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Mr. Benge wrote the President on July 14 to register

Bush

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

Nk N Maillle,

Melvyn Levitsky
Executive Secretary

Attachments:
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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Department of State

Draft Reply

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 made 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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July 14, 1988

President Ronald Reagan
The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Ave. N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20500

Dear Mr. President:

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 emplayees
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 personnel. 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,
fdesl 9 Bonge

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

*] 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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¥ gon, was a 37 year ald Lm{
area development adviser
Agency for International Dcvclmpmcnt

working in the Central Highlands of

South Viernam teaching farmers how
to improve theic crops when he was
caprured, He was taken on lanuary 27,
1968 by the North Vietnamese when
they overran the Ban Me Thuot area
of south central South Victnam during
the Tet offensive. Mike was fieed on
March 12, 1873, five vears and wwo
months later. Bery Olsen, of Nyack,
New York, a nurse of the Christian and
Misgsiorary Alliance working antongst
the lepars in the Ban Mce Thoaot hospi-
taf, and the Reverend Henry Fo Blood,
a member of the Wyehitie Bible Trans-
lators were captured nearby five davs
later an Febroary 1, 1968, They died
in captivity, starved by their caprors
Benge sarvived by irorcwilled determi:
nation Hve his life in day-right
conparements” until the day of free-
dontarrived. It is g grim tale of disease,
malnutrition, and coercion, “exten-
sive coercion’ - and fortitnde, ex
tensive foriitude, we would add.

It ook negutiations with chree giant
departments of the federal government
for me to gan access to the small,
private clevatar in the Navy's Medical
Center at Bethesda leading o the tower
where many ol the POWs were kept
secure from the press in very un-
hospitaly  quarters 1o the first few
weeks of freedom. The Departments of
Defense, State and Navy appear to have
been so sarprised, not to say disarmed,
that someone wanted to discuss nutri-

Betty Ann Ofsen, 33. of the vory Henry F {Hank) Blood, 53. of Port-  Michasl D. Benge, 37, of Hoppner,
Oregan

Coast. West Africa iand, Oragon

that. £
"t the POWSs. be
~out of Hanoi» Mike

“the.

‘trition and he was

iy st o talk
the last man was

lighted at the prospect of my visit,
however, because he knew the signiii-
cance of his ordeal to studenes of nu-
eager to report. It
is extraordinary that although he had
been seen by many armed forces phy-
sicians since his release in Hano, T was
the first 10 show any interest in his
story of the nutritionsl aspects of his
long captivity. “That’s the story,” he
said. “And I'm glad someone is finally
imferested.”

Mike Benge struck me as g quier,
thoughtful person who usuaily has
himselt quite well in hand. He ts suft-
spoken and explicit in what he has ta
say. He is reserved yer jovial. When,
after we had heen talkmg for ten min-
utes, | tumed and for the st tme
novced half finished bottles of Cana-

dian Club and Chivas Regal on the

dresser of his hospital room, somehow
[ was surprised. They didn’t seem to
fit with him and yer chey did. At first,
Mike struck me as only serious and
cold but then, during our tung visit, he
received several telephone calls and
from the way he spuke to his callers
who were u.au.ﬂly strangers wishwg
him well or inquiring about their loved
ones, and | knew differently. 1 learned
that he is a man of solicitude and
warmeh. This gave me a deeper under
standing of the story af the past fve
years of his life that came out. By the
time | lefo Bethesda, 1 had decided that
Mike Benge 15 just the sort of man I'd

)u y we @ .,(,,t:uud T.I)'ul Wlke Ten

‘patients.

Bcngc seeined de-

died in captivity

flikc"- 't‘()""ﬁ‘;i\" as a fdlnw'lpnsnner i1

Mxke is not the pxctutc uf rhc mrm
verted, vegetable sort of personality the
psyuhumst said the retuming POWs
would be. I fact, none of the several
prisoners 1 have seen and talked to
even remotely resemble the psychotic
wrecks we had been led to anticipate.
Mike is, on the other hand, well-inte-

grated in his thinking. He is an engag-

ing and tireless man whoe has studied
and dissected each infinite detail of all

- that has happened to him: He is not

cuphoric or rambling when he talks o
you but matier of fact, with a clear
memory of all he has been through.
The psychiatrists who studied him as
a returnee gnd were supposed o read-

just him se he could handle the proh-~

fems of treedom must have been bored
stiff by the encounter.

ON A LONELY ROAD

Benge, once a marine, warked in
Sourh Vietnam from 1963 until 1965
as a volunteer for the Intemational
VYoluntary Services, a church-financed
group. Then he joined the Agency for
international Development (AID? of
the: U.S. State Department as an expert
i agriculture, teaching Viernamoese
farmers how to improve their crups. In
the pracess he became a specialise in
the culture of the Montagnard tribes,
the rather independent people who live
in the hills of central North Vietnam
and who have not become assimilated
with the other Viemamese. He is ane
of the few westerners who learned to
speak Rhade, their ladguage. He also
15 fluent in Vi
wure to come in handy during his years
as a prisoncr of war

Mike was captured as he was driving
alone 1o a neighboring village to wam
the missionaries and everyone clse

Neo portion of this article mav be re
produced without the expiess, written
coasent of the publisher and the wu
thow,
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etnamese. These talents

.



namese.

xlxeu that North Vietnatnese troops: |-
had bren seen in the vicinity. On a -
',Iouf.]v stretch of the hu,hww armed

sohiwrs suddenly ‘rushed out of the
wands in freat of him, Mike started to
turn around and looked back only to

see fie wig surrounded. He quickly e
cognized the sohdiers as North Viet-
Being unarmed and not being -
aste: time or-he shot resisting
Aitable; -he stopped andiwaited .
comeup-to him, The way .

Hs i, the capture was all” very
and peaceful. Thus began Mike
Bcn;,e s five years as a prisoner of war.

“The first” year of captivity was a
period of seemingly aimless wandering
throngh the jungles, rice paddies,
swamps and mountains of the Indo-
China peninsula Buficted by the winds
of war, he and his non-combatant cap-
tors were like Flying Dutchmen always
goingsomewhere but never seeming to

- arrive anvw}u re. The trail along wlndl

Only aftel [£:17) "lot\ﬂ‘s of aimicss
wandering did Mike Benge finally
reach Cambodia and the rotative
cemtort of an ewiablished camp.
Then, aflas a-year at the North Vint-
namess base southwast of Kontum,
he began the 1000 mile ek
wp the Ho Thi Minh Trail

16 Hanoi and the gates
of a formal prison.

his captors took him wound through
Sovuth Viewnam, Cambodia, Laos, and
finally Norch Vietnam . . . sometinmes
retracing their steps, sometimes going
in circles. Only finally did ic lead him
to Hanoi and to the gates gf a prison,
an unweleome sight to most people but
at Jeast a certain haven for Mike.
The secund year Benge spent as a
prisoner in a jungle foraess in Cambo-
dia. The third vear he spent alone © ..
utterly alone because he was held n

absolute solitary confinement and he

still deesn’t know why. The last two
vears before s refease this past March
he was imprisoned with other Amert-
cans and ueated just as they were
Mike wants you to keep in mind as
you read this story the fact that he was
always a prisoner of the North Viee
namese Regular Army, It was they who
captured ham. When they handed him

Muyiivne 1973
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‘remember,

over -to the Viewong for temporary
custady they made iv clear that cheir
allies knew their hostage was “Michacl
Benge, uuportant official of the U.§
State Deparument,” and even theo the
North Vietramese supervised his cus-
tody., This I3 an important point o
Mike savs, because the
North-Vietnamese have tried to culti-
vate the idea that the only POWs who
were  mistreated and  starved  were
those held by the Victeong, That's just
not true.

MURDER AT THE MISSION o

Five davs after Mike wus taken, the
suldiers brought in two more prisoners,
One was a tall, gaunt mun and the
other was a mm, goodlooking, young
waoman. She had been a nurse working
at 2 mission hospital, and he was a
missionary who was traaslading the
Bible inta the local idom. The two
were captured when the North Viet-
namese army overran Ban Me Thuant

where they were working,

2

“rained to be a nurse at

+

The man was Henry F. {Hank) Bloog,

fifty'three, “of Portland, Oregon. 'As a
missionary of the order of the Wychffe

Bible Trapslators, “a non-denomi-
nativnal protestant organization that
spreads the word of Christianicy by
translating the Holy Scripture into the
unusual. languages dsed by rribesmen

- remote-parts of the world, Hlank had

e sentui” Vietham to begin the

.tmnslatu of thg 1’:1ble into thu dmlm t

was led: awdy from rh(. mx ;'(:m hnsm

~tal by the soldiérs. She was the anly
- woman who had nat been killed or

wounded in the battle that surged
arourid che village. Betty came into the
world of the missionary naturally. She
was horn in a mission on the Ivory

y Coast of Africa where her parents are

still working. When she grew up, she
Methodist

Hospital-in Bmok]yn lew York. Doc-

tors and nurses an the medical staff of

our military hospital wha read this will
remember Berty, Prior w gomng to Ban
Me Thuot, Bewy worked at a mission
in- Da Nang. She also freely gave her
time and talents to the militsry hospi-
tal there, a-gesture that gat her the
nanie “The Belle of Da Nang” from the
American Gls.

The déseription of the way Betty and
Haok were taken prisoner conjures up
a picture of two nights and a day of
terror punctuated every few hours by
the cold blooded murder of helpless,
imacent men and wonten whose anly
wish was w0 do the work of God. Like
the abvious and revealing clues that
foretell doom in a Greek ragudy, the
manner of their caprure signalled what
fay ahead for Betty Olsen and Huank
Bland as they were led away from the
carnage.

Ban de Thuot 1s a small town 180
miles northeast of Saigon. There were
13 American civilian men, women and
children in Ban Me Thuot when the
North -Vietnamese soldiers
They were all missionarics and a mis-
sionary family. There appears to have
been little fighting berween  armed
oaps yet when it was all over, one
misstonary had been killed when has
house was blown up, two were mur
dered when the soldiers threw grenades
inte the shelter where they knew they
were, aae died later of her injurics, and
fve, a severely wounded womuan and
a prother and her & chiddren
spared. Qnly Betty and Hank
taken prisener.

Wore
weTe

arrivedd.

1
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The first inkling the missionaries
had that the war was coming theirway
was at 3:30 on Tuesday morning, Jan-
uary 30, 1968, the st day of the Tet
¢ flensive, when the house in “which
Leon Griswold and his daughter Caro-
lyn were living was suddenly struck by
a mortar shell or grénade. The GCris-
wolds were from White Plains, N.Y.
Carolyn was a graduate of the Nyack
Missionary College, in Nyack, N.Y.
She was working with the young peo-
ple in Ban Me Thuot as a Christian
teacher. Her father was not a mission-

_ary in the real sense. He was a retired

business man who had gone to Viet-
nam to be with his daughter and to
make himself useful by managing the
little hospital in Ban Me Thuot. Leon
was kilied outright when the house
was hit, and Carolyn was severely in-
jured,

Not wanting to abandon their pa-
tients and thinking the soldiers would
not harm them because they were so
obviously peace-loving civilians, the
missionaries decided not to leave the
village in spite of the trouble all around
them. But they were wrong. This was
a different kind of war.

The North Vietnamese soldiers
knew what they were doing. Next day
they blew up the house belonging to
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

ILLUSTRATIONS FOR N. T. 8Y RICHARD SCHLECHT @ 1973

Christian and Missionary. Alliance
from Toledo, Ohio, ran out of the
bunker with his hands up only to be
shot down by a rifleman. Ruth Wilting,
a nurse, another Ohioan from Mans-
field, was dressing poor Carolyn's
wounds in a nearby shed during the
commotion and, when she heard the
shots that killed Ziemer, she ran out
thinking she might be needed and she,
too, was murdered. Noting that Bob
had come from a shelter, the soldiers
then £almly. went over and tossed gre-
nades inside, killing both the Thomp-
sons and wounding Marie Ziemer, a
fact that, as matters turned out, proba-
bly saved her life. She was let go the
next morning because, as she said, she
was so badly wounded the soldiers
must have thought she’d be a nuisance
as a captive.

While these tragedies were being
played out, the soldiers came upon
Betty Olsen and soon discovered Hank
Blood and his wife Evangeline in their
house nearby. With them were three
of their four children, David 6, Cath-
erine 5, and Carolyn 3. Cindy, 7, the
oldest child, was in school in Kontum,
northeast of Saigon. They quickly de-
cided to make prisoners of Betty and
Hank. They didn’t bother Evangeline
and the children. She says she thinks

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 Hospital
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 fot
a week or two and then our captors
would set out again. The soldiers kept
us chained together. 1 suppose so we
wouldn’t escape. The route we took
never made any sense to me.

“Qur 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 rich
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, [ 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 and
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, | can say
that Mike would have “run the mer-
cury out the top,” 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
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with which the attacks came on. “I
was weak. Oh, was I weak. | 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 [ 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 npitiful,
harmless prisoners to rid themselves 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, 1 liked .
‘them, and I suppose they think I'm




okay. I speak their language, too, and
.that helps. Anyway, one night I was
sleeping next to a Montagnard. It was
very, very cold and I began to shiver.
‘The tribesman heard me and invited
‘me to share his blanket but not before
waming me that he was infested with
lice. I didn’t care. ‘I'll share your blan-
ket and your lice. I'd rather have lice
than be cold!’ The following day the
Montagnard gave Benge the blanket
which he in turn shared with his com-
panions. They repeatedly asked their
guards to let them boil the blankets
and their clothes, but the guards re-
fused. Thus, to heap misery upon mis-
ery, Betty, Mike and Hank were soon
home for a horde of lice. Apparently
the parasites didn’t carry typhus for,
other than the incessant itching and
the sores, they seemed little worse for
their experience.

By this time, the Americans had
weeping ulcers over all exposed parts
of their bodies. They had also become
emaciated and seriously ill in various
and ill-defined ways. '

FIRST REVEREND BLOOD {,
NURSE OLSEN 1.
On one occasion, their suffering was

greatly relieved when a guard gave -

them leaves of hot peppers and some
beans and eggplant. Later they got a
small round fruit which was too hard
to eat raw but which became ‘‘quite
-chewy once we softened it up over a
fire. I haven’t any idea what it was. It
had a bitter taste and offered diversion.

“Hank's health seemed to fail at a
faster pace than Betty’s and my own.
He had courage and will. He was a man
of strong character that one could be
proud of but his health was against
him. I felt all along that he might not
survive the starvation and hardship. 1
kept thinking, and I kept it to myself,
‘one severe blow, one serious illness

and we'll lose Hank.” That blow struck .

in July when Hank developed a severe
chest condition. Betty, a nurse, diag-
nosed it as pneumonia. The three of us
knew it probably meant the end for
him. And it was. The Vietnamese
could plainly see how sick Hank was
and even though they could have got
a doctor or a paramedic with drugs if
they’d called for help, they didn’t lift
a finger to save Hank Blood.”

The Reverend Henry F. Blood, who
devoted his life to the Christian mis-
sion of sacrifice for others, today lies
buried in a shallow grave along a jungle
trail in southwestern Vietnam.

The starvation ration for Betty and

Mike remained unchanged. In August,
they were given some corn which they
cooked and a2 melon-like fruit that
tasted like cucumber. As they walked
along with the troops, they sometimes
found pieces of buffalo hide which they

chewed endlessly just as Magellan’s

sailors ate portions of the rigging when
they starved as their ship lay becalmed
in the middle of the Pacific. Once in
awhile the pitiful prisoners would grab
bamboo shoots as they trudged along
the frail. “The bamboo must have
something in it. We felt better each
time we ate it. It must be quite
nourishing.”

As August dragged on toward Sep-
tember and they moved through dense
jungle drenched by the monsoon rains,
leeches, "“armies of leeches appeared in
our path. At times the whole surface
ahead of us and the foliage on both
sides would be blanketed with the
shiny black creatures. They were huge,
too. There was no way to avoid them.
Of course, we trampled hundreds but
I think hundreds more got on Betty and
me. Like pneumonia for Hank, for
Betty, the repulsive bloodsucking
leeches were the last straw.”

I can attest that in the jungle man’s
worst enemy is not snakes, tigers, ele-
phants or any other such predator.
These creatures are as fearful of man
as he is of them. Given half a chance,
each will give the other a wide berth.
The implacable enemy is the leech. To
themn, man with his thin skin offers an
inexhaustible banquet of salubrious,
warm blood. Against them man is
helpless . . . as were Betty and Mike.
The leeches got into their clothes. Got
all over them. Mike still carries dime-
sized blue-black scars from the leeches
on his body that fascinated the doctors
at Bethesda.

Although she had not menstruated
in the eight months since being cap-
tured, it was obvious to Mike that
Betty was becoming acutely anemic.
“She was white as a sheet,”” he says.
She also suffered dysentery constantly
which made the vitamin deficiencies
she surely had worse. Like Mike’s, her
hair had turned white and began com-
ing out in handfuls. She was weak, had
severe pains and cramps in her legs,
which were edematous. “Yet,” Mike
says, ‘“that was one wonderful, brave
girl. She didn‘t complain once. Not a
whimper. Our guards could see that
she was dying. [ pled with them saying
she would die if she didn't get some
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 ward
‘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 happening
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 [ 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. [t left a refresh-
ing taste ['ll never forget, but it didn’t
stop the bleeding.

“There is another fact of nutritional
significance 1 noticed that summer
which I should tell you about. It is that
Hank and [ 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,
[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 all 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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to 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,
“althcugh [ guess I was as sick as could
be, I felt comparatively strong in the
upper part of my body. In fact, I carried
my back pack containing what few
things | 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.
[ 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. | kept telling
myself that all [ had to do on any day
was to live until the next. [ lived each
day in a 'day-tight compartment;’ as
the saying goes. Each moming 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.

“After 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. [ 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
lock 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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could 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 [ was a victim of. But anyway,
I can tell you that after three months
I began to feel myself again. While the
care [ got, when I got it, was reasonably
good and the circumstances of my im-
prisonment improved, now that [ 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 [ look back on it, it seems
strange that [ 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-
jects discussed be restricted to nutri-
tion and medical care.). The days ran
together. [ was reasonably well taken
care of and suppose I have no great
reason for complaint. After all, I was
séeing 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 Ho 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 1 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
that 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 rtheir stand-
ards. He attributes their neglect of him
to the fact that he was “a prize of war



... aprize 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 [ 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 barely
keep up. Skin ulcers reappeared and,
worst of all, he had something new to
worry 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 be 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.
[ 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, [ had it made.”

There is a seeming contradictien 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 1971, 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. ~x
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Mike Benga was bom in 1935 and grew up
on a ranch in Oregon. He dropped ot of Ore-
gon State University to gin the Marines in 1355,
During his hicch, Benge served in [fapar and
developed «r fascinadion for the Orient. He re-
fumed fo univassity and completed a doegrea @
agrictdral engineering. In 136! ke ok a job
vith the International Yoiuniary Services and
was sen! to Viemnai: where, in 1955 he wus
hired by AID und by 1968 was its secend high
est ranking offictal in Darlac Province. Heo was
fiuent in bath Vietnainese and Bhade, a o
tagnard dialect. Today Bonge is in Washing:
ton, D.C, still an AID official. He 1s manied
end hos o daughler.

{ the end of January 1968 o bunch of

us had gathered at my house in Ban
Mo Thuot 1o celebraie Tet, Sometime after
100 Am. on Tuesday the thirtieth, 1 went
out en the balcony of my house to loast
the New Year with Dr. Gerald Hickey, the
anthropologist. We had received wearn-
ings of a big Communist aitack schedulad
for Tel, but I thought it was part of the
Conmunist disinformation prograim since
we gol the same warning every year.
During Tet there are more rounds fired oft
ul the moon, something abowt a foll try:
ing o eat i, than during the entire pre-
ceding year. And with firecrackers going
off all over town it was an ideal time for
the NVA to infillraie because, hell, they
could have the whole town caplured be-
fore anybody knew it wasn't part of the
Tet celebration. The popping, pop, pop,
pop, pop. pop, that begem going off we
thought was just more firecrackers. Gerry
emd { toasled each other and 1 said, “Well
hey missed another good chance lo take
over.” Just as the words were out of my
mcuth cm 82vm mortar round landed in
my lront yard and Gerry said, "Oh shil,
s real.”

I had wmontagnard guards at my
house, o [ quickly set them up in a de-
fense perimeter. Then I got all my non-
combatants, those who had never been in
a firefight or didn't know which end of a
7un the bullels came out of, under a cen-
tral stairwell which was surrounded by
heavy walls. We got a smattering of firing
off and on, s0 1 kept everybody inside and
was up maost of the night walking the pe-
rimeter. The other Armericans in Ban Me
Thuot were scattered out in a number of
compounds around the town. There wers
CIA, military intelligence, police advisers,
an air force R & R biliet, army helicopter
anits, plus all sorts of civilians with veri-
ous organizations, including a group of
rmissionaries out on the edge of lown.

Ony the first morning of the attack, how-
cver, the Comamuiists left the missionaries
alone while they struck at the nearby
province headquarters and blew up an
ammueition damp. Our teiephone to the
province headquariers started working
again aller first light, so | called to fod
out what had happened to the American
civilions.  Unfortunately uaobody  there
rnew, nor could [ find the American army
officer responsible for the evacuaton of
115 noncombatants. Suice no one clse
was looking out lor the avilians, | decided




I'd better round them up. I strapped on «
shoulder holsler with a .38 revolver and
drove ofl.

I picked up one of our doctors and
dropped bim off 1o tend the wounded ot
the province hospital and went from there
to the local orphanage and girls school to
see if anyone hod besn wounded. Then 1
set out fo get the two Americang farthest
oul: d refugee adviser and « logistics ad-
viser who [ ordered {o pack up and get
their asses out. On the way back I
stopped ot the province headquarters
and talked to the province chiel, He was
worried about his family, which was in-a
house near the missioncry compound.
Since [ had to check oz two JVS kids
down in one of the villages, I told him 1
would look in on his wile and ten chil-
dren. | lound them scared bui okary, ra-
diocd the indormation back, emd headed
down the hill toward the village. | was
fust about there when 1 scrw <« bunch of
guys crossing the road in light sage khaki
uniforms, a different color than ARVN,
and wearing dilferent kinds of hats. 1
sexid, "Oh shil, they don't look like thev're
awrs.” So [ backed up the hill and drove
into the missionary compound.

The missionaries knew NVA and VC
groups were all around, but ot this point
they had not been attacked. When they
saw me coming they steoted waving ot
me to get out. | stopped and slaried 1o
turn around when thirteen NVA requlars
revised up out of the diiches at the sides of
the road and pointed their SKs and AKs
and B40 rocket launcher ot me. | fel like |
was in a horrendous drecan where
people just suddenly aoppear. [ had five
rounds in the pistol under my arm, but 1
divided five into thirteen and decided, it
just doesn't work, baby. there's no way
outof this. .

The leader of the group looked iike a
Vietncarnese Hitler with his hair hanging
dovm in his eyes and « little mustache.
Later | found owt he was head of a psy-
chologicul warlare texun,  which
lucky for me because the propaganda
types followed the official line thet prison-
ers were to be taken alive and given hu-
mane treament. The regular Communisi
troops made it more of an operational
orocedure to kill prisoners than te tuke
them. They took away my qun and
marched me ko their headquanters, which

WS

“was located i a nearby graveyard Oue

of their officers interrogated me o liitle,

but T told hirn I didn't know anvthing, 1
was just an agricultural adviser. How-
ever, a couple of things made them sus-
picious of my story. | was wearing a
cadre hat, a green beret with a silver ti-
ger pin on it, and black jammies. [ also
kept my old Marine Corps dog tags on
my key chain. | locked military to them
and that may have been amother reason
why | didn't get kilied, becoruse military
prisoners had political value while civil-
ian prisoners were seen strictly as en-
cumbrunces.

They marched me crwery from the bat-
tleticld several kilometers to the Ban Me
Thuot leprosarium. Upon arrival | en-
countered a surreal scene. They had cap-
tured about two dozen young monia-
gnard troops, some s young as lourleen
vears, and had thermn lined up before «
group of lepers the Communists had or-
ganized into a kangaroo court. The VC
cadres were acling as prompters for this
jury. The promplers would first olfer the
accusations, such as crimes aguinst the
people for serving in the army, and then
suggest the punishment, in this case exe-
cution. Under this psychological pressure
the lepers, many of them mentolly un-
stable le begin with, began chanting, "Kill
them, kill them.” Saying it was the will of
the people, the NVA then shot every one
uf the montagnards, just blew them away.
li was very, very, very macabre, like
sornething out of an nsane movie.

} guess they let me see this to prove
they were serious, because my question-

Flanked by a montagnard villager and o
member of a student medical assistance
teurr, Mike Benge surveys damaoge after o
cotastrophic flood in Phu Bon Provines,

Septomber 1964, Benge served as an inter-

prefer during relief eflorts.

Chiidren stand by o well driiled Ly Benge
and o montagneard team for the [nler-
national Yeluntary Secvices at Dr. Pal

Smith’s moenlagnard  kospital,  Kootun,

March 1964,

s PR iGN




ing was faken over by an NVA intelli-
gence officer and becarne moere ntense.
He wanted o know where the province
chief was, where the ARVYN divisicn com-
mander was, the names of the American
advisers omd their addresses, wid a great
deal more inlormation. When [ repedated
that I was an Americon civilian and just
an agricutural adviser, the officer very
deliberately took oul a 9mm Russian or
Chinese automatic pistol and put it up to
my head and asked me again. | told him |
didn't kmow anything. Then he cleverly let
me see a shell go into the chamber of the
gun, pui it back to my head, and asked
me cgain. 1 said | knew nothing. He
cocked it, the scund was as leud as a
bomb going off, and pui the pistol against
my temple agyain. T decided [ had to talk.
If their intelligence was as good as what
we claimed, they knew everything any-
way. Luckily they had recertly rotaied
most of the Americans and had new ad-
visers in. So 1 began giving him ihe
names of everybody who left. | lecarned
something that helped me over and aver:
it didn't matter whed you told them, just
give cmy answer o relieve the pressure of
the moment. After my interrogation they
got me on the march again, and we cir-
cled around ‘¢ a mountain camp over-
locking Ban Me Thuot. There they had
built two bamboo cages and chaned me
in ane of them.

When the NVA had hit the city, they
came up the road past the compound
where the thirieen Americams from The
Christian and Missionary Alliance group
lived. Two days kater the Communists oc-
cupied the compound and dynamited the
missionaries’ houses. The survivors hid in
a garbage pit and watched while the
NVA occupied the church and used it as
their headquarters, The missionaries bar-

. gained with the North Vietnamese to
. evacuaie d severely injured woman, but
. when they emerged from the shelter,

three were quaned down [including Ed
and Ruth Thompson—see page 152), and
three others were killed by grenades

i thrown into the bunker. Two who re-
" mained unwounded were led cawary.

A couple of days later they brought the

pair—Hank Blood, who had beer trans-
i lating the Bible inmte Mnong, a monta

griard dialect, and Betty Olsen, a nurse
who specialized in ireating lepers—inio

{camnp and chained us together. There
" were also o number of RF/PF troops and

96

a tew South Vietnennese officers impris-

cned there who were constantly being
pressured fo write slatements and make
radio broadcasts, As cm obiect Jesson, the
VC who were now in charge of our cap-
dvily periedicadly took out those who
wouldn't cooperate and killed them. One
ARVN cuplain came to me and said,
“How will my wife and kids survive if |
don't cooperate with them?” And I said,
"You're righl. What can you do? I don't
condemn you for that” They dalso recap-
tured a couple of young soldiers who had
escaped and held aonother summary trial
and firing squad as an examnple. The VC
ran the prison camp, bul it was evident
that the NVA were in charge for there
was a continuocus flow of NVA officers
coming through checking on us and
questioning us. They had Hank identified
as o ClA operalive and were still some-
wiicyt confused about my status. We were
there for about a month., :

We discovered that the Communists
were so bureaucratic that once Ameri-
cans were in the system owr guords
would get in ouble il we were killed. The
only way they cowdd justily yowr death
was it you holly delied them or if you tried
to escape, except later if became obvious
the Communists could just ignore you un-
il you died ol negleci. They knew thal we
were of no value to them as political pris-
oners, and they began telling us so. We
just cde rice that should be given to the
troops. As o resull we received almost no
food during February and March, our
lirsi two menths in captivity. We managed
10 keep going on a diet of :nanioc, but we
were slowly starving to death,

I was in good shape when captured,
thirty-two  years old, 155 pounds of
muscle, and used to living olf the local
market. | had, in my years in South Viet-
nam, generally eaten with the monta-
gnards 5o i they killed a pig for sacrifice,
[ ate the rerw pork. | also ate grasshop-
pers, rats, Lzards, and locusts just as they
did, anid we used ants scalded i hot wa-
ter as a dressing on greens. It was like
putting vinegar on your salad. [ had been
raised on u ranch, too, and was used to
scavenging wild berries and roots and
whatever else 1 could lind. [ was prob-
ably as good a candidate as a survivelist
as anyone cround, But the missionaries
weren't. They didn't excrcise much and
looked pale and drawn even betore they
were capiured. Their diets didn't consist

of much; they cte hardly any locally
grown food or produce because they
were afrald of calching diseases and re-
lied instead on ¢ lot of canned goods.
During the first months of captivity |
had been talking to « provincial mon-
tagnard who had been conscripted by
the VC and was ane of our guards. | had
been working on him, saying he would be
awarded with $10000 and a piece of -
iomd # he would take oft with me. But
when it looked like he was about con-
vinced, 1 had a moral problem about
lecrving Betty and Hank, because 1 was
sure they would die on their own. While 1
was deciding what to do they started
moving us again, lirst to the southwest
emd then they hooked back due east and
siopped in the Chu Rulach area, a long-
time VC stronghold culled Happy Valley.
The camp was near a siream thad pro-
duced clouds of mosquitves and we
staved there for several weeks, caged
mosi of the tiime. The maixn job being done
there was the indoctrination and reedu-

. cation of montagnards who were forced

to farm for the NVA and VC, so dalter
awhile the VC became g little more lax
with us and let us out sometimes. The food
was still wmainly manioc, and we were
given small amounts of salt and tobacce. 1
traded most of the salt and tobacco to the
montagnards lor whatever greens they
could get us, dthough 1 started smoking
some because it killed the hunger pains.
By this time, in addition to the first stages
ol malnutrition, we were suflering from a
parasitic skin disease and dengue {ever,
but {or me the worst was to come.

After all that worrying about how the
missionaries would survive, | came down
with cerebral malaria, at that time in
Vietnam about 80 percent fatal. [ became
feverish, had diarrheda, loss of appelite,
and then loss of vision. | would “white
out.”” I'd get a rushing sound in my ears,
everything would just furn white, cmd |
might wake up three days or a week later
complelely exhausted. For somewhere
around a month | was delirious most of
the time and blind. The only thing that
kept me alive was the nurse, Betiy Olsern.
Whenever the gquards would let her, she
washed my face, cleaned me up as best
she could, lorced me o drink, and SPOOr
fed me. She would rouse me enough o
where | could kind of dreamlike realize
what she was trying lo do, and then I'd
just blank out again, When I began com-



ing around ofter about five weeks, we
were living in d cave undernecath a diff in
another part of Darlac Province. 1 had
walked there, but I com’t remember much
of it except sumbling along supporting
myself with a bamboo staff. T had lost 30
pounds, probably down to under 120, end
was as weak as a kiften.

In July they moved us again. The mon-
soons had started, and it was as wet and
sippery as hell. By now they weren’t
much wortied about us running ofi be-
cause we were all three preity much a
mess. Their attitude was one of benign
neglect. They wouldn't kill us, but ¥ we
died of natural couses it was good be-
cause we had no pracical value and bu-
recucratically they could gel away with
it. At the new camp they gave us a couple
of sheets of plastic to keep the rain of|, but
there was no way that all three of us
could keep dry at the same time. Hank
was parficularly run-down boih mentaily
und physically. With the constant soaking
he soon developed severe chest pains,
and we knew he had pneamonia. The
Comrmurists had raided the provincial
medical warehouse in Ban Me Thuol dur-
ingg the Tel attack, so we knew they had
supplies at the nearby lieid haspital. Betty
and I begged them o give medicine to
Hauik, but they refused. It took him « little
more then three days o die-sometime in
mid-July. We buried him in a shallow
grave in Darlac Province emd moved on.
Now we had been prisoners for six months.

Soon afler we were put b1 the charge
of some harder-core V. They ook me
around to show to the troops and would
say, "Here's one of the mvincible Ameri-
cans. He's 50 used o riding in limousines
eand dirplanes he can no longer walk” A
couple of times [ tarned arcund and i
Vielnamese said, “These guys are lying
like hell. I only get half <1 bowl of rice a
day to eal, I've had goddonn molaria
withh no medicine, and T doubt if you could
they'd jerk the rope
cord hustie me away. 1 doin't think T wos
very good propaganda inaterial.

By this time | was clso covered with ul-
cers frown infected leech biles. We had
marched through an arca where the

do ony betler” The

ground was just covered with leeches,

and they dropped (rom the ttees down
your neck and crawled inte your genital
regions They were hnge and there was
no way to avoid them. Handreds of them
got on Betly and me, [ was bleeding all

over and even now, nearly iwenty years
later, Tve got scars all over my body from
those biles.

For Belly, the leeches were just about
the lost straw, she was gelting pretty
damn weak, and in addition to the
leeches we had lce ull over us. The VC
wouldn't let us boil our clothes and blan
kats to kill the vermin. To minoy us they
just let the lice eat away. By Ociober we
had walked from Darlac Province to Tay
Ninh, then hooked back north. As we
crossed Quang Duc Province and then
circled loward the Cambodian border,
they began taking Belty on u diflerent
trail than me dwing the day. | lecorned
when they brought us together aguin at
night that they often dragged her aong
or kicked her when she dropped from ex-
haustion. When 1 starfed to profest she
tried 1o stop me saying they would kill me
i I complained. 1 replied, "Look, were
dying anyway, what the hell's the dilter-
ence?” So | argued with the guards and
declared that Belty was just not able to go
on. For once they listened, and after a
couple more days they let Betty and me
rest ot a camp necr a river where they
had a couple of regiments stationed.

I was down lo abowut 100 pounds, and |
guess one thing that helped me survive
this period was acting as moral support
for her, because it kept my mind off how
bad I was. I told a doctor from a inedical
unit there that unless Beity got some hail
way decend loxd she wasn't going 1o be
able to make it cny farther. So_after «

At a celebration in his honor, Benge drinks
ceremonial wine with montagnard viflag-
ers in Buon K6 Sir, Durlac Province, 1966

Captive journey. This map depicts Benge's
route while « prisoner. [t shows the sites of
{{} Hank Bloods and {2) Betty Olsen's
deaths.
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good deal more cajoling, the guards §i-
nadly safd they would give us o« good
modal. Belly and I dug up some young
benndxeo sprouts, and they gave us some
mung beans and rice ond corn and
boiled the bamboo lor us. We were 50
ravenously hungry that we begam wolfing
it down. It regislered in my mind that the
bamboo shoots were exiremely bitter, but
we just kept eating.

Jesus Christ, right cfter we got through
we were struck by exireme stormach
eramps and then projectile diorthea and
vomiting. | could bend over and hit a tree.
I later concluded they had decided to kill
us, because with bamboa you have to bail
it twice anid each time pour off the iuid 10
lower its high acid content. They had only
boiled it once. or it wus poisonous. This
way they could say we died of naturai
causes. All Beity emd I could do was go
back to our area and move owr han-
mocks to o place nearer to a litfie ravine.
Betty hed it so badly it just tore her w
pieces. She ecame so weak she couldn't
get out of her hammock. The guards did
nothing but let her lay there in her own
defecation. They wouldn't let me take her
down or wash her or bring her water.
They did loan me a knile so 1 could cut «
hole in the bottamn of her hemmock and let
the defecaiion drain out It was the best |
could do. She just completely dehydrated
and died within three days in late Sep-
tember. This was the low poind, psycho-
logically my worst time.

But I soon made up my mind; fuck you
people, I'm going 1o live in spite of it ail
Being a bit stronger than Betty 1 survived
the diarrhea and they moved me again,
this tine into Cambodia because, T later
found o, there were now orders to lake
all prisoners to North Vietnam. Forlu-
nately it was the halching season for
some little green lrogs, and they were
everywhere. Whenever | could I'd reach
down and pop one info my mouth whole
and swallow it before the guards saw me.
I they did, | would be kicked or get a rifle

thing similar o a pistachio nut, and once
! again if the guards were in g good mood
T would gather them as we walked along
¢ the trail and throw them in the coals of the
: fire to roast at nighttime.

1 had anather trick. | eccasionally con-
vinced the quards 1o let me take baths
whan we aossed a stream because 1 re-

e

mambared reading a book about the la-

G4

butt cn the head Also, I discovered somne- -

mous frontiersman Hugh Glass, who had
to crawl 200 miles for help ofter being
merled by o bear. One thing thai kepi
i alive was allowing maggots o broed
in his wounds fo eat the decaying flesh.
Then he would lay down in the rivers he
passed, and the fish would eat out the
maggots and the rest of the dead tissue. 1
layed down whenever they would let me
bathe, cnd sure enough the fish waould
nibble away at my wlcers. Once in a
while I was fast enough to calch one of
the fish and would immedidtely eat it raw.

[ knew the minule we crossed into
Cambodia in October because in Viet-
nam we were constanily hiding from the
airplanes and helicopiers, but as scon as
wea got over the border, the Communists
walked out in the open and we passed
large groups of soldiers coming south on
the trail. Also there were rest siops every
fowr hours along the traill mamned by
reguiars coid flying the NVA flag. T was
turned over to the NVA o this paint, but [
wass so weak 1 eould hardly waik. | pro-
pelled mysell along with that bamboo
cane I'd picked up when [ was first struck
with. malaria. When 1 come to anything
more than eight or ten inches high in the
road, T would have to go over to a tree,
leam against i, mysalf 1o the
ground, and ilf one leg at g ime over ihe
shslacle with my «rms. Then, with my
arms and shoulders, I wouid pull myselt
pack up wd continue cong the trail
When we came o stairs cut in the moun-
tainsides, I would have to craw! up them
on my honds and knees. 1 they didn?t
think | was waveling fast enough, they
would knock me down to the ground or
hit me with « rifle.

Once, however, a North Vietniconese
aspiranl, an officer comdidale, saw me
being knocked down and complained
that mistreating me was against Uncle
Ho's teachings. He wulked north with me
for about three days fo see [ wasnl
beaten anymore untll, he said, any lar-
ther north and he would get into trouble.

After the aspirant left, the brutal treat-
ment began al over again, and | was just
about on my last legs. I had eaten a lew
fish that [ caught with my hemds, and a
tew land crabs, and the little green frogs,
as well as any nuts or bugs | couid find.
But | could hardly walk, my moraic was
gone. and [ was akoul ready 10 give up.
Finally, down o about junety pounds, 1
such bad shape the guords

lower
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shoved me olf into this one camp that had

a medic-—a barefoot doctor. He looked me

over and said, "“This guy’s almos! dead.”

He gave the prison chasers hell, told them

[ had berileri and aggravaled malaria,

and then proceeded fo pump me full of

vitamin shots. He told me, "If you can just

hold on for three more days you'll be
there, at the prison camp”—and then he
kind of kmghed and used the propa-
ganda line they fed the prisoners to de-
scribe il--the land of milk and honey, just
as if they'd translated it from the Bible.

Once again | made up my mind that }
was going to hold on for three more days,
I pulled mysell dong on the cane, saying
in my mind, “Just put one foot forward of
the other, just three more steps, I'm almost
there.” Then ['d say, "It's a piece of cake.”
Thert went through my mind all o the
time, I remember very litlle about it ex-
cept 1 was tolally exhausted emd often de-
lirious, but 1 just kept that chant going «ll
day long for the next three doys. Pinally |
recached the top of one high mountain,
and I was there, After ten months of walk-
ing, no shit, somebody said, "Welcome to
the land of milk emd honey.”

An American Special Forces lieuten-
artt that saw me come into camp that No-
vember day later told me he estimated
that 1 was sixty {o sixty-five years old. 1
was still wearing the green beret but |
was hobbling, bagely able to walk, the
hair on my body had fallen out, and what
was left on my head had tumed pure
white. On my arrival ot Camp 102, as it
was designated, a North  Vietnamese
Army docter was called up from the main
hospital. He went through a very elabo-
rate performonce and declared 1 was
completely dehydraled and he was going
o give me an intravenous feeding. He
brought out a bottle with a piece of inner
tube over the top and some plastic spa-
ghetti tubing coming ou! the bottom that
was filled with a sugar and water schu-
tion. He had a needle but couldn't get it in
any of my veins until | finally showed him
one on the back of my arm. Embarrass-
ingly lor him, odter the elaborate hookup
there was no act two. The vein woukdn't

- take amything and the audience began o

wender off. Finally, the doctor sent the
quard for a bowl, and he ook the needle
out of my arm and powed the solution
o the bow! and gave 1t to me and said,
drink it. 1 looked at it and thought, so this
is the great medical trecdment they've




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

H way, however. the ond of the worst pe-
riod, mutritionaily. of Benge's captivity. During
ks year's stay in the cump in Cambeodia, his
{ood buproved morginally, he received pe-
riodic reatment of his mdlaria, and was able
to rest und reqgain soma strength, Affer about
three months he began “to {eel like myself
aguin,” and on Christnas Day 1368 he was
put in with other American prisoners. In No-
vember 1969 he was moved into Laos and
then on {o North Vietnam, where his final sty
was in the infamous “Hanoi Hilton.” He was
repatriated with the miliicay prisoners on
March 12, 1873, after more than five years ol
imprisomment, twenty-seven of those months
in solitary confinement.

I still believe in whad we were doing in
Vietnam. I went back in September 1973
and worked lor the minister for ethnic mi-
norities, at his invitation, helping to work
out a {oster parents program for Amer-
asian kids of montagnard descent, devel-
oping a livestock improvement program,
trying to get velerans benefils for mon-
tagnards who had been in the Special
Forces, and doing some political work
with the montagnards. | later moved to
the Philippines but continued to fly back
to Vietnam when | had a vacation until it
fell to the Communists.

I have absolutely no misgivings about
the U.S. being in Vietnam, and looking
back, I'd do il all over again. We were
doing the right thing, although we weren’t
doing as good a joby as we could have.
We never carried out the reforms that we
needed to. The people who were in qu-
thority knew damn well that if the Com-
munists took aver they were dead meat.
We had them virlually by the balls and
could have forced them to make more po-
liteal, social, and economic reforms. Why
didn't we? Most of the time we didn't
know what needed o be done. We went
over there ignorant. In the whole bureau-
cratic structure we never got it so that the
little people could rise up into any com-
mand or authority positionn. We never
built netionalism ot the grass-rools level
in South Vietnam.,

I's not recognizexd redlly thal there
were American civilian prisoners of war.
When you talk about POWS, everyone
thinks that's only military. So | think you
can draw a parallel, an analogy, be-
“tween that and our whole presence
The military eflort

Vietmam. over-
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shadowed everything that we did. But
when [ talked with the polilical commis-
sars in North Vietnam, they actually telt
moere threatened by us, that we civilians
were uctually harming their cause more
them the military.

To me personally ! think the most ap-
palling aspect of my whole experience is
that when | got home from prison and
was debrieled for the record, the lapes
were never transcribed, Nobody recdly
gave a damn about the lessons learned.
Nobody really gave a damn what [ lound
oul about communism. Nobody realiy
gave a damn abous anything. N

Top. Aprii 20, 1875, One month after bis re
Joase, Benge appears at o State Depet-
ment press conference as the first POW 1o
speuk vpenly ubout hiz experiences in cap-
tivity.

Above A Diarai an
award of appreciation 1o Benge in Phu Bea

wonin presents

Province aher hiz reluen to Vietaam in No-

vember 1972
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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 units finally were defeated. Other cities throughout
the country fell into Communist hands for short periods.

American officials were quick to pronounce the Tet offensive a
military and psychological failure. In fact, it won the Communists no
new ground and failed 1o ignite the popular uprising Hanoi had hoped
for—indeed, the ferocious assault seemed to unite the. South
Vietnamese people as nothing 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 further eroded psychological strength. The Admin-
istration’s conduct 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 blood. 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 spotier 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 Ist
Sgt. Benson,* forty-two, a seventeen-year man with a lot of combat
time in both the Korean and Vietnam wars. Benson 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
“I'm going to get these men out of here.”’

The new 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 his real name.
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The jungle camp in South Vietnam, where Dr. Floyd Kushner, Top
Benson, and acrowd of other American enlisted men languished, had
become a living hell. The mere act of existing was torture. For a time,
after Top had artived, 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 hours 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 didn’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
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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. He designed and supervised the building of bamboo shelving in
the prisoners’ lean-to-kitchen, organized cooking schedules, showed
the prisoners how to conserve wood and to bank coals, kept spirits 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
release any way he could. Roberts heard the stories of Top’s leader-
ship in combat and of how he looked after his men after capture. The
proud marine saw in the Army sergeant a kindred spirit, the kind of
military leader he admired. He was drawn to Top and fell under his
influence.

Periodically, more Americans would arrive. One was Marine Pfc.
Earl Weatherman, 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
Cambodia to Americans who defected to them. Escaping from the
brig, he had scouted out some Viet Cong, delivered himself unto
them, and had received safe passage to 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
not consider himself a “*crossover’” but a *‘dropout.”” He thought the
Viet Cong owed it to him promptly to escort him to Cambodia and
turn him loose. If the Viet Cong ever planned to do so, however, they
certainly intended first to extract some service from him. In the camp
they fed him well and treated him well. He lived with some South
Vietnamese prisoners, separate from the other Americans, and was at
liberty 10 roam the camp. Occasionally he was able to steel cans of
milk and smuggle them to the starving Americans.

Weatherman did not take kindly to his hosts’ efforts to educate him
in the cause 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
of the Vietnamese people, he would not say, as he was supposed to,
*“The just 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 rebelfious 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 1 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, toe, 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 prisoner 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 momings, 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 *“‘].
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 nothing 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 talent for 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.
Surely Will Lose,”” and so on.

In the afternoons the prisoners were divided into several groups in



1

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 army as ‘*ARVN.”’* Ho seized the moment.
*“This militarist seeks to sabotage your course,”’ he told the others.
‘‘He calls puppet troops ‘ARVNs’!"" 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 attitude.

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. [t 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 threatened 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 designated 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 impenalists. Now that you know the right road,
you must follow tt. 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. The prisoners
divided into factions—<cliques. Physical strength became all impor-
tant. For long periods, the strong would not provide mantoc 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.

““[ 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, [ probably regret doing that more
than anything else I have ever done in my life.”
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The 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
commander 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 1t?”’

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 ’ve been.”” Then he was gone.

Again, angrily, tearfully, Kushner warmned 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 months. 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,
only occasionally a small piece of fish or meat—terrapin, iguana, or
gibbon ape.

That spring of 1968 the party camped by a river. Here, Benge
contracted malaria. For most of thirty-five days; he remained deliri-
ous or blind. Betty Ann cared for him, keeping him warm when the
chills shook him, feeding him, bathing him. At length, the attacks ‘
began to subside.

Betty 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 atlowed to, increased her fluid intake, and recovered
within a few weeks.

The party kept moving all summer, trending southwesterly. Betty
Ann 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 much sicker than they did and to have more difficulty
recovering. In addition to the malaria, the terrible jungle skin disease
tore ugly running sores into him, and these itched maddeningly. Their
North Vietnamese captors would do nothing for them, and there was
little the Americans could do for each other except to huddle together
for warmth agatinst the cold monsoon rains which now were upon the
land.

One morning Blood complained of chest pains. Betty Ann exam-
ined him and told Benge the older man had pneumonia. A short walk
away 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 tumed 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.

1l 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 stap 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. 1t 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 many 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 displayed 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 acroés 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 yetI am alive, and I go whereever they take me.”

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
boitle into a bowl, and ordered the patient to drink it.

The demonstration completed, Mike was ushered 1o a cagelike hut
in a stockade area of the base. U.S. Army Lt. Steve (Stephen R.)
Leopold (captured on May 9, 1968), 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 Comimunist cage was ironic. Only
twenty-four, he was not long away from 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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August 11, 1988

8 AG 11 P3:49 DL
MEMORANDUM FOR MR. DONALD P. GREGG
THE WHITE HOUSE VL C

SUBJECT: 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. His 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).
buring his 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 Poreign Service Association
maintains a memorial in the main entrance to the Department of
State. The memorial is a marble wall plaque 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.

Melvyn Levitsky
Executive Secretary

Attachments:
Tab 1 - Letter to Mr. Benge
Tab 2 - Letter from Mr. Benge



Department of State

Draft Reply

Dear Mr. Benge:

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 1list.

Sincerely,

George Bush

Mr. Michael D. Benge,
2300 Pimmit Drive, #604-W,

Falls Church, Virginia.
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To: Directo‘r.' Secretariat Staff (S/S-8S) Date: August 1, 1988
Department of State e - . . '

Room 7241  *+ . IR

X __ Draft nply for: - -
X Vice President’s sbmmm
i, __ Undersigned's signature.’

MR —  Memorandum for use as enciosure to
reply.
Dmct nply

Furnish informetion eopy

Suitable .cknowi-dgmem or othor
appropriate handling.

Furnish copy of reply, if any.

—— For your information. -

For comment.

ACTION REQUESTED

- . NOTE

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

a

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

REMARKS:

4;{;-51:; Requested response from OPM also,

.

'ﬂmdﬁ ‘ Description:
; X Letter: Tologrim; Other:
3 To: Vice President Bush @
4 From: Michael D. Benge
Date: July 15, 1988 -
Subject: Civilian government employees who were also POWs,
I < OEOB Rm 292
g

1 395-6076
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L July 15, 1988 %C 88 Ju 18 751
Vice President George Bush . .%% i
Old Executive Office Building [ 'ar\
Washington. D.C. 20506 ; PRO3425

Dear Mr. Vice President: . o
. ! ’/

I have had the opportunity to A;et with you on several occasions,
such as the screening of the film "Hanoi Hilton." I wish to bring
to your attention an inequity:.President Reagan's honoring armec
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 Nan.

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 personnel. . There
are no names of civilians killed while serving in an official
capac1ty from various government agencies., A.I.D. alone lost 37
killed in Viet Nam. L

The Government has chosen to single out and honor the nurses who
served in Viet Nan 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.

W,O,Bb?ﬁ

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

*While serving as an economic advisor to the South Vietnamese
Government for the Agency for International Development——1968 73,
1 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).

v
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