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DEADLY VIET HUNT
War veteran
helps locate
explosives

Vietnamese bomb-removal expert
points to old grenade. Chuck Searcy,
61 (far l.), an Army vet (inset l.)
helps people in countryside recog-
nize and mark bombs and mines so
Vietnamese teams can remove them.

THE LEFTOVERS ARE KILLERS

PHOTOS BY JORDAN LITE DAILY NEWS

BY JORDAN LITE
DAILY NEWS STAFF WRITER

LONG HUNG VILLAGE, Viet-
nam — The Vietnam War has
been over for more than 30
years, but everywhere U.S. vet-
eran Chuck Searcy goes, there
is danger under foot.

The lanky Georgian has
made it his mission to reap the
millions of land mines and ex-
plosives that were sown across
the countryside by American
forces bent on rousting the Viet
Cong from their jungle hide-
outs.

On a recent visit to this small
village, Searcy squinted in the
humid afternoon sun as he
watched his efforts bear fruit.
Perched on the bamboo fence
around his house, an impish
boy named Van Ngoc Hung
tells him that just days before,
he spotted something no child
should recognize: a round from
an M-79 grenade launcher,
brown and camouflaged in the
woods across the muddy road
where Searcy is standing. Old
explosives like these, the bare-
foot 10-year-old says, “can kill
people.”

“He had a keen eye,” Searcy
said. “It’s not easy to spot.”

Tens of thousands of Viet-
namese have found that out —
to devastating effect. Since the
war ended in 1975, 38,000 peo-
ple have been killed by leftover
ordnance and another 65,000 in-
jured, according to the Vietnam-
ese Ministry of Labor, Invalids
and Social Affairs.

The problem remains a sear-
ing reminder for veterans and a
few, like Searcy, are doing
something about it.

Long Island vets Jim Laroc-
ca, Stephen Hayduk and
former Assemblyman John Be-
han (R-Montauk), who lost
both legs when he stepped into
a minefield in Quang Tri Prov-
ince as a Marine 40 years ago,
are flying to Vietnam today to
deliver $20,000 to the Mines Ad-
visory Group, which clears ex-
plosives near the site of Be-
han’s accident. The money is
left over from a fund-raising
drive the men conducted to
build the Suffolk Vietnam Me-
morial at Bald Hill in 1991.

“A theme of the memorial
was reconciliation, and as long
as this problem is affecting peo-
ple’s lives, we don’t feel that
the process of reconciliation is
over,” said Larocca, 62, who
was a Naval officer in the
Mekong River delta in 1967
and 1968.

The problem is most persis-
tent in Quang Tri Province, the
former demilitarized zone,
where a weather cycle of
droughts and floods keeps un-

earthing decades-old bombs,
grenades, mortar rounds and
artillery shells.

Explosives have killed or
wounded 6,946 people in this
poor farming province in the
last 30 years, according to
Project RENEW, the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial Fund pro-
gram that Searcy represents.
Last year, 12 were killed and 29
hurt. Nearly a third of the casu-
alties were children.

“Most Americans, when they
first hear it, they can’t believe
it: ‘Is that true? How can that
be?’” said Searcy, 61.

Searcy, who relocated to the

Vietnamese capital Hanoi 11
years ago, feels responsible for
helping the country recover
from the war. He started with
the Vietnam Veterans of Ameri-
ca Foundation, spending five
years building a program that
now provides braces and artifi-
cial limbs for patients at two Ha-
noi hospitals.

But Searcy was becoming in-
creasingly troubled by the
weekly reports of death and in-
jury from the war’s leftover ex-
plosives. Searcy saw his chance
to get involved in 2000 when
Quang Tri officials teamed up
with VVMF to eliminate the ar-
ea’s explosives.

Since then, accidents in the
two districts where RENEW is
working have fallen from 21 to
eight last year. Residents’ re-
ports to a special toll-free hot-
line have allowed them to de-
stroy 4,685 pieces of ordinance,
says Hoang Nam, RENEW’s
project coordinator.

More than 2,000 red signs
with chilling skull-and-cross-
bones images have been post-
ed, warning people not to touch
explosives. Children like Hung
are learning to tell the differ-
ence between the “bombies”
(cluster bombs) and other artil-
lery scattered through rice pad-
dies and gardens.

About 45% of Quang Tri still
needs to be cleared of explo-
sives, according to provincial of-
ficials. Searcy hopes a recent
$3 million appropriation from
Congress will help that happen
by expanding RENEW’s activi-
ties to eight additional districts.

For now, he takes quiet satis-
faction in children like Hung,
who have become their commu-
nities’ heroes rather than vic-
tims. “He could identify what it
was and he did the right thing:
He reported it to his parents,”
Searcy said. “Step by step, the
program is having some im-
pact.” jlite@nydailynews.com

Van Ngoc Hung looks at
sign warning that squad
is removing ordnance.
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“I shook my head when I 
saw (that the Knicks had 
hired Thomas . . . I thought, 
‘Geez. Maybe he can coach. 
But why would somebody 
not check into his business 
references?’”           
— Bill Illett, owner of Idaho Stampede

“Just the rudest person 
that I have ever run into 
in my entire life. He’s a 

very poor business person. 
The fact that he’s still in 

basketball and running the 
Knicks just astounds me.”           

— Rich Coffey, former GM of Fort Wayne Fury

think Thomas had a suffi cient plan to 
run the league.

When the Bosshards fi nally sold, 
Diane stayed on as general manager, 
the only owner to do so. Former Celtic 
Dennis Johnson was then the team’s 
coach, and Bosshard says he warned 
her and her husband that Thomas 
was “not the person you want to go 
into business with.”

(Johnson, now coaching the NBA’s 
developmental league team in Aus-
tin, Tex., didn’t directly answer when 
asked whether he recalled saying 
that. “Inside their dealings (with Isi-
ah), I don’t know,” he told the Daily 
News. “All my business dealings with 
him have been court-wise.”)

Diane Bosshard says she was 
charmed by the Thomas she fi rst 
met.

“There’s an Isiah in front of camer-
as, and another behind closed doors. 
It really blew me away,” she says. 
“Very handsome, well-spoken, three-
piece suit, the smile, the (Thomas) 
that says ‘everything’s great because 
if I’m going to put my name on it 
there’s no problem whatsoever, trust 
me and we’re in this together.’

“We went from the very well-spo-
ken Isiah to the Chicago Isiah that 
kind of got the lingo going and ev-
ery other word was a swear word, 
and ‘This is how it’s going to be.’ I 
thought, ‘Oh my god...’ I don’t think 
we have as many f-words and swear 
words here.”

Bosshard spoke to an issue that 

several CBA executives mentioned, 
a culture clash between an African-
American celebrity raised on the 
rough streets of Chicago and the 
white, small-town residents he en-
countered.

But the real problem, Diane Boss-
hard says, was that Thomas never 
had a business plan to speak of, which 
made his business style untenable.

“(The owners) wanted to see a busi-
ness plan. He was so mad about them 
not trusting them. He was going on 
and on about how this is all built on 
trust, cursing every other word,” she 
says. “It wasn’t like we were going 
to say, ‘Okay, you win because you 
swore more than everybody else.’”

Ilett says Thomas did give them a 
plan, but there wasn’t much to it.

“Did I look at an 80-page busi-
ness plan? No. Did I look at an exec-
utive outline the way it was going to 
go? Yes,” he says. “(Thomas’) origi-
nal thought was not to change very 
much, but to expand it tremendous-
ly.”

Almost as soon as the changes 
were made, the league ran into trou-
ble. Thomas hired marketing experts 
at $30,000 a month and paid Gallup 
$400,000 to do a survey on the CBA’s 
management practices. League ex-
ecutives were astonished.

Coffey says he asked how Thomas 
could afford to expand the league’s 
budget by $2.3 million and was told 
he would make it up from national 
sales (which never materialized).

“A few of us said, ‘Hey this isn’t 
going to work.’ To which his answer 
was, ‘It is going to work and if you 
don’t like it, quit.’ Or ‘I’ll fi re you,’” 
Coffey says.

Ilett says he and Thomas might 
have gotten off to a bad start because 
Ilett was one of the owners not ea-
ger to sell, but whatever the cause 
he soon found out Thomas was not 
all smiles.

“He tends to do business just like 
he played basketball,” he says. “He’s 
very clever and cunning and friend-
ly until the rubber hits the road. And 
then he can really bow his back up 
and get pretty ornery and hard to get 
along with when he doesn’t get his 
way. It would go from us being best 
friends to him calling me a little bit 
ethnic-related names.”

Several CBA owners say they saw 
a competitive streak in Thomas that 
was relentless, making it impossible 
for him to compromise or listen to 
other opinions.

“He came to Boise when we were 
turning the ownership over to him. 
We did it at a Boys and Girls Club, 
which he is a former member of,” 
Ilett says. “After the press confer-
ence, he met with some children. 
He was giving the old owl-eye smile 
that Isiah is good at when answer-
ing questions, and one little girl in 
the back of the room put up her 
hand and said, ‘Isiah, why didn’t 
you bring Michael Jordan with you?’ 
Immediately, I could see his whole 

personality change and he actually
went cold shoulder to the whole sit-
uation and fi nished it up and wan-
dered out of there.”

Current and former owners still
can’t believe Thomas turned down
an offer to sell the league to the NBA
for reportedly $2 million more than
he paid.

“He bought (CBA) for like, $10 or
$11 million. He then went to a Wall
Street fi rm and decided he wanted to
do an IPO and told (David) Stern he
could buy it back, but it would be $30
million,” Coffey recalls. “Stern said,
‘Hell, I’ll start my own league.’”

When the national sponsorships
failed to materialize and the league
ran out of revenue, Thomas accept-
ed the job with the Pacers, put the
league in a blind trust, sent a fax to
the clubs that the league had ceased
operations, and was gone, leaving
more than $4 million in debts.

And as hard as it was to see their
league fold, Diane Bosshard says,
“You almost took some pride in the
whole thing failing because you re-
ally didn’t want to see it succeed
with what was going on in the back-
ground.”

The worst part, she says, was
dealing with business owners and
season-ticket holders in Lacrosse
who felt abandoned.

Adds her husband Bill, “And then
he reappears at the Garden. It was
amazing to me. And the world goes
‘round.”
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