Vietnam was just 
about up. So he started looking for 
his Port Call. Two weeks later 
everyone had already received their 
Port Calls, but him. Three weeks 
went by and still no Port Call. The 
shorter the time left, the more 
scared he got. With only two weeks 
to go, he was making plans to see his wife and family, and the daughter he 
had never seen. The last week finally came, and still no Port Call. He then 
knew something was wrong so he started checking it out. Everywhere he 
had went he was sent some place else. This was getting him no where. 
Finally, with just two days to go, he found the right place to ask about his 
papers. In just two days Howard was due to leave the country, and he 
hadn't been checked out by the doctor or even turned in his guns and 
equipment. 

 

The man looked up Howards Port Call to 
find out he had over 30 days left to go. He 
was very upset about this mistake and told 
the man that he better find the right 
papers that told when he had came into 
the country. The man returned with the 
right papers and said that someone had 
put the wrong date on his Port Call papers. 

They now had to hurry to get Howard to Saigon fast before his last day was 



up. The trouble was there were no flights from Tay-Ninh to Saigon. So they 
put him on a junky helicopter and headed from the boneyard in Saigon. 
There was no doors, and no seats in this helicopter. The choice was now, 
take it or leave it. It was his only way out. Howard was frightened because 
they had taken his gun at basecamp and the land belonged to the VC. They 
took a bus to the airfield in Bien Hoa. He got on an airplane there. When he 
had arrived back in the states, his Port Call was so screwed up that they 
didn't know he was coming home. Before leaving San Franciso, he called 
home to tell his family to meet him in the Cities. Howard's wife, mother and 
father drove to the Cities to meet the plane. 

For a long time after Howard was 
back home, his wife learned to holler 
his name from the doorway and 
keep her distance in the morning, or 
if he was taking a nap, she learned 
not to wake him because he would 
come up swinging. Howard to this 
day is still jumpy, but his jumpiness 
has isn't a bad as before . Howard 
finally had to break down and tell his 
wife why she had to go deer hunting 
with him. He can now cope with the 
woods when it's dark as long as 
someone is with him. 

Some of these stories come from 
Howard's book titled, A Soldiers 
Story: Tracks, Tunnels and the Tet 
Offensive. He wrote this for his two 
granddaughters Katlynn and Sara 
Kralewski, who inspirated him to write, and for his daughter, Becky and his 
wife, Dolly. 

. 
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