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AN ARMY BROADCASTER IN VIETNAM...
Bill Altman's reflections on 1965:

My first tour of duty in Vietnam was as a broadcaster, MOS 703.
I arrived in January 1965, passed a required audition, and was
assigned to AFRS (Armed Forces Radio Service) Saigon. At the
time this was the only broadcast facility in Vietnam. AFVN
would come later as additional detachments, locations, and TV
stations were added to build a country-wide network. AFRS was
a joint service operation. The staff included Army, Navy and Air

Force and Marine personnel. I completed this tour of duty in
January 1966.

Before arriving in Vietnam, I had been an army broadcaster at
KANU Radio-TV in Asmara, Eritrea (East Africa), and Station
ACE radio in San Juan, Puerto Rico, along with broadcast
assignments in various Public Affairs Offices stateside including;
Ft. Jackson, SC; Ft. Hood, TX; and Ft. Benning, GA.

When I arrived, the AFRS studios were located in the ground
floor of the Brinks Hotel. These were officer's quarters. Most
AFRS enlisted staff members lived in The Ambassador Hotel
across the street. The studio facilities were a mess with
temporary cables and wires strung everywhere and evidence of
serious fires from an exploding car bomb that had been driven by
VC into the Brinks building the previous month. I believe two
American officers were killed in the explosion.

At that time our uniforms were civilian clothes with dark trousers
and white short sleeve shirt. A small AFRS logo and microphone
were embroidered on the shirt pocket. Later this was changed to
standard class "A" tropical military uniform.



Above is a photo taken December 24, 1964 of the car bomb
damage to the Brinks hotel officer’'s quarters where AFRS

studios were located. I arrived about three weeks after this
photo was taken.

Initially, Captain John Canty, USAF was OIC (Officer in Charge)
of the station and Airman1C Roy Heitman was news director.

Air Force Master Sergeant John Rice was the station NOCIC
(Non Commissioned Officer in Charge).

My friend, Bob Nelson and I arrived in country at approximately
the same time. We were both SP/5 (E-5)'s. However, Bob was
smarter than me, so shortly after arrival at AFRS, he found
himself a slot with an advisory team located at Train Compound,
Bien Hoa. Within weeks of joining the advisory team, he was
promoted to Staff Sergeant (E-6). I was promoted to SSG (E-6) a
couple of months later.

Army Lieutenant Sturges Dorrance was second in command
during part of the year. Sturges is a Dartmouth graduate, nice
guy, and very capable. I connected with him a few years ago
when I retired to the northwest. After Vietnam he moved to
Seattle and became the General Manger and President of Channel
5, KING-TV, the NBC affiliate in Seattle, Washington.



The following photo album includes some photos of Ron
Engleman. He was one of my room mates and a good
broadcaster. He requested reassignment and was sent to Da Nang
to run a press camp. He had some interesting adventures in that
job. Ron and I reconnected about 8 years ago. He continued his
broadcasting career after Vietnam and had a successful talk show.
Soon after we reconnected, Ron was diagnosed with severe lung
cancer. He lost his cancer battle approximately 4 years ago.

One of the people I remember from the newsroom staff is Frank
Vehorn. I have no photos of Frank but remember him as an
excellent navy journalist and a fast writer who didn't stress about
hourly deadlines. On the internet, I found some NASCAR and
other sports stories written by Frank Vehorn for the Virginian
Pilot and Charlotte Observer newspapers. I'm not sure if that's
him but it seems likely. He was a southern boy, who had already

served more than a year in Vietnam when [ knew him, and he
loved sports.

Although assigned to the news department, I occasionally worked
with other broadcast buddies on their programs and, later in the
year, did a country and western program as "Cousin Cootie".

This was early in the Vietnam War. News department members
were allowed to travel to the "field" to cover news stories, do
interviews, Etc. This meant I saw a lot of the country and met a
number of civilian news correspondents and photographers.

Some events I remember covering for AFRS news in 1965:

1. February 6 - A large attack by VC (Viet Cong) on the US
advisor's compound in Pleiku (central highlands).

2. March 8 — The first Battalion of US Marines arrives at China
Beach in northern portion of South Vietnam. They were rapidly
reinforced with more Marines.



3. March 30 — A VC (Viet Cong) car bomb blasted the old
American Embassy, a few blocks away. 21 were killed and 190
wounded. Many of the casualties were Vietnamese in an open air

restaurant across the street. We felt the shock wave in the lobby
of our AFRS studios.

4. May 16 — A massive accidental explosion at Bien Hoa airbase
destroyed 22 aircraft and killed 21 airmen.

5. May/June — Lead elements of the 173" Airborne Brigade,he
first army combat unit in Vietnam, arrived from Okinawa. Bob
Nelson and I, along with many reporters and photographers, were
at Bien Hoa Airbase to cover their C-130 aircraft arrivals.

6. A VC package bomb exploded in the Air France office at Tan
Son Nhut Airport. I was in the terminal building preparing to fly
home on emergency leave when the explosion occurred.

7. June — Battle of Dong Xoai (Dong Zwy). An estimated VC
regiment attached this small hamlet where a Special Forces
Detachment was located. A team of US Navy Seabees was there
also, assisting in the construction of fortifications.

This intense battle resulted in the award of 2 Medals of Honor;
one to Lt. Charles Q. Williams, XO of the Special Forces
Detachment and one to Construction Mechanic Third Class
Marvin G. Shields, of Seabee team # 1104. Shields received the
first Navy MOH of the Vietnam War. He is also the only Seabee
to ever receive the Medal of Honor.

I hitched a ride into the battle assembly area with the
"Razorbacks", a unit of Huey gunships. The unit commander let
me ride with him and gave me headphones to plug into the
radio/intercom system. It was strange to hear AFRS rock music

on the intercom while door gunners test fired their M-60's in the
background.



8. September — The 1% Cavalry Division (airmobile) arrives at

the port of Qui Nhon and begins preparing their new base of
operations at An Khe.

9. November — 1* Cav. Division's Battle of Ia Drang (yah
drahng) Valley. This is the first major American battle of the
Vietnam War. Years later, it became the basis of a best-selling
book and movie, "We Were Soldiers Once...and Young". The
movie featured Mel Gibson portraying Lt. Col. Hal Moore. More

soldiers died in this single battle than in the entire Persian Gulf
War.

10. December — I accompanied a group of reporters and
photographers aboard the US aircraft carrier Enterprise on the
day she became the first nuclear powered carrier to launch her
planes into combat. She lost 2 aircraft that day — one to ground

fire and one ran out of fuel after several unsuccessful landing
attempts.

11. A constant parade of visiting dignitaries including senior US
officials, members of Congress, entertainers, Etc.

However, this was not civilian radio, so having the news first (or
sometimes at all) was not always desirable. Some of our coverage
never saw the light of day after the clearance officers at MACOI
(Military Assistance Command Office of Information) killed or
seriously edited the stories. Gradually the field travel was
eliminated and we provided coverage from newswire teletypes
connected to shortwave receivers in the newsroom. This gave us a
lot of experience in rewriting when bad weather occurred.

Anything with the word Vietnam had to be cleared with MACOI
before it went on the air. Draft stories requiring clearance were
initialed by the writer and with the clearance officer's initials.
Many stories were killed outright.



On one occasion a story I wrote included a quote from the Pope
about Vietnam. The entire story was killed. On another occasion
a quote from the President of the United States, Lyndon Johnson,
was edited from the story because he mentioned the word
Vietnam...

Looking back it was a good learning experience. I had the
opportunity to work with some very talented people.

I would return to Vietnam in 1970 for a second tour, after
graduating from OCS and jump school. That duty tour included a
year with the 1 ARVN Division and a period with the Division's
Recon Company. That would be a completely different
experience...and another story.

Bill Altman
Anacortes Washington
September 2012
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The Internet brings Vietnam broadcasters back together
in the year 2000

For most of the time between 1963 and 1972 it was know a AFVN (Armed Forces Vietnam
Network). When | was there in 1965 it was still AFRS (Armed Forces Radio Service). Television
broadcasting was added in 1966 and detachments were built around Vietnam as military units
were added to the U.S. and allied forces in country.

As the internet appeared and matured so did some of the opportunities it offered - opportunities
for people with common experiences to get back together and share their memories. Around the
year 2000 a few of us were online with each other through the Yahoo Geo Cities website. We
sought out anyone who had worked in Vietnam broadcasting or listened to our programs. Our
online numbers grew steadily. Today it is a community of more than 300 people around the
world linked through e-mail. One message from a member of the group goes to every other
member of the group. Replies go to all of us. Bob Morecook moderates the e-mails and makes
sure we keep discussions focused on broadcasting experiences while we avoid alienating
individuals by straying into political discussions. It is now an electronic conversation.

Using this tool we have found old friends, developed new friends, and shared our stories. We
were not there at the same time yet we had many common experiences. These electronic
conversations have refreshed faded memories and provided new perspectives

Most of the credit for our website and Facebook goes to our webmaster, Jim White. Jim is a
retired US Army Sergeant Major who was the Administrative NCO for AFVN when it was a much
larger organization than | experienced. Today Jim is a professor living and teaching in Japan.

He contributes many hours creating and maintaining our AFVN presence on the World-Wide
Web.

-30-

Note: '30" was te/egraph operator symbol for end of transmission. Journalists later used it to
signify the end of the story.
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