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INTRODUCTION









During the first months of 1968, Americans were transfixed by the confrontation between US and North Vietnamese Army (NVA) forces at a remote Marine combat base in South Vietnam called Khe Sanh. President Lyndon Johnson feared a disastrous defeat, like the one that had driven the French from Vietnam in 1954. “I don’t want any damn Dien Bien Phu,” he groused, recalling the French debacle. General William Westmoreland, the supreme American commander in Vietnam, assured his commander in chief: Khe Sanh will not become another Dien Bien Phu. Privately, the general harbored doubts. He ordered his staff to study how the French had lost at Dien Bien Phu, and whether he might now be forced to use tactical nuclear weapons to stave off a crushing defeat.


Over time, Khe Sanh would become perhaps the most emblematic confrontation of the Vietnam War—the centerpiece of Michael Herr’s classic book, Dispatches, a focal point of Bruce Springsteen’s haunting post-Vietnam anthem, “Born in the USA,” and the subject of countless other books, articles, paintings, songs, and exhibits.


For war critics and news correspondents, Khe Sanh was a metaphor for the Vietnam War’s strategic folly and tactical deceptions: 6,000 US Marines forced to defend an isolated base that General Westmoreland had deemed indispensable, only to abandon it after hundreds of Americans were sacrificed in its defense.


So what really happened at Khe Sanh? What was it like for the young Americans who were there? How has Khe Sanh shaped and scarred their lives? How accurate is the history that has been written about this epic confrontation of the Vietnam War? These were the questions that guided me as I set out on this journey.


•   •   •


I celebrated my ninth birthday in April 1968, and though I don’t have any specific memories of reading about the battle of Khe Sanh or the Tet Offensive, I was certainly aware of the rising death toll in Vietnam and the antiwar protests that were spreading across America. That August, after the local summer baseball league games had ended, I squeezed into the backseat of our 1964 Chevy Impala with my older brother and sister and we set off to the east on a family vacation. Our ultimate destination was Washington, DC, but I persuaded my parents to stop at several Civil War battlefields in our path, and so we hopscotched from Appomattox Court House in southern Virginia, to Richmond (with a side trip to Colonial Williamsburg), and then on to Fredericksburg before finally reaching the nation’s capital.


Each day, our journey into America’s past was jolted back to the present by newscasts and headlines about the widening war in Vietnam. In Washington, we visited the monuments and toured the White House, where President Johnson was in his final months of office, having announced in late March, amid the mounting antiwar protests, that he wouldn’t run for reelection.


We made our way to Arlington National Cemetery and climbed the hallowed slopes, stopping at President John F. Kennedy’s grave site before reaching the breathtaking vantage point of the Custis-Lee Mansion.


We couldn’t help but notice all the fresh graves around us. And then, as my father captured the scene with his Brownie eight-millimeter camera, we watched in solemn silence as a flag-draped coffin passed on a horse-drawn caisson and, some minutes later, listened reverently as the mournful sound of “Taps” echoed over the hills.


•   •   •


Back home in Missouri, my family followed events in Vietnam on the CBS Evening News and in our local newspaper. Every so often, the paper wrote about some hometown boy who had died in America’s service in Indochina. Eventually, fourteen young men from my hometown of about 15,000 people would die in Vietnam.


I read everything I could about the Vietnam War as the years passed. As a twenty-five-year-old journalist in 1984, just nine years after the war ended, I was drawn to Southeast Asia. Eventually, I would spend ten years there, spread over three decades.


At every opportunity, I visited Vietnam—Saigon, Hanoi, Hue, Quang Tri City, Bien Hoa, Cu Chi, Tay Ninh, My Lai, Street Without Joy, all the places I’d read about in my personal quest to understand the war that had claimed the lives of 58,000 Americans. I traveled along much of Route 1 as it followed the coast of the former South Vietnam, and, with Vietnam veteran Chuck Searcy, I ventured up Route 9, to the Khe Sanh area, just south of the old demilitarized zone (DMZ) that had divided Vietnam into the Communist north and American-supported south from 1954 until 1975. In my travels, I interviewed former North Vietnamese Army soldiers, Viet Cong guerrillas, and veterans of the Army of the Republic of South Vietnam (ARVN). I spoke with refugees who had fled Vietnam and returned, and those who had tried to escape Communist rule but never made it out. I visited a vast ARVN cemetery north of Saigon that the war’s victors had allowed to fall into shameful disrepair, and I spoke with villagers along the northern fringe of the former DMZ who continued to die and suffer hideous injuries from unexploded ordnance left behind by the battle of Khe Sanh and the American bombing campaign known as Rolling Thunder.


Ultimately, I wanted to write something about the Vietnam War that would rise above the rancorous politics that had poisoned America during the conflict and in the decades since. I wanted to write a book that would capture the experience of ordinary young Americans thrown into these extraordinary events in Vietnam, a tragic sideshow of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. I decided to tell the story of the legendary confrontation at Khe Sanh in early 1968—the human story of the young Americans who were thrust into this pivotal moment in the Vietnam War.


•   •   •


Americans began dying at Khe Sanh in 1964, and they would continue dying there long after the siege was declared broken in April 1968. The Hill Fights at Khe Sanh in the spring of 1967 cost the lives of more than 150 US Marines and introduced Americans to the infamous terrain features known as 881 North, 881 South, and 861. To fully develop the storytelling, I limited my scope in this book, focusing on the four-month period from January through April 1968. The men who served at Khe Sanh before and after the siege months have my deepest respect, and my apologies for not being able to tell their stories.


I also focused largely on the American experience at Khe Sanh. It became clear to me early on that there were so many interesting characters and dramatic events involving US forces during these four months at Khe Sanh that it would be impossible to write a book of reasonable length and do justice to the stories of the North Vietnamese and South Vietnamese soldiers who fought at Khe Sanh. I look forward to reading about their experiences at Khe Sanh in future books.


For so long, it was unfashionable to speak favorably about the service of Americans in Vietnam or to acknowledge their sacrifices. Our recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have made it clear that it is possible to debate the wisdom of a war, or even actively oppose it, without denigrating the men and women who answer the nation’s call. For those who served at Khe Sanh, and elsewhere in Vietnam, this courtesy is long overdue.
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PROLOGUE









January 17, 1968


The Marines splashed across the shallow stream in single file, wide eyes scanning the steamy jungle for soldiers of the North Vietnamese Army. They were only nine in number, American teenagers and young men in their early twenties, formed into a squad assigned to India Company of the 3rd Battalion, 26th Marine Regiment.


Roaming up and down the column was the smoothly athletic squad leader, Corporal Ken Warner, nineteen years old, an avid surfer, baseball player, and Dodgers fan from Long Beach, California. A few hours earlier, he had led his men down from the Marine garrison atop the hill that rose steeply at their backs. The terrain feature was designated 881 South on Marine topographic maps, and it was the first line of defense for Khe Sanh Combat Base, a remote outpost from which US Marines and Special Forces sparred with enemy troops as they funneled into South Vietnam from the nearby Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos.


The Americans had been trying for weeks to get a fix on two North Vietnamese Army divisions that had slipped into the area, but they had found only tantalizing hints of the nearly 20,000 enemy soldiers. Warner’s patrol was part of the daily effort to find the elusive NVA, or at least make sure they didn’t sneak up on the Marines atop 881 South or at the combat base at Khe Sanh, five miles to the southeast.


There were 540,000 American military personnel in Vietnam in January 1968, and Ken Warner’s journey from the beaches of Southern California to the jungles of South Vietnam could have been the story of just about any of them. He was the son of a housewife and a World War II Navy veteran who worked on the docks of Los Angeles harbor as a longshoreman, and life was good. At Robert A. Millikan High School in Long Beach, Ken had played center field on the baseball team and spent most weekends and holidays surfing with his buddies off Baja California. After studying Indochina in a high school history class, he had concluded that the American war was a noble crusade to save the people of South Vietnam from godless communism. He joined the Marines shortly after graduation, and after six months of training as a rifleman, flew to Vietnam with a planeload of replacement Marines.


In April 1967, within a month of his arrival, Warner saw his first action. During a firefight, a corpsman had asked him to look after a wounded Marine from another platoon while he tended to other casualties. Warner knelt over the Marine and tried to stanch the bleeding from a gut wound, but there wasn’t much that could be done, so he ended up holding the guy in his lap, telling him over and over, “You’re going to be okay.” The Marine kept looking into Warner’s blue eyes, then glancing away, never uttering a word, and then he died. Unsure of the proper protocol, Warner laid the dead Marine in the tall grass and crawled toward the gunfire.


Like most low-level Marines, Warner wasn’t privy to the strategic deliberations underway at the headquarters of America’s supreme commander in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, or the captured intelligence that pointed to an escalating war. Grunts like Warner knew nothing of the June meeting of North Vietnam’s ruling Lao Dong Party politburo and its conclusion that the time had come to deliver “a decisive blow” to “force the U.S. to accept military defeat” in Vietnam.1 All Warner and his buddies knew was that the fighting was getting heavier, and life in the northern border provinces—I Corps, it was called—was getting more dangerous.


Unknown to Warner and his comrades, the ambitious North Vietnamese “1967–68 Winter-Spring Campaign” was underway.


For one terrible week in September, Warner and other Marines had hunkered down in their trenches and fighting holes at the small Marine combat base at Con Thien while the North Vietnamese pounded them. When the artillery stopped, the Marines had fought off human-wave ground attacks that were broken only after some of the NVA troops had reached the American trench line. Warner lost his squad leader in the fighting, a veteran sergeant who had helped him survive his early months in Vietnam. The laid-back Southern California teenager grew a little bit older, a little wiser, a little harder.


India Company had suffered heavy losses at Con Thien, so the outfit was pulled out of combat for a few weeks to replenish its ranks with newly arrived replacements—FNGs (“fucking new guys”) in the Marine patois that Warner had learned from the old-timers. Warner was given command of a squad, and in early December, India was dispatched to the Marine combat base at Khe Sanh, in the far northwestern corner of South Vietnam. On December 26, Warner and his comrades took over the Marine outpost on 881 South, where they could look out into Laos, seven miles to the west, and take up the search for the North Vietnamese troops pouring into the area.


Now, as his men pushed through the tall grass that clotted the stream at the base of 881 South, Warner dropped to the back of the column to make sure no one slipped up behind them.


His point man had broken through the wall of vegetation into a small clearing, which the other Marines were now approaching. Warner was the last to step from the water onto dry ground, and as he did, he heard something behind him.


Splash, splash, splash. And then silence.


Somebody was following them.


Warner sounded a wordless warning to his squad. Hand signals flashed, and the Marines began circling around the edge of the clearing. Within a few steps, they found warm cooking fires. They had walked into an NVA campsite.


The jungle around them was now unnaturally silent. The Marines exchanged worried glances.


Warner got his company commander, Captain William Dabney, on the radio. The squad leader whispered a situation report, even as he braced for the ear-splitting sound of gunfire and explosions.


“I’m going to send guys down the hill,” Dabney said in a low voice. “Can you start back up?”2


Everyone looked at Warner, wondering how they were going to get out of this mess alive. The Californian pointed to the Marine at the head of his squad, motioning for him to move back across the stream and up the slope of 881 South.


Warner and his men moved as stealthily as they could through the elephant grass and water, but it was too late for that. Warner felt eyes watching them as they moved. He could almost see the NVA around him in the bush, fingers on triggers, poised to fire.


The Marines reached dry ground, and still the North Vietnamese had not attacked. The Americans started up the slope, and as each step carried them farther away from danger, relief swept the column.3 Why had the enemy soldiers let them live? Warner and his men were baffled, but giddy at their escape.


Ken Warner and his men had been lucky. The NVA soldiers were almost ready to strike the Americans at Khe Sanh, but not quite, and their ambitious plan envisioned far greater victories than the slaughter of nine Marines on patrol.4










PART I

















CHAPTER 1









Death in the Tall Grass


In the minutes before the operation began, the Marines made small talk. They spoke of food and home, girlfriends and wives, and the time left in their thirteen-month combat tours with the Marines in Vietnam.


The sun broke above the misty green peaks of South Vietnam’s most distant corner, revealing a scene of deceptive tranquillity. A thick blanket of fog engulfed all but the highest hill masses, and in the soft early light they appeared like islands awash in cottony white waves. Somewhere beneath that spectral sea, less than a mile north of the Marines as they geared up on Hill 881 South, soldiers of the North Vietnamese Army’s 325C Division waited in bunkers and fighting holes hidden in the tall grass.


It was Saturday morning, January 20, 1968.


Hill 881 South (designated by its height in meters) was the farthest outpost of the Marine combat base at Khe Sanh, nearly four miles to the southeast.1 The hilltop stronghold stood like a sentinel overlooking the border with Laos, and the vital supply lines that the North Vietnamese used to funnel men and materiel into South Vietnam. Over the past week, the Marines of India Company, 3rd Battalion, 26th Marine Regiment, had made contact with the enemy nearly every time they left the hill and started up the slope to their north. Intelligence reports placed two NVA divisions around Khe Sanh, roughly 20,000 men—more than three times the total number of Marines around Khe Sanh.


India’s commander, Captain William Dabney, wanted to see what was out there, and he was taking no chances. He ordered his entire company, about 175 men, to gear up. Their destination: a multi-fingered ridgeline a mile to the north—Hill 881 North on Marine topographic maps.


The pre-mission banter by short-timers made Navy corpsman Mike Ray homesick. He had been in Vietnam barely sixty days, which meant he wouldn’t get home for another eleven months—unless he was killed or wounded. He was twenty years old, an Iowa farm boy assigned to India’s 3rd Platoon, and he missed his wife and young son. He finished a breakfast of canned C-rations and headed to his bunker to check his aid bag one final time. He wanted to make sure he had enough battle dressings, tourniquets, and morphine, in case they ran into trouble. When his bag was ready, Ray scribbled a farewell note to his family, folded the paper, and slipped it into his personal gear.2


The platoons formed around 8:00 a.m., and a half hour later, on Bill Dabney’s command, the men of India Company made their way through the perimeter wire and headed down the steep north face of 881 South, in search of the North Vietnamese Army.


•   •   •


For an ambitious officer like Captain William Howard Dabney, a thirty-three-year-old Virginian hungry for combat and glory, Khe Sanh Combat Base had seemed like the perfect posting. It was only fifteen miles south of the demilitarized zone that divided Vietnam into Communist and non-Communist nations, and seven miles from Laos, where the Ho Chi Minh Trail was bustling with North Vietnamese troops headed south to fight the Americans. The enemy was close, and the colonels and generals who might cramp Dabney’s aggressive style weren’t.


In Marine parlance, Dabney was a “mustang,” a former enlisted man who had clawed his way up to the officer corps. He had joined the Marines in 1953, after flunking out of Yale University, and made sergeant before completing his enlistment. He entered Virginia Military Institute, graduated with a degree in English in the spring of 1960, and a few weeks later reentered the Marines as a second lieutenant.


Even in the macho world of the United States Marine Corps, Dabney turned heads. He was six feet four inches, handsome, square-jawed. He was a charming storyteller, with a born leader’s grace and confidence. He had burnished his mystique by marrying Virginia Puller, the daughter of America’s most famous Marine, retired general Lewis “Chesty” Puller.


When he arrived in Vietnam in September 1967, Dabney was a senior captain, but still waiting to command a Marine rifle company before moving up to major. He got his company within days of arriving in Vietnam but promptly lost it after clashing with his battalion commanding officer (CO).3 Dabney got a second crack at it before the month was out and took the reins of India Company, 3rd Battalion, 26th Marines.


After several weeks of operations, Dabney and his men, in mid-December, flew to Khe Sanh, where he led the company on a weeklong 3/26 battalion sweep toward the border with Laos and back. The Marines made no contact with the North Vietnamese, but Dabney sensed the presence of the enemy all around. The day after Christmas, he led his men out to the battle-scarred stronghold of 881 South.


The hill that Dabney and his men now called home—along with two neighboring hill masses, 881 North and 861—had been the scene of a fierce two-week battle the previous spring in which 155 Marines had perished and another 425 had been wounded, engagements that became known as the Hill Fights of Khe Sanh. The Marines had attacked the hills with World War II–style frontal assaults, but they were thrown back by enemy troops firing from bunkers and camouflaged holes. American artillery and air strikes pounded the enemy positions, and the Marines awoke one morning to find that the North Vietnamese had slipped away.4


Dabney’s Marines took over the former enemy redoubt on 881 South and commenced daily patrols in search of enemy troops. They made no contact for the first three weeks, but the signs of a major enemy presence had become unmistakable over the past week.


The previous day, a Marine recon patrol had made heavy contact with the NVA on 881 North and needed help breaking off the fight and getting its wounded out. Dabney’s 3rd Platoon had rushed to the scene of the firefight and gotten their comrades to safety, but the recon boys had lost a radio and code sheets, a worrisome turn of events for the Americans.


Dabney’s 1st Platoon had gone back in search of the lost radio and code sheets the previous day, January 19, with Corporal Ken Warner’s squad in the lead. Warner was pushing his men forward through tall elephant grass about 1:30 p.m. when he and the Marine immediately to his front, Gary Joliet, heard the sound of rustling grass to their right. Joliet turned to his left and flashed Warner a quizzical look, as if to say: What was that? Before Warner could react, they heard more movement in the grass. Joliet had started to turn back toward the unseen danger when the grass exploded with automatic-weapons fire from the improvised North Vietnamese ambush.


Joliet dropped to the ground with three bullets in his back, and the Marine behind Warner fell wounded, but the big Southern Californian somehow survived the opening barrage without a scratch. After a hard ninety-minute fight, the Marines were able to break contact and withdraw under the cover of air strikes and artillery fire. It was something of a miracle that only one Marine was killed: Warner’s M-60 machine gunner, Private First Class Leonard Lee Newton, a nineteen-year-old from Stockton, California, had waged a courageous duel with an NVA machine gunner on the slope above him until he fell dead with a bullet through the eye.


Now, Captain Dabney led his men off his hill and headed north, toward the rugged slopes stained with the fresh blood of US Marines.5


•   •   •


It was 1,500 feet from the American perimeter on 881 South to the base of the hill, and on the morning of January 20, the 30° slope was so slippery from fog and winter rains that the Marines had to grab at brush and small trees to avoid tumbling to the bottom. Grunts and curses sounded along the line, along with the clank of equipment, as men lost their footing.


India Company’s slow and noisy progress worried Private Michael Pike, an eighteen-year-old Marine from Southern California. He had arrived in Vietnam only eight days earlier, and this was his first patrol.6 He had stuffed the pockets of his jungle utilities with cans of C-rations, filled three or four canteens of water, and draped himself with bandoliers of M-16 magazines and a few hand grenades. As the new guy, Pike got the honor of carrying two white phosphorus rounds for the platoon’s 3.5-inch rocket launcher. He was handed a hard-plastic backpack with the two rounds inside and told: strap it on.7


As they made their way down the hill, the Marines entered the fog cover that had appeared as a cottony sea from far above. They finally reached the bottom, then waded into a rushing stream that wound around the hill. Second Platoon rifleman Robert Tipton, a nineteen-year-old from Florida, knelt to fill his canteen before rejoining the column as it splashed ahead through soggy ground. The Marines moved cautiously through the thick fog.8


•   •   •


After crossing the stream, India Company split into two columns and began to move up parallel fingers of the hill, about 500 yards apart, climbing toward the crest of 881 North. Leading the left column was India’s 1st Platoon, commanded by Second Lieutenant Harry F. “Rick” Fromme Jr., a twenty-four-year-old from Jacksonville, Florida; he was followed by Bill Dabney and his small command group and India’s 2nd Platoon, led by Second Lieutenant Michael H. Thomas, a twenty-five-year-old from Pawnee, Oklahoma.9 On the right, angling toward an almost identical grass-cloaked finger, was India’s 1st Platoon, led by Second Lieutenant Thomas D. Brindley of St. Paul, Minnesota, a twenty-four-year-old who had played college hockey in Colorado before quitting to enlist in the Marines.


The 1st Platoon moved hard uphill through the thick elephant grass. At the head of the column was Brindley’s veteran point man, Private First Class James Collins. A muscular, bull-necked farm boy from the cornfields of central Illinois, Collins was only five days shy of his twenty-third birthday. He was at the end of his thirteen months in Vietnam and was packed and ready to leave 881 South. As a short-timer, Collins could have skipped the patrol. But when his buddies shoved off, there he was, leading the column.


At the rear of Brindley’s column were seven reconnaissance Marines. Code-named Team Barkwood, they had been dispatched from Khe Sanh late the previous afternoon, with orders to slip away from the column and recover the radio and code sheets left at the scene of the ambush two days earlier. The team was led by Lance Corporal Charles William Bryan, a high school football player and Boy Scout back home in McKinney, Texas. After basic training, Bryan had volunteered to become a reconnaissance Marine, trained to prowl the jungles in small teams of a dozen men or less in search of enemy troops. He had married his high school sweetheart before heading to Vietnam at the end of September 1967. Assigned to Bravo Company, 3rd Reconnaissance Battalion, Bryan joined the outfit at Khe Sanh. He was popular with his recon buddies because he was a nice guy, he did his job well, and he shared the chocolate-chip cookies his young wife, Deidra, regularly sent.10 And now, he and his team were impatiently plodding up the hillside at the rear of Tom Brindley’s platoon.


Progress was agonizingly slow as the Marines carefully measured each step in the thick fog. Finally, Brindley and his men emerged into sunlight. Near the rear of the column, Team Barkwood’s radioman, Robert “PJ” Pagano, a nineteen-year-old from White Plains, New York, gazed up ahead and suppressed a laugh. Only the helmets of the 3rd Platoon grunts were visible above the tall grass, and they looked like turtles bobbing along in a sea of green.


Pagano’s reverie was shattered by a familiar sound.


Pop-pop-pop-pop. Pop-pop-pop-pop.


The helmets disappeared.


•   •   •


By the time Jim Collins spotted the well-camouflaged enemy fighting holes, it was too late. The Vietnamese fired first, and the point man from Illinois fell in the opening volley.11


Lieutenant Brindley advanced with his 2nd Squad and directed fire toward the suspected NVA positions that had pinned down his lead elements. The roar of machine guns mixed with the crack of assault rifles and the whoosh-boom of Communist rocket-propelled grenades. Bullets snapped and whined through the elephant grass. Enemy soldiers were on both sides of the Americans, firing their weapons and tossing grenades.


“Doc, up!”


Corpsman Mike Ray heard the cry above the noise and felt sick. He was paralyzed by fear, and then his training kicked in. He crawled forward, still terrified, but focused on finding and treating fallen Marines. The first man he found was his squad leader, a sergeant from the hills of Kentucky who loved to sing and strum his guitar on quiet nights. His chin had been ripped from his face. Ray handed the sergeant a large battle dressing to stanch the flow of blood, telling him to get back down the hill.12


Ray moved ahead and found a young Marine sprawled in the grass. A piece of grenade shrapnel had struck the man below his left eye and ripped through the roof of his mouth, exiting through his chin. Ray dressed the wounds as best he could and pointed the Marine down the trail.


The corpsman was still snaking his way up the trail when the order to fall back swept through the grass. Panicked Marines popped up and scuttled past in a low crouch, dropping and kicking rifle magazines and grenades as they ran. Ray joined the rush.13 The spooked Marines ran until they reached a small plateau, a safe distance from the murderous enemy fire.


Ray was still catching his breath from the frantic retreat when a gravely injured Marine was laid at his feet. It was the fallen point man. Ray and another corpsman tried cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR), but there was no response. Jim Collins would be making the trip back to Illinois in a military-issue coffin.14


•   •   •


Bill Dabney had watched through field glasses as the fight began, and he quickly saw that Brindley’s platoon was pinned down by North Vietnamese fire from a knoll about six hundred feet up the hill. Dabney radioed his young lieutenant: break contact and pull back with your wounded. He also ordered his executive officer, First Lieutenant Richard Foley Jr., attached to Brindley’s platoon, to set up an emergency landing zone (LZ) for medevac choppers.


Within minutes, the LZ was secured, and a helicopter settled into the tiny clearing. Several seriously wounded Marines were carried aboard, along with the body of Jim Collins. As the medevac bird thundered off to the east, Lieutenant Foley and his artillery forward observer (FO) radioed coordinates that were quickly forwarded to waiting artillery batteries at Khe Sanh and mortar teams back on 881 South. The North Vietnamese positions above them erupted with explosions.15


•   •   •


On Bill Dabney’s command, two squads of Lieutenant Rick Fromme’s 1st Platoon on the western finger were maneuvering into position to enfilade the North Vietnamese that had pinned down Brindley’s platoon. Fromme’s men were thirty yards from the top of a knoll, charging ahead in a skirmish line, when the grass around them exploded with the roar of automatic weapons and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs). Crisscrossing rounds from NVA. 51-caliber machine guns and AK-47 rifles ripped into the legs and torsos of the charging Marines, dropping twenty young Americans in seconds.


Among those falling in the first volley was squad leader Ken Warner. Hot metal from an exploding RPG round had sliced his face and hip and gouged a gaping hole in his right shoulder. Bleeding heavily, Warner couldn’t pinpoint the enemy soldiers hidden in the tall grass. He couldn’t even see the Marines who had fallen around him, but he could hear their screams and cries of pain.16


Fromme’s platoon was now completely focused on escaping the enemy killing zone. Murderous NVA machine-gun fire raked the Americans from the left flank. Fromme and several of his men laid down covering fire so corpsmen and other Marines could get their wounded down the hill.


Nearby, the men of Corporal Michael Elrod’s 3rd Squad ran for their lives, one at a time, while comrades fired in the direction of the concealed North Vietnamese. Elrod was the only one left when three NVA soldiers charged him. He fired a final round, then sprinted after his men. A bullet smashed into Elrod’s heel and ankle, and he collapsed to the ground. He started crawling and didn’t stop until he reached the perimeter of Dabney’s reserve force down the hill.17


For wounded squad leader Ken Warner, there was no easy way out. He ordered two men to help ambulatory casualties crawl away from the fire while he took responsibility for his most seriously wounded Marine, rifleman Bob Coniff, bleeding heavily from both legs. Grabbing Coniff under his armpits, Warner hugged the ground and began dragging the Marine through the tall grass. North Vietnamese machine-gun fire scythed the slope around them, drawn by the swaying grass as Warner forced his way through the thick vegetation.18


Their progress was agonizingly slow, measured in inches, and Warner was growing weak from blood loss and exhaustion. He could no longer hear any Marines nearby. He spotted a tree and dragged himself and his comrade beneath it and leaned against the trunk. Cradling Coniff in his lap, Warner said good-bye to his parents and waited to die. As he accepted his fate, he felt a strange calmness come over him, and his brain flashed a simple command: Just keep going.19


The wounded Marine resumed the torturous retreat through the heavy grass, pulling his even more seriously injured comrade along with him. After an agonizing forty-five minutes, the sound of gunfire and explosions had faded.20 Warner willed himself on—just a little more, just a little more. Finally, a beautiful sight came into view: the cordon formed by the Marines of Mike Thomas’s 2nd Platoon.


Ken Warner was among the last Marines from the left column to reach safety. As a corpsman began treating Bob Coniff, Warner did a quick head count. He and his men were a bloody mess, but the entire squad had made it back down the slope.21 There was more to the miracle: in Fromme’s assault, twenty-one Marines had been wounded, some critically, but they would all make it off the hill alive.


•   •   •


Mike Thomas had been moving his 2nd Platoon Marines through a small clearing down the slope when the left column came under attack. Private Michael Pike had just walked into the opening when an NVA machine gun fired from about 300 yards off to the left. Pike hit the deck as machine-gun rounds kicked dirt into his face.22 A sergeant screamed at Pike. “Marine, get your ass up!” Pike scrambled for cover at the edge of the clearing.


In seconds, the platoon’s 3.5-inch rocketman screwed together the two halves of his weapon, and another Marine grabbed one of the white phosphorus rounds from Pike’s plastic backpack and shoved it in the launcher tube. The rocketman took aim, and a round roared westward and exploded in the distance. As white smoke boiled from the point of impact, a North Vietnamese soldier staggered from a camouflaged bunker. A Marine sniper stepped up and laid his rifle across the rocketman’s shoulder. Peering through his scope, he dropped the enemy fighter with one shot.23


Within a few minutes, blood-soaked Marines from Fromme’s platoon had clawed their way through the elephant grass and into the 2nd Platoon perimeter. A corpsman began pulling wounded men into a bomb crater. He dressed their wounds and tried to calm them.


A Marine CH-46 helicopter—Frosty Gold of Marine Medium Helicopter Squadron 262 (HMM-262)—whomped in from the east, banked and turned toward a makeshift LZ alongside the casualty collection point. Under heavy enemy fire, pilot Bob Ropelewski, a twenty-five-year-old captain from Erie, Pennsylvania, slowly backed into the hill. As the ramp of his Sea Knight touched the steep slope, rifleman James Schemelia put his arm around a wounded Marine and walked him inside the helicopter. They were moving toward the front when NVA machine-gun rounds ripped through the fuselage and severed the fuel line. The helicopter burst into flames.24


Fighting to control the crippled aircraft, Ropelewski careened toward the streambed below. Schemelia grabbed the wounded Marine he had just helped aboard, pushed him out the back, and jumped after him.25 Ropelewski, his co-pilot, crew chief, and gunner all managed to bail out in the seconds before the helicopter crashed into the draw about fifty yards below.26


Within minutes, Fromme’s Marines found Ropelewski and his copilot, Steve Stegich. They were waiting with .45 pistols drawn, poised to shoot it out if the North Vietnamese got there first. The Marines also recovered the crew chief and door gunner, injured but alive. James Schemelia had survived serious injury, and he dragged himself out of the heavy brush, found his wounded comrade, and helped him back to the bomb crater to await another medevac aircraft.27


•   •   •


About 2:00 p.m., as Bill Dabney’s men fought for their lives, an extraordinary drama was unfolding at Khe Sanh Combat Base. A North Vietnamese lieutenant armed with an AK-47 rifle stepped from the jungle beyond the eastern perimeter, dropped his weapon, and surrendered.28


Marines hustled the uniformed Vietnamese back inside the base for interrogation, where he quickly confirmed American intelligence reports that two NVA divisions were drawn up around Khe Sanh. The prisoner was fed up with army life, and offered an even more chilling revelation: North Vietnamese troops were poised to strike the American outpost on Hill 861 that night. Once that objective had been seized, he said, they would move against Khe Sanh Combat Base.29


•   •   •


As friendly artillery pounded the North Vietnamese positions on 881 North, Tom Brindley’s shaken Marines—the right hand of Dabney’s thrust—had regrouped down the slope from the scene of their encounter. They had lost ten men, nine of them wounded and one dead. But Bill Dabney had no intention of walking away from this fight. When the friendly artillery fire tapered off, the order was passed: prepare to take the enemy strongpoint.30


The men of 3rd Platoon formed a skirmish line. Bill Bryan and his recon team anchored Brindley’s right flank.


“Fix bayonets,” Brindley ordered.


Almost as one, the heads of the recon Marines snapped toward the platoon commander. Fix what? PJ Pagano thought to himself.31 Most recon Marines didn’t even carry bayonets.


Brindley walked up and down the line, encouraging each man with a knock on the back.32 On Brindley’s shouted command, the Marines started up the hill.


Within seconds, enemy fire ripped through the grass and over the heads of the Americans. The Marines fired their rifles from the hip, like John Wayne in movies they had watched as kids. With Brindley in the lead, waving his .45 pistol, the Marines hit the first row of North Vietnamese fighting holes and broke the enemy line with a flurry of grenade explosions, automatic rifle fire, and bayonet thrusts. The Marines surged ahead and were able to seize the crest of the knoll in close combat with the remaining NVA.


Spilling over the crest, the Marines came under heavy fire from North Vietnamese troops down the reverse slope and to their east. Brindley ran back and forth along the line, pausing long enough to inform Dabney by radio that his men had taken their objective but had lost most of their noncoms and were running low on ammunition.


Seconds later, a rifle round slammed into Tom Brindley’s chest. Mortally wounded, he gave one final command: “Keep low, keep going, and stay on line.”33


•   •   •


On Brindley’s right, Bill Bryan’s recon team had tried to flank the NVA position but had run headlong into a small enemy force. The Americans scattered the opposing soldiers and were charging up the hill when they were caught in a murderous crossfire: friendly mortar fire and small arms rounds from the rear, and enemy machine guns and small arms from the front. Pagano had just called off the mortar fire when an M-16 round slammed into the back of his leg, and he fell to the ground.34


Lying on his back, Pagano felt an AK-47 round whizz by his head. It ripped through the left arm and shoulder of the team’s deputy commander, Lionel Guerra. A new Barkwood team member took one look at the two wounded veterans, dropped his gear, and bolted down the hill.


Bill Bryan appeared in the grass to Pagano’s right. “Stay there,” the team leader yelled. “I’ll come over.”35


As bullets and grenades ripped the grass from all directions, Pagano lay on his back and worked the radio. He asked friendly units down the hill to hold their fire. He called in artillery support and requested medevac choppers. His hands became numb from the loss of blood, and it became increasingly difficult to key his radio handset. The numbness spread to his chest and face. He was bleeding to death.


Bill Bryan charged through the grass and dived to the ground next to Pagano. “Don’t worry, PJ, you’re not going to die,” Bryan said. The team leader propped himself up on his elbows and was tearing open a battle dressing with his teeth when the crack of an AK-47 sounded nearby. Bryan slumped to the dirt, face first. A bullet had ripped through his armpit and into his chest.


“Bryan, are you okay?” Pagano asked.


“Hit bad,” the Texan gasped. “Going to die.”36


Bill Bryan’s head slowly sagged onto Pagano’s legs.


•   •   •


With Brindley and his noncoms down, Dabney ordered Lieutenant Richard Foley up the hill to take command of the 3rd Platoon. The Marines had formed a tight circle in anticipation of a North Vietnamese counterattack, which aerial observers reported was about to hit them. Only seconds before the NVA surged over the crest, friendly jets screamed to the rescue, dumping high explosives and napalm on the charging enemy force. The Marines bounced like rag dolls as bombs exploded and napalm fireballs boiled into the sky, but the enemy charge was shattered.37


•   •   •


PJ Pagano was lying in the grass several yards east of Brindley’s perimeter when the jets made their run. He could hear voices on the radio trying to reach his team, but he was too weak to respond. The lifeless body of Bill Bryan lay across his legs. Pagano stared up at the beautiful blue sky and waited to die.


A Marine F-4 Phantom jet suddenly roared directly overhead, so low that Pagano could see the rivets on its fuselage and feel the heat from its engine. On its second pass, Pagano watched two napalm canisters drop from the jet’s wings and tumble toward him. He closed his eyes, covered his face, and waited for the jellied gasoline to incinerate him. But the canisters whooshed past and exploded just over the crest.


Pagano next heard two helicopter pilots talking over his frequency. “Have you been monitoring Barkwood?” one pilot asked.


“Yes, that was a sad situation,” the other replied.


Pagano suddenly realized: They think we’re dead.38


•   •   •


Tom Brindley’s shattered platoon had been saved by the air strikes, at least for a few minutes, but the Marines remained pinned down by heavy NVA fire. Bill Dabney now ordered Mike Thomas to take half his platoon and maneuver from the left flank over to Brindley’s trapped survivors. Thomas quickly covered the 500 yards that separated the two columns and found Brindley’s men. He reinforced the perimeter and began organizing the evacuation of the wounded down the hill.


When it became clear that the team of recon Marines was missing, Thomas led the search through the tall grass to the east. One by one, he and his men found the lost Marines and carried them to safety, until only two remained missing: team leader Bill Bryan and radio operator PJ Pagano.


As Thomas lay in the grass with his men, he received a radio report with the location of the two missing Marines. Blood streamed from a painful facial wound Thomas had suffered, but he insisted on leading the final rescue. The young lieutenant was rising from the grass when he was hit again: one bullet struck him in the head; another tore through his midsection, sliced through corpsman Mike Ray’s shoulder, and struck a third Marine in the ankle. Mike Thomas collapsed to the ground, mortally wounded.39


•   •   •


In the tall grass nearby, PJ Pagano had mustered his last bit of strength to let his comrades know that he was alive. He positioned the handset near his ear and pressed his head down on the talk button. “All stations this net, this is Barkwood,” Pagano said. “Be advised this station is up.”


A few minutes passed before Pagano got a response.


“Barkwood, this is Rainbelt Six Actual.” It was Bill Dabney. “I’ve got six Marines here who have volunteered to come up and get you. You up for it?”40


Signals were arranged: the rescue party would stay on Pagano’s frequency and ask him to fire two quick shots from his M-16 rifle every so often to guide them. Pagano’s hands were so numb that it took all his strength to pull the trigger, but he managed to fire two sets of shots on command. On his third attempt, the rifle bolt locked open. He was out of rounds.


Dark clouds had moved in, and it was beginning to rain. If night fell, Pagano knew he would bleed to death or be killed by NVA soldiers. He heard a rustling in the grass nearby and tensed. The grass parted, revealing the grimy face of a Marine.


“Are you Barkwood?” Sergeant Daniel Jessup casually asked.41


Yes, Pagano confirmed.


“What about him?” the Marine asked. He nodded at the Barkwood team leader, still draped over Pagano’s legs.


“He’s dead,” Pagano replied. As he finally allowed himself to accept the terrible truth, Pagano fought to suppress a scream. Bill Bryan, the finest of men and Marines, was dead.


Three Marines, including one of Pagano’s wounded teammates, had found the Barkwood radio operator. They cut off Pagano’s pack and began dragging him down the hill, a few inches at a time, as the NVA blasted the moving grass. The LZ finally came into sight. Pagano was loaded aboard a medevac helicopter with other casualties, and the bird made its escape under heavy NVA fire.42


•   •   •


Around 3:00 p.m., Bill Dabney had received a radio transmission from the battalion commander: break contact and get your men back to 881 South. There was no explanation—it was always assumed that the NVA was monitoring transmissions, so the less said, the better. Only later that night would Dabney learn about the North Vietnamese defector and his revelations about an imminent attack.


Dabney argued that he could take 881 North if he got reinforcements. His request was denied.43 By late afternoon, Dabney had accounted for all his men and gotten the most seriously wounded off the hill. He had lost forty-two men in the day’s fighting, one-fourth of his force, including seven dead or mortally wounded. The big Virginian gave the order to withdraw.


As the exhausted Marines retraced their steps down the parallel fingers, helicopter gunships and attack jets pinned the North Vietnamese in place. Night was approaching when the last Marine of India Company filed back inside the wire of the outpost on 881 South.44


•   •   •


During the course of the long day, the mood on 881 South had darkened as India’s losses had mounted.45 Lieutenant Tom Esslinger, a twenty-four-year-old Yale University graduate from Ephrata, Pennsylvania, had choppered up to the hill with 3rd Battalion’s Mike Company, which was assigned to hold the outpost while Dabney confronted the NVA.46 Esslinger had joined a group of senior officers as they watched the operation from atop Dabney’s bunker.


As the fight raged, the officers sat on the bunker roof in lawn chairs and puffed cigars. Esslinger had watched admiringly through binoculars as Lieutenant Mike Thomas, a close friend, dashed around the lower slopes of 881 North, oblivious to the enemy fire. But as the hours passed, Esslinger’s awe had turned to horror after he witnessed the death of Tom Brindley, another good friend and former classmate, and then Mike Thomas.


Esslinger had ducked inside Dabney’s bunker, where he broke down and wept.47


Now, with the North Vietnamese all around, the mourning of fallen friends and comrades would have to wait. Tom Esslinger helped ready Mike Company for battle, while the men of India Company made similar preparations on their half of the hill. The long day drew to a close on Hill 881 South with the familiar figure of Captain Bill Dabney moving through the darkness, checking his lines, bucking up his men. The great confrontation at Khe Sanh was underway.










CHAPTER 2









The Battle of Hill 861


As the Marines on 881 South awaited the enemy, North Vietnamese sappers moved through the darkness and fog about one and one-half miles to the east. With practiced stealth, they closed on the American outpost on Hill 861—the advance elements of a four-hundred-man NVA assault force poised to strike the Marines of Kilo Company, 3/26.


Approximately twenty paces beyond the northern perimeter of the American stronghold, two Marines were the first to hear the enemy approach. They had drawn listening post (LP) duty on this night and were hiding in a clump of grass, waiting to sound the alarm if the enemy attacked. Periodically, the platoon radio operator called for a situation report, a heart-stopping request on nights when the enemy was about. It would suffice for the LP leader to key his mike a specified number of times, if everything was okay. “If there ain’t no jive, give me five,” the platoon radioman might instruct. Or: “If you’re home free, give me three.”1


The North Vietnamese troops closing on the hill—the 6th Battalion of the 325C Division’s 2nd Regiment—had orders to overrun the American outpost. The 150 Marines and Navy corpsmen assigned to Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion of the 26th Marine Regiment, had orders to stop them.


Back home, the country might be coming apart at the seams over the war in Vietnam and civil rights, but the American melting pot was alive and well in Kilo Company. The Corps had taken young men from every conceivable background—Northerners and Southerners, blacks and whites, jocks and scholars, high school dropouts and college boys—and had broken them down and rebuilt them as peerless warriors, bound by a sense of brotherhood and purpose that transcended race and class and regional pride. It was fashionable in the Army to look down on the Marines and mock their oorah bravado, their claims of being stronger and tougher and faster than anyone else defending Old Glory. But for those who had been through boot camp at Parris Island or San Diego or Officer Candidates School at Quantico, the transformation was as real as air or sunlight. They were, and would forever be, United States Marines, guided by an uncomplicated creed: Semper Fidelis—Always Faithful, with an emphasis on Always.


The Marine Corps had taken disparate souls like Lance Corporal Dennis Mannion, a garrulous twenty-two-year-old Notre Dame dropout and son of a Connecticut FBI agent, and Sergeant Miguel Salinas, a thirty-eight-year-old Korean War veteran and worldly merchant seaman of humble Mexican migrant stock, and transformed them into highly skilled components of the killing machine that was Kilo Company. The Corps had taken a pair of mismatched twenty-year-olds named Ted Mickelson and Dave Rozelle—the former a short (and short-tempered) Mormon cowboy from Wyoming and the latter a tall, sweet-natured agnostic from Scranton, Pennsylvania—and forged them into a fine M-60 machine-gun team anchoring Kilo’s eastern perimeter. The Corps had elevated college-educated men like twenty-four-year-old Norman Jasper from the cornfields of Illinois to company command and more recent graduates, like Benjamin Steve Fordham, the son of an American business executive in Mexico, to platoon leadership.


Holding it all together were career Marines like Melvin Rimel, Kilo’s revered gunnery sergeant. At six foot three and 240 pounds, the native of Dawson, Pennsylvania, had earned the nickname Bull as a fledgling Marine recruit at Parris Island in 1953. To members of his family, he was a beloved son, brother, husband, and father of four. Now thirty-three, with fifteen years in the Marine Corps, Rimel was a “lifer,” but he was larger than life. For young Marines, Rimel was a surrogate father, tough but fair, and he taught them how to be a Marine.2


The two Kilo Marines out on LP duty off the north end of 861 were another unlikely pair, a Louisiana Cajun named Bondurant and a wisecracking Northern black named Diehl, but the finely honed process of Marine Corps acculturation wasn’t foremost in their minds as they listened to the enemy sappers creeping toward their hiding place.


Their radio crackled to life with a reprieve: Captain Jasper wanted all LPs back inside the wire. Bondurant and Diehl ran for their lives. The shaken Marines sprinted back inside the Kilo perimeter, spewing a torrent of oaths. “Motherfucker!” one exclaimed. “There’s all kinds of gooks out there!”3


•   •   •


The two Marines weren’t exaggerating. The night came alive with the sounds of NVA sappers as they low-crawled up the slope toward the northern perimeter of the American outpost. The approach was gentler there, almost flat in places, whereas the hill dropped off steeply to the east and west.


The American stronghold on Hill 861 measured nearly four hundred yards north to south and about 150 yards east to west. The hill sloped upward toward the north and crested a little over fifty yards above the trench line as it snaked around the northern perimeter. Captain Jasper’s command bunker—several layers of sandbags piled around dirt-filled barrels—sat near the crest. The helicopter landing zone was down the hill to the south.


Several sandbagged machine-gun bunkers had been carved into the outer wall of the trench line, spaced every twenty-five yards or so. In between were the fighting positions of Kilo’s riflemen. Sergeant Miguel Salinas was positioned with his M-60 machine gun at a crucial point on the northern trench line, overlooking the main entrance to the outpost.


To slow an enemy assault force, the Americans had built an outer barrier anchored by three rows of triple concertina wire, a regular barbed wire fence and swaths of “tangle foot”—tautly stretched barbed wire laid out in a checkerboard pattern a few inches off the ground. Scattered among the tangle foot and concertina were pressure-detonated mines and trip flares that would burn brightly when triggered. Beyond the wire were command-detonated Claymore mines, positioned to spray ball bearings in a deadly fan-shaped pattern toward an assault force, and homemade anti-personnel weapons fashioned from twenty-five pound rolls of barbed wire packed with C4 plastic explosives and a blasting cap.4


Now, Miguel Salinas and his 1st Platoon comrades listened to the enemy sappers as they went about their work sizing up the outer American defenses—probing, digging up mines, and snipping wire. The Marines could hear the tap-tap-tap of bamboo signal sticks and see pinholes of light flickering on and off like fireflies as the sappers communicated with each other and with the assault forces moving into place behind them. The Marines occasionally tossed grenades toward the sounds and flashes of light. As the tension built, they yelled taunts and insults at their adversaries.5


Sometime after 9:00 p.m., Captain Jasper ordered Kilo’s artillery forward observer, Dennis Mannion, down to the northern perimeter to see if he could put artillery on the NVA sappers. Mannion and his radio operator, Dave Kron, found the mood tense among the Marines.6 The enemy sappers were now only thirty or forty yards away, so close that the Americans could hear the high-pitched, singsong tones of spoken Vietnamese. The sappers seemed nonchalant, chatting, even laughing. Other sounds carried through the fog: the slap of a rifle sling hitting the weapon’s wooden stock; the “Shhhhhhhhhh” of an enemy soldier trying to quiet his comrades; and, strangest of all, a Donald Duck–like noise followed by laughter.7 The concertina wire hummed as the North Vietnamese shook it, perhaps testing whether it was electrified or rigged with explosives.8 There were metallic pings as taut coils of concertina were snipped and sprang back into place. The Americans threw more grenades, and the occasional screams or moans of injured North Vietnamese soldiers carried through the night.9


It was quickly clear to Mannion that the NVA had crept too close for an artillery strike. He returned to his fighting hole above the 1st Platoon positions and reported his assessment to Captain Jasper.10 Twice more, Mannion and his radioman made their way down to the front wire to check the situation. They had just returned to their fighting hole after their final trip down to the front line when a figure took shape in the mist. They tensed, and Mannion barked a challenge.


A voice like that of a radio disc jockey sang out, announcing the call letters of a Florida radio station and a balmy weather report. It was corpsman Malcolm Mole, an aspiring DJ from DeLand, Florida. The cheery Mole had crept up the hill to use the latrine the Marines had carved into the slope near Mannion’s bunker.


Laughing at Mole’s comic relief, Mannion called out in mock anger.


“Oh, Doc, come on! Give me a break!”11


•   •   •


Sometime around 12:30 a.m. on January 21, 1968, an RPG round streaked over Miguel Salinas and his 1st Platoon comrades on the northern perimeter of 861 and exploded on the crest of the hill behind them.12 A green flare lit the night as RPG rounds whooshed in from North Vietnamese positions to the west, smashing into Captain Jasper’s command post, machine-gun bunkers, and other key points. Rockets slammed into the hill, one after another, and enemy mortars bisected the hill with rounds that marched along a north-south axis, spraying deadly shrapnel in all directions. Machine-gun rounds and green tracers stitched the darkness.


In the eerie half-light of illumination flares and exploding shells, the Marines of the 1st Platoon could see dozens of NVA soldiers charging toward them, blowing gaps in the wire with Bangalore torpedoes and throwing bamboo mats and ladders over the tangle foot and concertina coils.13 Miguel Salinas opened fire with his M-60, and other Marines up and down the northern line tossed grenades and emptied M-16 magazines into the enemy charge. Some of the attackers got tangled in the wire and thrashed about as they tried to break free.14 The screams of wounded NVA troops and Marines mingled with exclamations and warnings of new threats. Salinas screamed in Spanish and bounced around the trench line like a fighting cock.15


Several enemy soldiers reached the trench line around Salinas’s machine gun, and the fight became a desperate hand-to-hand struggle. A black Marine took up an exposed position atop the machine-gun bunker, pointed his M-16 at the charging NVA soldiers, and pulled the trigger. A Marine from Denver, Colorado, emptied his magazine into the mob, then slashed and stabbed the attackers with a switchblade. Salinas clubbed three or four with his rifle and shot one in the midsection at close range.16


Just as suddenly as it began, the attack rolled past Salinas and his comrades. Dead and dying NVA soldiers lay all around them—in the trench line, in the wire, and on the torn ground beyond. Several North Vietnamese soldiers had jumped the trench line and headed up the hill toward Captain Jasper’s command post. A few others had made it into the trench on either side of the 1st Platoon line, and they now headed deeper into the American outpost.


•   •   •


Around midnight, Captain Jasper had dispatched Dennis Mannion to the southern end of the hill to check out reports from the 2nd Platoon that NVA troops were in the elephant grass beyond the western perimeter wire. Jasper instructed the artillery forward observer to confirm the sighting and call in artillery on the enemy soldiers if possible.17


Arriving at the 2nd Platoon command post, Mannion peered into the darkness with binoculars, but he couldn’t see or hear anything. As he was standing there, scanning the grass-cloaked draw beneath the hill’s western perimeter, a green flare spangled the sky. On cue, the entire northwest corner of the hill came under fire from RPGs, rockets, mortars, machine guns, and small arms positioned on ridgelines to the west and north. Mannion and his radioman, Dave Kron, headed toward their fighting position overlooking the northern perimeter, working their way up the road that ran from the LZ to Captain Jasper’s command post in the middle of the hill. The entire northern end of the hill was getting hammered by mortars and RPGs, so they veered to their right, moving in a low crouch toward the northeast. Ahead, they could see the silhouette of the command post, backlit by the flash of explosions and the intermittent light of flares that floated slowly to the ground on tiny parachutes.


As they got closer, Mannion could see a body sprawled on the ground outside the command post (CP): it was Kilo’s beloved gunnery sergeant, Melvin Rimel. He was lying on his back, eyes open, his massive body pierced and broken by an enemy shell.18 Mannion knelt at the side of the great Marine and, with his thumbs, gently closed Rimel’s eyes.


Tears of shock and disbelief ran down Mannion’s cheeks as he stifled a wave of panic: Oh my God, if they could kill Gunny Rimel, we’re all going to die. 19 From his vantage point, Mannion could see that an RPG or a mortar had demolished the command post. There was no sign of Captain Jasper or anyone else in the command group.


Mannion collected himself and began to formulate a plan. He had to get back to the northern end of the hill to call in artillery and see with his own eyes where the rounds were landing or else the NVA could move up reinforcements at will and overrun the outpost. But the hail of bullets, RPGs, and shells had turned the area around his fighting position into a death zone. Even now, as he hunkered with his radioman in the open, they could hear shrapnel whiz by and clang off the steel engineering stakes that anchored bunker walls and perimeter wire. They would have to find another route.


Crouching low to the ground, Mannion and Kron retraced their steps to the LZ and found their way to a small bunker along the western trench line. “Get Charlie 1/13,” Mannion ordered, one of the batteries at Khe Sanh Combat Base. “We’re going to start calling in artillery.”


Kron dialed in the frequency and was stunned by what he heard. “Listen to this,” he said, putting the handset to his comrade’s ear. Mannion could hear the voices of North Vietnamese soldiers. They were jamming the frequency to block communications between the Americans on 861 and their artillery support.


With their efforts to call in artillery temporarily thwarted, Mannion and Kron started up the western trench line. Every ten or twelve feet, they passed a Marine standing at his post, rifle pointed outward. There were no enemy troops visible to the west, but the Marines occasionally tossed grenades into the shadows to make sure NVA assault forces weren’t creeping up on their positions. Mannion asked each Marine they encountered: Is there a man to your right? Each time the answer was yes, and so they kept moving up the trench.


Periodically, when they could get a clear frequency, the two Americans paused to call in coordinates for artillery. When they were unable to get through, alert officers down at the base were firing missions on Mannion’s preregistered targets to the west and northwest of the hill.


About an hour had passed since the opening salvo launching the attack, and the intensity of the enemy barrage had ebbed at times. Suddenly, a thunderous explosion rocked the hill, and a greenish-yellow fireball boiled into the sky above the north end. The 106-millimeter recoilless rifle bunker to the left of Mannion’s fighting hole had taken a direct hit, and it was now gone.


Mannion and Kron finally worked their way up to the northwest corner of the perimeter. The acrid smell of gunpowder from NVA grenades and shells hung heavily in the air. A Marine bunker came into view, and they could hear and see that a machine gunner was firing short bursts, with every sixth or seventh round a red tracer that streaked toward the northwest. As the two Marines crept close to the bunker, Mannion yelled the gunner’s name. “It’s Dennis,” Mannion called out.


The machine gunner fired a burst, then called back, “Okay.”


Mannion and Kron ducked into the bunker, stepping on hundreds of shell casings that littered the floor. “Where’s your crew?” Mannion asked.


“I don’t know,” the gunner replied. “They took off.”


“Are there gooks out there?”


The M-60 gunner wasn’t sure what was lurking in the fog, but he had a more immediate concern. “They’re all up and down this trench line,” he warned.


Mannion was stunned. “They’re in here?”


“Fuck, yeah,” the gunner said. “There’s one guy right outside in the trench line. I think he got hit by his own grenade.”


Mannion turned the subdued beam of his red-lens flashlight toward the bunker entrance and spotted the small crater from a grenade blast just outside. He stole a quick glance up the trench line and could see a North Vietnamese soldier, sprawled on his stomach, no more than two feet away.


Mannion turned back to the gunner. “Is the guy dead?”


“I think he’s wounded, but I don’t think he’s dead.”


“Well, we’ve got to get up around the corner,” Mannion said firmly. He turned to his radioman. “Give me your .45.”


Kron handed him the pistol. Squatting down in the bunker’s entrance, Mannion slowly stretched his body out into the trench. Lying half on his side, he reached to his left. He touched the enemy soldier’s shoulder, then his head. The injured man jerked away. Mannion thrust the pistol forward and fired four times.20


Bidding good luck to the machine gunner, Mannion and Kron cautiously continued up the trench line. They came to an abandoned bunker that overlooked the flat area where the North Vietnamese assault had first hit the Marines. Heavy enemy fire from outside the wire prevented them from going any further.


The two Americans eased back out of the line of fire and slipped into a cut in the trench wall. From there, Dennis Mannion and Dave Kron began calling in more artillery and adjusting the fire onto the NVA positions to their west and northwest.21


•   •   •


When the North Vietnamese attack got underway, Captain Norman Jasper, the Kilo commander, was standing in the fighting hole alongside his command bunker near the crest of 861. Ringed by a chest-high wall of sandbags, the hole was near one of the hill’s two 106-millimeter recoilless rifle bunkers, carved into the rim of a bomb crater above the northwest trench line. As the NVA barrage pounded the hill, Jasper kept in touch with his platoon commanders and the battalion staff by radio, popping his head above the sandbags periodically to see for himself what was going on or to yell instructions to the Marines in his area.22


The cry of “Corpsman!” soon sounded around him. Five Navy corpsmen had been assigned to Kilo Company. One of the two corpsmen with Jasper’s command group, aspiring disc jockey Malcolm Mole, scampered down the hill in response to a shout for aid. An RPG round streaked across the slope and exploded, killing the twenty-year-old from Florida.23


In the quavering half-light of exploding shells and flares, Jasper and his command group worked the radios and directed fire. When word of a breach in the northern line filtered back up the hill, Jasper radioed 2nd Platoon along the southern and western perimeter: get some men up the hill to plug the breach. Four riflemen and two men from a 4.2-inch mortar team hustled up the slope to join the desperate fight being waged by Miguel Salinas and his comrades.


•   •   •


M-60 gunner Ted Mickelson and Lance Corporal Dave Rozelle, a twenty-year-old from Scranton, Pennsylvania, heard and saw the assault unfold from their machine-gun bunker on the northeast trench line. It was a nonstop light show of exploding shells and flares, RPGs and tracers. It all vaguely reminded Mickelson of a fierce lightning storm out on his family’s Wyoming ranch—except it was louder and more terrifying than any storm he had experienced.


While Mickelson peered out through the bunker’s front firing port, watching for an enemy assault on the wire below him, Rozelle stood at the rear entrance, facing westward, to make sure that NVA troops didn’t surprise them from behind. A 120-millimeter rocket screamed in from the west and slammed into the slope behind them, and a blinding flash filled the bunker. Mickelson turned back toward the sound and saw Rozelle silhouetted in the bunker entrance. The big Pennsylvanian slowly sank onto a bench along the bunker’s back wall. Mickelson heard a sound like water gushing from a faucet. It was blood pouring from Rozelle’s femoral arteries, severed by shrapnel or debris.


Mickelson rushed to Rozelle and held him.


“I’m sorry, Ted,” Rozelle said. “I’m sorry I didn’t kill a gook.”24 And then he died.


•   •   •


Over on the western trench line, Private First Class Paul Robert Bellamy, a big, easygoing nineteen-year-old from Portland, Oregon, lay dying with a terrible wound. A piece of shrapnel had blown out the right side of his head, but it hadn’t killed him. He sat with his back against the trench wall, conversing cogently with his friends as his last minutes slipped away.25


•   •   •


After breaching the northern wire, the NVA assault troops who made it past the 1st Platoon trench line fanned out down the hill. Some, like the one Dennis Mannion encountered, had headed down the western trench line in an attempt to take out the American machine guns. A few took off for the Kilo command post and the interior of the outpost, where they were killed or captured by Marines. One of these enemy soldiers may have fired the shot that found nineteen-year-old Curtis B. Bugger of Kearns, Utah, an assistant machine gunner, killing him in the western trench line with a bullet to the head.
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