The “Gun”

“Simon”

As in, “Simon sez”

I’ve never written about “The Gun” before.

I was just an FNG at Vinh Long in May of 1970. CW2 and War Wagon Pilot Robert Smith, AKA Smitty, was leaving D Troop to DEROS. 

Now Smitty was a scout and pretty rough around the edges. He enlightened me on the subtleties of spitting Red Man chewing tobacco juice on FNG’s highly shined “new guy” boots. A habit I quickly discarded due to concern for my own personal safety. You can read a story about Smitty at:
http://www.lighthorseaircav.com/s-big-surprise-pln-reeds.html
Back to the story. Smitty was leaving and I had just joined the Scout platoon. Smitty had carried a 357 Magnum pistol. It looked like a Ruger “Black Hawk”. Single action with the old west “Colt 45” look. It was carried in a Mexican made hand tooled leather, left handed, fast draw type gun belt and holster. Smitty said since I was the newest War Wagon pilot I could have it. 

It was pretty rough looking and the holster was rotting from the damp  Vietnam climate. But it was different and therefore “Cool”. It came with 20 rounds of .357 Magnum. The hand grips were simulated bone, read cheap plastic. The bore was leaded up real badly.

I cleaned the old thing up. My Dad sent me some “Bluing” and I eventually had a beautiful pair of “Rosewood” grips made downtown in Vinh Long.

I carried the gun for my entire tour. Since then, I’ve met guys who didn’t remember me but remembered the pistol.

When Smitty gave me the gun he said all he knew about it was that some guy had brought over in ’67 or ’68. The first guy got a kill with it. The second guy who owned it was WIA and Derosed. Smitty got it from him or his “estate”. 

I enjoyed carrying the pistol. It always drew attention. The internal working parts were made of cheap pot metal. When the gadget that rotates the cylinder when the hammer is pulled back failed, the guys at the hangar fixed it with an epoxy concoction called “Metal Set”. The fix remains today.

Shamefully, I hardly ever cleaned or oiled my weapons. One morning I was headed into the Troop TOC (tactical operations center). Loaded weapons weren’t allowed in the TOC. Some guy comes out as I was heading in he says, “There’s a General in there and he’s checking for loaded weapons”. 

Well, the rounds were corroded and thoroughly stuck in the cylinder. I banged the ejector button on a timber to beat the rounds out of the gun. I didn’t get first bullet out before I broke off the ejector button. So I just popped out the whole cylinder, stuck it in my pocket and marched inside. As usual the gun attracted attention. The General thought I was real clever to just take out the cylinder. He didn’t know the bullets were firmly stuck inside it. I left it like that for about a month. 

My buddy Ray Murphy said his Uncle was an amateur gunsmith. He sent the broken part back to the states. About six weeks later it came back. Pretty rough looking but functional. I’d lost the retaining spring for the ejector button so I made a new one from a ball point pen. Those “fixes” still remain on the pistol.  

The Gun was the only non military issue weapon in D Troop while I was there from May 1970 to May 1971. I never gave much thought to its history until a few years ago when I read some comments by Mike Sloniker about the most decorated soldier in our unit, Ace Cozzalio. A fantastic story about Ace charging a bunker with a saber and 357 magnum got my attention.

I wondered if this was Ace’s gun, handed down over the years. Crusader pilot Mike Rasbury is pretty sure that Ace’s pistol was a Ruger Black Hawk. This weapon is a copy made in Germany by H. Schmit. There is talk of Ace’s gun having “bone” hand grips. So did mine. Folks are pretty sure that Ace was right handed. More than one pilot had a left handed holster. It kept the right hand free for cyclic control. 

Today the gun rests on the wall of my living room. It has been restored and is an attractive specimen. I take it to reunions and it does stimulate rusty memories. As I said, I was the only one in the unit with a non military weapon.

Perhaps Smitty got it from someone in another unit and it never belonged to Ace.

 I guess that like my saber, it is another one of those artifacts that the history line is broken. I know a little imagination and creativity could make them “genuine articles” but we’d always know better.

Enclosed are some of the pictures of Simon and some of me wearing the weapon. 

