










Their only objective…

Crosshairs on the Kill Zone

U.S. Marine Lance Corporal Tom “Moose” Ferran, Vietnam, 1967: One afternoon, Ed Pool and I were in a hide when we saw a squad of VC. I crosshaired the last man, intending to start there and work forward. I dropped the last man, then the man in front of him. A third. A fourth…. Then the rest went to ground, undoubtedly trembling with fear at the unseen bolts of deadly lightning out of nowhere….

U.S. Marine Corporal Frank Roberts, Beirut, 1983: One afternoon a guy loosed some random shots, then hid…. I spotted him peering out an opening in his bunker…. All I saw were his eyes. That was enough. I placed a bullet through the slit. A moment later, a woman dressed in black ran out flailing her arms and crying. I must have shot her boyfriend or husband. He should have stayed home….

U.S. Marine Sergeant Joshua Hamblin, Iraq, 2003: The adrenaline rush was indescribable. However, training and discipline took over…. We paced ourselves: Spot a target, sight in, squeeze, watch the shot, work the bolt. Pick another target and keep the pace going. Over and over…. Not many of the fighters who jumped out of the pickup got back in it under their own power. Not a body was left behind. Nothing but smears and puddles of blood and shreds of flesh on the street. Quiet once more settled over the kill zone.
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To all the brave warriors with whom the authors have served





Authors’ Note



The information in this book is based primarily on interviews with American snipers from the various wars and conflicts in which the United States has been involved from Vietnam to the present time. However, a variety of other sources contributed: official U.S. military documents and After Action Reports; diaries; newspapers; books and other published accounts; and interviews with participants, witnesses, and other authorities. The authors wish to thank all these people and sources for helping make this book possible, and especially we would like to thank all the fine men who participated in reliving experiences, filling in the gaps of history, and sharing with us the stories that appear in these pages. Their help in the monumental task of researching and writing this book made a difficult project an enjoyable experience.

We would also like to express our gratitude to the following authors and published works, in no particular order, from which we drew in writing this book: Sniper by Adrian Gilbert (New York: St. Martin’s, 1994); Inside the Crosshairs by Michael Lee Lanning (New York: Ivy Books, 1998); Marine Sniper by Charles Henderson (New York: Berkley, 1986); 13 Cent Killers by John J. Culbertson (New York: Ballantine, 2003); In the Company of Heroes by Michael J. Durant with Steven Hartov (New York: Putnam, 2003); Black Hawk Down by Mark Bowden (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1999); Inside Delta Force by Eric L. Haney (New York: Delacorte, 2002); The Road to Kosovo by Greg Campbell (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1999); U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, 1984; “Bolt Actions Speak Louder Than Words” by Rob Krott, Soldier of Fortune, June 2003; Dave Francis, Canadian Snipers e-article, 22 May 2002; Nancy Walbeck, Anacortes American, July 2003; Master Sergeant Bob Haskell, National Guard Bureau press release, 25 April 2001;Sniper Country Duty Roster “Women in Combat,” 13 August 2003; Vietnam magazine, October 1991; Second Lieutenant H. J. Halter-man, “Snipers in Bosnia,” press release, 11 April 2003; “Stealth Warriors,” Washington Post, 9 March 1997; “Sniper” by Colonel Low Wye Mun, Specialoperations.com, 11 April 2003; “True Bravery” by Sergeant Thomas Blahnik, Snipercountry.com, 11 April 2003; “The Concept of the Modern Battlefield” by David R. Reed, Snipercountry.com, 11 April 2003; “Sounding Out Snipers” by Gary Stix, ScientificAmerica.com, July 2001.

Finally, we would like to thank the dozens of other people—military contacts; librarians, career NCOs, professional marksmen, and others too numerous to list but whose assistance is gratefully acknowledged. Special thanks go to Major James Land, USMC (Ret.), Major Dick Culver, USMC (Ret.), Sergeant Major Richard P. Lamilin, Staff Sergeant Darrell French, Major Matt McLaughlin, and Captain Mamiecolee Ward, all of the U.S. Marine Corps, who helped guide the authors in writing this book. Also, thanks to stenos Connie Butcher, Laura Griffin, and Janice Hensley, who worked through hours of taped interviews to provide workable copy.

Actual names are used throughout except in those rare instances where names were lost due to either memory loss or lack of documentation, where privacy was requested, or where public identification would serve no useful purpose and might cause embarrassment.

In various instances dialog and scenes have necessarily been re-created. Time has a tendency to erode memories in some areas and selectively enhance it in others. Where re-creation occurs, we strived to match personalities with the situation and the action while maintaining factual content. The recounting of some events may not correspond precisely with the memories of all involved. In addition, all data has been filtered through the authors. We must therefore apologize to anyone omitted, neglected, or somehow slighted in the preparation of this book. We take responsibility for such errors and ask to be forgiven for them.

While we are certain to have made interpretational mistakes, we are just as certain that the content of this book is accurate to the spirit and reality of all the brave men who participated in the events described in this book.








“Go, bid the soldiers shoot.”

Shakespeare, Hamlet






Foreword



The U.S. Marine Sniper Instructor School in Quantico tested a sensor in 1996 that was designed to detect body heat from afar, thereby unmasking enemy soldiers advancing through the bush. Observers declared the device “unbeatable.” Even the undersecretary of defense, Walter Slocombe, asserted it would make snipers virtually obsolete since they could be “seen” from distances outside effective firing range.

“I beg to differ,” objected Master Sergeant Neil Kennedy Morris, senior instructor at the school.

For the next hour or so, lookouts kept their eyes peeled on the surrounding terrain as Morris maneuvered to prove his point. The sensor remained mute. The crusty gunny remained at large and “unseen.”

Suddenly, not fifteen yards away, the sergeant erupted from a mound of dirt and weeds, rifle pointed. “You’re dead!”

He had camouflaged an old umbrella obtained from a flea market and used it to deflect the beams from the sensor, once again proving that a rifle and a man with ingenuity, courage, and an unerring eye still have a place on a battlefield otherwise dominated by computer-directed “smart bombs” and billion-dollar stealth jets and satellites.

The rise of the sniper as a respected professional with special mission capabilities has not been easy. Although each war of this century produced a need for snipers, they somehow offend the American notion of fair play. The standard reaction by both the military and the American public is to use them if need be, don’t tell anybody about it, and then cork them back into their bottles after the need ends. Such old prejudices that view the sniper as a “bushwhacker,” as somehow unethical and perhaps even unlawful, have to be overcome before he attains his proper respect.

As recently as 1992, the Pentagon felt compelled to issue a memorandum defending the use of snipers. “Soldiers lawfully may be attacked behind their lines,” it said. Any suggestion that “a sniper is less than legal…is the unenlightened view of sniping; it is also incorrect.”

America’s most celebrated sniper is, without question, U.S. Marine Gunnery Sergeant Carlos Hathcock, who died recently partly as a result of war wounds suffered in Vietnam. His legendary exploits have been chronicled in numerous magazine articles, in at least four books, and in one movie. Records indicate 93 confirmed kills; the actual number is nearer 300.

In 1989, Gunny Hathcock spent time in Tulsa, Oklahoma, with the authors of this book during preparation of our first sniper book, One Shot—One Kill. He was a polite, soft-spoken, and deeply spiritual man.

“The question,” he said, “shouldn’t be how many men I killed. The question should more properly be: How many lives did I save? That was the way I looked at it. Every hamburger I killed out in Indian Country meant one more Marine or GI would be going back to the world alive.”

American snipers save lives by killing the enemy before the enemy can kill. Hundreds of American soldiers and Marines survived World War I, wrote U.S. Marine Corps General George O. Van Orden in 1940, “because [the sniper’s] rifle crack, joining with others of his kind, becomes a menace more to be feared than the shrieking shells from cannon….” It is an observation as true today as it was back then.

The sniper’s rifle is a weapon of discrimination. Weapons such as artillery and aircraft—even computer-guided “smart” munitions—are relatively indiscriminate, frequently making mistakes that cost unintended lives. The sniper is a professional soldier who uses his skills to select only key enemy personnel and deny them access to a battle area. Valid targets include officers, machine gun and artillery gunners, communication specialists, and key leaders. In the process of carrying out his mission, the sniper adds to the security of his outfit.

Technology is not apt to replace the sniper on the battlefield within the foreseeable future. Musketry, the ability of a rifleman to hit his target, remains a very important skill even in the technological age. In fact, the demands and mission requirements of a rapidly changing and increasingly dangerous world have led to the widespread deployment and employment of snipers.

The highest military award given for valor during the past decade, the Medal of Honor, was won by two Special Operations snipers from Fort Bragg, Master Sergeant Gary Gordon and Sergeant First Class Randy Shughart. It is through the courage and resourcefulness of men like them—of Chuck Mawhinney, Carlos Hathcock, Thomas “Moose” Ferran and others highlighted in this book—that the lone wolf of the battlefield has become a formidable and respected weapon.

Master of woodcraft and concealment, armed with unerring eyes and infinite patience, the sniper proves repeatedly that the most deadly weapon on any battlefield is the single well-aimed shot. Nowhere on the field of battle is the enemy safe from the sniper’s crosshairs on the kill zone.









Chapter One

U.S. Marine Corporal Greg Kraljev




Vietnam, 1969




Some days I killed someone, some days I didn’t. I worked a lot with Bravo Company out of the 5th Marine base at An Hoa. Captain Castagneti was the CO. A great commander, a great Marine. His outfit did very little sitting around on their butts killing time while the gooks killed them. Bravo, unlike many other companies, moved around a lot at night. Charlie rarely expected to see a Marine before daylight. The captain put us into positions and situations where we inflicted some real hurt on the enemy.

In late September, Jolly Green Giant CH-53 helicopters jinked Bravo up into the mountains on a battalion search-and-destroy. It was getting toward winter in the tropics, the air was clear and not too hot at night, and there was little rain. Not bad weather for fighting a war.

The operation to flush the VC out of their hiding places—find him, fix him, and frag him over—continued for about thirty days. Toward the end of the period, Bravo was humping to the top of a mountain ridge, driving up out of one forested valley and over the mountain into the next valley, when the battalion point element ran into a real shitstorm. Captain Castagneti called for “snipers up.”

My spotter Jim Seely and I chugged up to the head of the column. We sprawled out on the ridge summit among some boulders and scabby trees and peered down into a low spot in the valley choked with jungle growth. The foliage screened from sight what was going on down there, but from the sound of things there was a badass fight, a real slugfest. Mixed AK-47 and M16 fire raged at a feverish pitch, rolling together like a thunderstorm.

If events followed the normal script, it wouldn’t be long before the guerrillas broke and ran. A ravine gouging its way out of the valley and up the side of the opposite mountain appeared to offer a perfect escape route. The range was about 700 yards, but I would be shooting across a valley from one high point to the next, which made the shooting a bit tricky. I pointed the ravine out to Jim. He nodded.

The gooks lasted longer in the fight than I expected. Sounds of the battle below surged and ebbed for nearly a half hour. Then, sure enough, Jim spotted movement flashes as two figures in black pj’s pulled out of the scrap and hauled ass up the ravine, climbing it like a pair of cockroaches caught in a sink when the light comes on. Did I know Charlie or what?

Seely’s binoculars afforded him a much wider range of view than my rifle scope. He called the action. “Okay, Greg…. There’s five or six more directly below those two. Range, what? About six? They’ll be busting out in the open in that patch of weeds….”

“I’m on ’em, Jim…. Call my shot. I’m going for number one in the larger group.”

It was challenging all right. Not only was I shooting across the valley, but these guys were carrying the mail, letting no grass grow beneath their feet, darting and dodging through the underbrush like ol’ Satan was on their butts with a fiery pitchfork. I trailed the lead man with my scope, holding the crosshairs at about the nape of his neck. The angle of shot was down from my high point and across the lowlands.

I squeezed off and came back out of recoil.

“About a foot to the right…a little low…,” Jim intoned.

I bolted in a fresh round, caught the target in my scope a second time and adjusted my aim. This time I didn’t miss.

“He’s down,” Seely calmly reported, although the adrenaline must have been pumping as hard in his veins as in mine.

I managed to drop two before the rest escaped. It wasn’t a bad morning’s work, considering the conditions. Even under Captain Castagneti, a turkey shoot like that occurred only now and then. Most of the time, Jim and I had to bust our asses for a good kill.

The way it generally worked, I went out on a patrol and dropped off somewhere to hide and wait in ambush. There was me, a spotter—usually Jim Seely—and a third Marine to work the radio. Radiomen were volunteers from the company. A few of them were always wanting to go out with snipers for the experience. Few ever went out a second time. It was simply too scary, what with only three of us out in Indian Country with our asses hanging out.

The best place to set up a hide was on terrain that afforded a three-sixty field of fire so you could get a shot off in any direction. I tried to choose a shallow rise with good cover in the middle of an open field. First of all, the gooks seldom expected a sniper to be hiding in grasslands. Secondly, tree lines spooked me because of the potential for booby traps.

We camouflaged ourselves with face paint and foliage before going out. I was always cautious about the enemy watching when I dropped out of a patrol. It was hard to overlook when a guy six feet five suddenly disappeared.

As soon as the patrol moved on, I radioed in map coordinates of our location so the mortar section knew exactly where we were in the event shit hit the proverbial fan and we required fire cover. I then checked out possible avenues of enemy approach, pinpointing ranges and angles where targets were most likely to show up. Lastly, I laid out an escape plan if things got too hot and we needed to bug out. I was methodical about such things, careful about the details. After all, we were gambling our skins. I wanted all the trumps we could get.

Some days I killed someone, some days I didn’t.

Captain Castagneti received intelligence about an enemy base camp deep in no-man’s-land. I was ready. Sounded like another rare possible turkey shoot. Bravo Company saddled up at oh-dark-thirty—the birds weren’t even up—and moved into position for an assault before the sun rose.

Seely and I along with a radioman selected a rise with a good field of fire into a thick forest of large trees with relatively little underbrush. The base camp supposedly lay just inside the woods. The company stripped itself of any gear that might rattle, bang, or catch on brush and cautiously moved out in the darkness of the predawn, leaving behind a depth of silence that made even loneliness seem cacophonous.

Daylight slowly seeped into the landscape, replacing darkness with the mist and soft shadows of morning. Gradually, I picked out well-camouflaged bunkers, tunnel openings, cooking fire rings, and a few low-to-the-ground hooches and shelters. Seeing them at all was like one of those novelty pictures where you had to stare deep into a maze of colors before you actually saw what was there.

It was a camp for the North Vietnamese Army, not a VC guerrilla hangout. My little sniper party lay silently waiting for the attack. It was like opening day of hunting season before any shots had been fired and you could still anticipate the coming action. We had the best stand location in the woods.

It was bright and clear with only a smear of haze through our opticals, about a half hour after sunrise, when Bravo’s Marines struck with such surprise that the NVA soldiers were literally caught with their pants down. Many fled in their skivvies as rifles banged in long, fierce fusillades and grenades popped. Through my scope I watched Marines blazing into the base camp, picking off any rabbits that jumped up, dumping grenades into the openings of bunkers and tunnels, and laying fire down on fleeing survivors. A fog of smoke eddied in and out among the trees.

My eyes scanned the outskirts of the action as I waited for bad guys to start coming out the back door. I didn’t want to chance shooting among the Marines. Soon NVA were running out in numbers through an area about one hundred yards across. Ranges varied from about 600 yards to 800, depending upon where the targets emerged as they fled the chaos.

I started shooting, but I could only shoot so fast with a bolt-action rifle. A constant chatter of conversation passed between Jim and me as we spotted and selected targets.

“I’m going for this one….”

“One to the left, Greg….”

Seely watched the impact of rounds through his binoculars. Little explosions of foliage. Geysers erupting on the ground.

“Up and to the right, Greg….”

“Okay. This one’s coming out….”

“You got him. He’s down. He’s not moving. Check the bunker, three bunkers up…. He’s sticking his head out. He’s going to make a move….”

“Here he comes. I’m on him….”

“Good shot. There’s another bunch. See ’em?”

It was a major adrenaline rush. Both of us vibrated from the excitement. I tapped off forty or fifty rounds in about thirty minutes, putting down at least four targets to stay. I might have nailed several more. Who was counting? Jim merely told me whenever I hit one, whereupon we skipped to the next target.

It was a huge day for Bravo Company. The body count was about 350. Dead gooks littered the base camp and out the back door. Blood was spilled everywhere, the smell of it so sickeningly fresh and strong mixed with gunpowder and exploding grenades that it carried to us on the rise above. I was exhausted when the killing ended—mentally, emotionally, and physically.

Like I always said, some days I killed someone, some days I didn’t.








Chapter Two



August 1965 in I Corps. The sun rose out of the South China Sea, casting hard rays against the peaks of the Hai Van Mountains. Marines waiting with their armored amtracs on the opposite banks of the Song Cau Do River began to sweat. Within an hour, the heat would become so intense that breathing the air was like sucking on flames.

Word came. Marines mounted their green metal monsters, crossed the muddy river into VC country, and headed toward a village marked on the map simply as “Cam Ne.” Actually, Cam Ne was a complex of six hamlets within a checkerboard of rice paddies. Located only five miles southwest of the new American air base at Da Nang, Cam Ne was a nest of Vietcong activity with communist connections stretching back to the French Indochina War.

In July, sappers from Cam Ne attacked the Da Nang air base and blew up two airplanes and damaged three others. Long a thorn in the Marines’ side, Cam Ne had to go down. Operation Blastout I tasked 1st Battalion, 9th Marines, and 1st Battalion, 3rd Marines, with rooting out the estimated company-size element of VC in the hamlets and destroying it. Delta Company 1/9 would attack on-line across the rice paddies, acting as a hammer to drive the enemy into the anvil provided by 1/3.

At approximately 1015 hours, Delta Company came under well-aimed sniper fire as it advanced across a maze of rice paddies toward the villages. One Marine cried out in pain and shock as he dropped in the echo of a single distant rifle shot.

The Marines pressed on, reaching the tree line at the edge of the first village. Amtracs following the infantry crashed through hedgerows and bamboo fences, setting off several mines and booby traps. The sweeping force shattered into small fighting groups as it worked its way into the settlement. The VC pulled back ahead of the advance with only minor resistance.

A fighting trench ringed the hamlet. Nearly every grass hootch sat near or over a bunker, tunnel, or spider trap. Booby traps, punji pits, and foot traps of every imaginable devious design were set up to snare unsuspecting intruders. Interconnecting tunnels and camouflaged firing positions favored VC hit-and-run tactics. Enemy snipers used them to their best advantage. As squads of Marines reached huts and moved on, snipers suddenly popped up behind them, took an accurate shot, then just as suddenly disappeared. Other assailants vanished into the tunnels after firing bursts from assault rifles and light machine guns.

The combination of harassing fire, heat, and slow movement frustrated the Marines. By late afternoon Delta had progressed only a quarter of the way through the complex. As night approached, company commander Captain Herman B. West Jr. accepted that he had neither the assets nor the strength to occupy Cam Ne after dark. He ordered a withdrawal.

Vietcong snipers surfaced from the tunnel complex and reoccupied the tree lines. Harassing fire continued against the exhausted and frustrated Marines. It became apparent to Marine commanders that the VC possessed a weapon the Marines did not: well-trained snipers effectively employed to pin down and kill Americans with tactics that were both effective and efficient. A few dedicated soldiers could slow or halt the movement of a superior force while utilizing a minimum of resources.

 

Eight days later, a squad of Hotel Company 2/6 Marines patrolling a trail on the west side of the complex took fire from a VC sniper lying in a rice field. The first shot thumped into the skull of the Weapons Platoon leader, Lieutenant Richard Regan. As he dropped to the ground, dead, a second shot drilled the machine gun ammo bearer, PFC Gonzales, through both calves and sent him splashing into the muddy rice water, where he writhed agony.

The Marine squad dropped to their bellies and, after frantically scanning the surrounding terrain, opened fire on a distant structure that seemed the most likely hide for the gunman. As M14 rifles blazed away, the sniper made the mistake of attempting to shift positions. Lance Corporal Craig Roberts, an automatic rifleman, spotted movement about 150 meters into the rice field. He triggered a long burst on full auto at a glimpse of head and shoulders. The first rounds erupted into the water below the shooter, then walked up and stitched the sniper’s chest with a line of exploding blood and flesh. The body slammed backward, splashing in the water.

At almost the same instant, Lance Corporal Albert Ekstein burst a white phosphorous rifle grenade over the body, engulfing the corpse in flames and quickly charring it almost beyond recognition. While Delta Company on its previous assault claimed to have killed seven VC snipers, a fact hard to corroborate because the enemy habitually dragged off their dead, this one was a definite confirmed. He would shoot no more Marines.

 

Two weeks after the launching of the Blastout operation, the commander of 2nd Battalion, 9th Marines, Lieutenant Colonel George R. Scharnberg, received orders to clear out Cam Ne and put an end to the constant sniping at Marine patrols. Two of his companies set up as the blocking force during the night of 17 August—the “anvil”—while two others moved up as the “hammer.”

At daybreak, loudspeaker-equipped helicopters flew over the hamlets warning villagers to leave. They also dropped leaflets urging the local VC to surrender. A trickle of villagers exited. No VC surrendered. Marines entered the complex.

Cam Ne was deserted. Smoke from charcoal cooking fires added to the eerie stillness. Pigs, chickens, and water buffalo wandered about. Two Marines were wounded when a booby-trapped mine exploded next to a fence gate.

The heat was unbearable and movement slow through gauntlets and mazes of trip wires and booby traps. Exhausted leathernecks, once more frustrated by Cam Ne, collapsed into a perimeter on the eastern outskirts of the first hamlet late in the afternoon.

A shot rang out from a tree line across the paddies. A young Marine eating from a can of C rations while perched on the edge of a VC trench jerked backward and fell, shot through the chest.

Immediately afterward, the tree line sparkled with muzzle flame, rattling furiously as a reinforced company of hard-core Vietcong initiated its ambush. Impacting bullets kicked up small geysers of dirt and water, almost like a hailstorm. AK-47s and SKS carbines rolled in thundering cadences, while here and there the unmistakable crack of a Moison-Nagant sniper rifle punctuated the thunder.

Hotel Company chewed up a small temple about 400 meters away, from which hostile fire originated, and lay a belt of steel and lead into the tree line. At the same time a sniper drilled a Marine machine gunner through the lungs, killing him instantly. PFC George Renninger spotted the shooter hiding behind a bush 200 meters away. His shot flipped the VC into a fatal somersault.

Hotel’s skipper, Captain Joe Gugino, ordered his FO to call in artillery support. The artillery forward observer studied his map, then sprinted forward with his radioman to a jut of land from which he apparently decided he could more accurately direct fire on the enemy. Then occurred one of those freak incidents of “friendly fire” caused by someone in the chain making a mistake in map reading or gun calculations.

The first four rounds of 105mm howitzer whirred overhead, making a sound something like barrels rocketing through the air: it exploded in airbursts over the heads of the FO and his radioman, killing both instantly. The barrage then walked down the former VC trench now occupied by Marines. Shrapnel almost severed Corporal Oller’s arm. Other Marines received minor wounds. All were shaken and confused by the time the last round impacted near the company’s hastily occupied command post.

The “fire for effect” left the enemy unscathed.

Marines crawled from the trench after the pounding ceased, only to be met once more with accurate volumes of fire from the stubborn enemy. Snipers using the artillery salvo as a diversion had moved within 200 meters of the Americans, again pinning them down with precise rifle fire. Marines finally suppressed them with withering return fire and the employment of a 106mm recoilless rifle.

By the time the operation ended, 2nd Battalion had pulled 37 VC suspects out of their holes and destroyed their tunnels and bunkers, but it was becoming more and more clear that the enemy was effectively using strategically located and well-motivated snipers to inflict both physical and psychological damage on American troops. It was also clear that enemy marksmen could not always be silenced with superior firepower. Trying to deal with individual sharpshooters using artillery and aircraft was like trying to kill gophers with a sledgehammer.

Americans, however, were quick learners. As they fought guerrillas, they learned guerrilla tactics. Lessons from the past surfaced, brought once again to the light by the sharpshooters of Cam Ne. American troops once again brought their own sniper rifles out of storage.









Chapter Three

U.S. Marine




Lance Corporal Jim O’Neill




Vietnam, 1968




My sniper partner, Bob Griese, and I accompanied a platoon of Hotel 2/4 (2nd Battalion, 4th Marines) on a recon to locate an enemy 57mm recoilless rifle that had been using the abandoned villages along the Cua Viet River to fire on our Mike boats. There were very few Vietcong guerrillas up in this area near the DMZ. We expected to find North Vietnamese Army regulars, hardcore NVA: They wore pith helmets and gray-green uniforms instead of straw cone hats and black pajamas. They discarded their helmets whenever they were in camp or lolling around their foxholes.

The platoon commander called a halt in the woods short of a fallow rice paddy that stretched flat and open out ahead in the sun for about 500 yards. On the other side of the field, beyond a line of palms, bamboo, and shrubbery, rose the rotted grass roofs of a ruined and deserted hamlet.

“Let me scope out the area before we move out in the open,” I advised the commander.

Good thing I did. Through the telescopic sight of my Remington Model 700 I soon picked out green uniforms and black hair slicked back. NVA lolling around without their helmets.

“That entire tree line is alive with people,” I informed the skipper.

“Who do you think they are?”

Dumb question.

“Gooks,” I said. “I can see them. They’re gooks.”

“Go ahead and drop one,” he said.

“No problem.”

An easy shot. I had zeroed in for 500 yards. That meant point of aim and point of impact were the same at that range. I selected a guy sitting on the edge of his foxhole gazing absently across the rice paddies, like he was daydreaming, wishing he were back home with Suzie Nguyen eating a bowl of rice. I centered my crosshairs on his scrawny chest.

And I dropped him clean, as I had dropped more than a dozen others like him since my arrival in Vietnam six months ago in November 1967. The impact of the slug flipped him backwards into his hole. All that remained in view was his feet sticking straight up in the air.

As it happened, that was the first shot fired in the bloody battle of Dia Do. The entire enemy tree line erupted, flickering and popping as the NVA opened up with every machine gun they owned. What the platoon commander didn’t know when he told me to “go ahead and drop one”—what none of us knew—was that three full NVA regiments were operating in the area. Every gook between the DMZ and the Cua Viet River was now rushing toward the sound of battle to close in on us and wipe us out.

The shooting went on and on as the Marines returned fire, tracers crisscrossing over the wide field. Artillery and mortar explosions slapped back and forth across the terrain like the heavy footsteps of some insane murderous giant. Every breath of air contained dust and smoke, the stench of gunpowder and fear.

Once contact was made, the battalion commander began developing the fight by inserting and positioning his companies to support us and take advantage of the terrain. It became a chess match as the NVA regiments also began to maneuver for advantage. It went on like that for the rest of the day and the night, with only sporadic fighting here and there from chance patrol encounters or from jittery grunts shooting at shadows.

Gooks promptly broke off the fight at the deserted village and left it for the Marines to occupy for the night. At dawn, the battalion commander began moving companies to the right flank away from the river to act as a blocking force. That stirred up things. The snarl and clatter of rifle and automatic-weapons fire, punctuated by the startled banging of grenades and mortars, broke out regularly from sundry points as the morning and the battle progressed.

Beyond the first village and across yet another stubble of a muddy rice field lay a second abandoned village noted on the map as Dia Do. Marines were getting hacked up like crazy, getting a real bloody nose, as we moved toward this hamlet and occupied it in the Asian peasant world’s equivalent of house-to-house fighting.

I was scurrying alongside a bamboo hedge that the locals used as fences to separate their miserable little hootches when a Chicom-type grenade sailed out of nowhere and plopped onto the pathway directly at my feet.

Oh, my God! I am now dead.

It exploded, but not with a blinding flash and a deafening bang. Instead, it was more like a giant firecracker. I opened my eyes. I was still standing. The grenade had been a dud, or at least a semi-dud. It remained intact except for a smoking hole in its shell. All I could think of was that Somebody Up There must have been looking out for me.

In all the confusion and chaos, Griese and I got cut off from the rest of the company. We ran into a Navy corpsman who had set up his emergency aid station on the flanking outskirts of the village.

“I have some wounded guys over here,” he said. “Machine guns are chopping us up. I could use some sniper support.”

“You got it.”

Griese and I had attended sniper school together back in the States, then shipped overseas at about the same time. We had been a team ever since, once I got out of the grunts where I had been misassigned. Together, we followed the corpsman until we came to a small clearing lumped with mounds; it must once have been a cemetery. Lying about the ancient graveyard were the human detritus of the ongoing battle: wounded and patched-up Marines leaking blood onto ponchos, some moaning and crying out, others simply staring. I didn’t know any of them real well, since Griese and I were only recently attached to Hotel Company. The corpsman explained that this had been a wounded collection point, relatively free of hostile fire until machine guns opened up on the Marine line of battle, which now stretched from the left of the clearing toward the river.

Heavy .51-caliber slugs raked through the tops of the trees, as though to verify his observation, chopping off limbs and sounding like bowling balls hurled at subsonic speed. Bob and I worked our way to the leading edge of the collection point to where the woodlot and cemetery ended at another rice field. This entire area was a crazy-quilt design of fallow fields separated by heavy vegetation.

On the other side of the field, about 700 yards away, lay a second cemetery. Vietnamese often buried their dead either sitting or standing, which left mounds about three feet high. The NVA, not being as superstitious and reverent of dead ancestors as their country cousins, had hollowed out some of the mounds and planted machine guns. Through our opticals, Bob and I pinpointed three such nests. One contained a .51-cal antiaircraft gun that was attempting to pick off our air support. The other two .51s chewed away at the Marine line to our left.

This was too good to be real. Bob, acting as my spotter and security, carried an M16 with a maximum effective range of less than 500 yards. But my Model 700 was more than up to the task. Lying in the prone position, using a log for support, I began reaching out with one accurate shot after another and touching someone.

It was bloody. It was insane. Every time I picked off a gunner, sending him flopping, somebody else scurried out of the bush and took his place. At the same time, a couple of other NVA would run out from a footpath that led straight back into the undergrowth, pick up the most recent casualty, and start dragging him away, one on either side of the victim. Perfect targets. As soon as I dropped one, disrupting the casualty process, the other froze a moment in shock and disbelief, giving me the opportunity to chamber a fresh round and wax him too.

It was a macabre process, a murderous assembly line of ever-revolving victims: an ant trail with two lines of ants, one rushing forward to man the machine guns, the second attempting to haul off the dead and wounded. It went on like that for what seemed hours but which must have been no more than forty or fifty minutes. Silly bastards. Even Griese with his M16 managed to pick off one of them.

I could only imagine the charnel house it must have been over there in that cemetery. I counted 24 kills before the gooks wised up, located us, and started lobbing 60mm mortar rounds in our direction. I glanced back. The corpsman and some other men were carting the last of the wounded Marines farther to the rear. A mortar shell crumped nearby, showering shrapnel and tree parts.

“We’ve got the wounded out,” the corpsman reported. “We all gotta get outa here.”

Griese and I looked at each other. “We’re right behind you.”

Hotel Company still occupied Dia Do itself—at least for the moment. Once we reached the hamlet’s first huts, I thought if we pushed forward on this side we might get in a few more shots. A team of other snipers, Larry Thatcher and David Thompson, were working the other side.

The village had grown up from disuse, especially on its perimeters, creating green vegetative walls and thickets that even a snake would think twice about penetrating. A real firefight was under way on the forward outskirts. Bob and I trotted toward it.

A short row of hedged bamboo grew up to the side of a dilapidated grass hut with its roof caved in. As we approached, looking for a way through, rifle fire clattering fiercely from beyond, a Marine suddenly burst from the thicket, his only weapon a bayonet clutched in his right hand. Blood smeared the blade and his forearm all the way to his elbow. He was wild-eyed.

“Get the hell out!” he urged. “Gooks! Gooks everywhere!”

The battalion commander followed, crashing through the bamboo. He had a bullet hole through the hip, but he was still mobile from adrenaline and fear. After him came more Marines stampeding toward the rear, dragging or carrying the wounded with them.

“Get out of here! They’re right behind us!”

I had to take a quick look for myself. I parted the bamboo. I had heard about human wave charges in Korea and in the South Pacific during World War II. But to read about them or see them in a John Wayne movie paled next to actually witnessing one when you were on the receiving end.

A wall of green-clad NVA was blitzing across the rice field. The rumble of pounding feet seemed to vibrate the earth. Muzzle flashes from their rifles flickered along the length of the fast-moving wall, like from a string of Christmas lights. This was no place for a sniper. This was no place for anyone of the enemy’s opposite persuasion.

Griese and I turned and followed the battalion commander, who was hit so bad that a couple of Marines now carried him. Through a tree line appeared NVA helmets bobbing along with us. Everyone running. Good guys and bad guys all in the same direction, like a stampede. Surreal. Madness.

We ran across the other sniper team, Thatcher and Thompson. Their eyes got big.

“They’re right behind us!” I shouted.

They jumped up without comment and joined the withdrawal.

Lead stung the air around my head like hornets gone maniac. It seemed a miracle I wasn’t brought down. I flung a few shots with my bolt rifle into the hedges to my left, trying to slow down the pursuit. Tree branches whacked against my face. I hardly noticed. I flat ran over smaller shrubs or busted through without slowing.

Movement to the right attracted my attention. I was astounded to find an NVA soldier racing alongside me, not thirty feet away. Since I was right-handed, the barrel of my Remington pointed toward the left. The gook was looking at me and I was looking back at him, running along together almost side by side.

I pivoted abruptly to the left to gain enough distance to swing around toward him for a point-blank shot. He veered to his right, scorching the earth to get away. He was gone by the time I could get off a shot.

Out through the back of the village and on to the edge of the first rice paddy. There was nothing out there beyond but open ground, a killing field. Major Fritz, the battalion XO, and some of the NCOs were grabbing guys as they ran up and flinging them into a linear defense where there was still some cover.

I slid into home base next to Griese. Marines lay elbow to elbow on the ground while Major Fritz walked up and down the line, just as cool as could be.

“You’re doing good,” he encouraged. “Doing good. Now give ’em hell.”

Marines blazed away at the charging human wall. The noise of rifle fire and exploding grenades was like being inside a tin barn where all the fireworks of China had been set off. The battle closed to point-blank range. It seemed nothing could stop the juggernaut from smashing through and over us.

An eternity seemed to pass before the bloody and decimated Marines hurled the enemy back. The line held. Barely. Gook corpses lay scattered in the underbrush, along with the bodies of some of our own men.

Night was coming. The western sky looked as bruised and beaten as we felt. There would be no relief until morning. Other elements of the battalion were surrounded elsewhere and busy with their own fighting.

I rolled onto my back with the stench of blood and gunpowder thick in my nostrils and watched the sun die with a mixture of dread and cold fear. It had been a long day of killing and being killed. It wasn’t over yet. I lit two cigarettes and passed one to Griese.

Although gooks continued to probe our line throughout the night, no further mass attacks were thrown at us. The real nightmare occurred inside the village of Dia Do. Not all Marines had made it out during the madness. Some, either wounded or enveloped, had been captured.

All through that long and terrible night, their cries and screams of horror and pain plucked our nerves raw, piercing the night, shredding it. Please? Please? Oh, God, God…. Oh, God, no! A few Marines on the line broke down in tears of rage and frustration and begged to be allowed to go back into the village. Although grim and strained himself, Major Fritz maintained the discipline that prevented even more Marine deaths.

A light drizzling rain seemed to be the falling tears of our comrades being tortured and murdered inside the village of Dia Do. Dia Do. A name I shall never forget.

The last cry for mercy shrilled out just before dawn. Then there was silence while the sun rose.

The NVA pulled back and vanished into the terrain, knowing that light would bring even more Marines and more aircraft. There was a passage of lines as 1/3, my old outfit, moved through our battered perimeter in pursuit of the now retreating enemy regiments. I begged to accompany 1/3 but was told to remain with Hotel Company to clean up the mess and collect our dead.

The hardest part was body-bagging Marines murdered in the village. They had been chopped up inside the hootches, hacked apart and dismembered piece by piece while they were still alive. Tortured as a reminder to the living and still fighting of what would happen to us if we were captured.

I burned with the urge to go out and shoot even more of such savages who would do this to helpless captives.
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I enlisted in the Navy Seabees in 1967. At the induction center we were divided up according to the branch of service for which we were volunteering. A Marine sergeant yelled at the Navy to move away from his recruits. “You pussies, get out of here.”

That got my attention. I thought about it for a minute and wandered over to him. “Can I get in your line?”

He looked at me. “If you’re man enough, boy.”

That was how I ended up in the Marine Corps and eventually became a scout sniper with 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines, or 3/5 as it was known in Marinespeak. Although I was a trained sniper, I spent the first three months in Vietnam as a rifleman and then a machine gunner in a grunt platoon. The regiment finally moved to the An Hoa area south of Da Nang and just east of what was called Arizona Territory and the Go Noi Island sector within the confluence of three major rivers.

For years Vietcong had controlled the area with a strong communist political and military command infrastructure, providing a safe haven for both NVA and VC units. Go Noi was home to three local VC battalions: the R-20, the V-25, and the T-3 Sapper Battalion. Elements of the 2nd NVA Division were also apparently trying to reconstitute in the sector. Arizona Territory was what might be called a “target-rich environment.” Sort of what Custer had at the Little Bighorn.

Regimental sniper Corporal Cliff Albury was working with my company. “If you’re trained as a sniper,” he asked me, “what in hell are you doing running around out here with an M60 machine gun? I’m getting short. I’ll be leaving soon and we need snipers.”

It took some major begging and groveling before I won a transfer. I worked with Albury for two weeks, acting as his spotter, before he rotated Stateside. I inherited his rifle, but it was all shot out. Instead of rebuilding it, the armorer issued me a brand-new M40 Remington Model 700. Then, even more to my surprise, I was assigned as a team leader with the sniper platoon since I was senior man. War through accelerated attrition has a funny way of advancing ranks and positions.

For the rest of that year and for two extended six-month tours afterwards, I operated with all three battalions within the regiment and with any company that needed help. I spent the majority of my time with Delta Company 1/5. That meant Arizona Territory and Go Noi Island. Few snipers wanted to be stuck in the Arizona because Charlie and his cousin, Nguyen of the North, owned the bush. I finally asked my platoon sergeant if he was pissed at me because he kept sending me back out there.

He laughed. “Hell,” he said, “you were doing great. You looked like you were having fun. You never complained, so we thought you liked it.”

My part of the Arizona was a perfect hunting ground for a sniper: rice paddies, tree lines, rolling hills, good vegetation. You could see across ranges of rice paddies or you could set up on elevated ground for three-sixty views. A smorgasbord of kill zones.

One morning I was sitting out with Delta on a hilly staging area near Liberty Bridge, prepping for a mission, when a Huey choppered onto the site and a colonel jumped out. I had spotted movement in the paddies about 1,200 meters away and was attempting to get a handle on what it was.

“Should we call in artillery?” my partner asked.

I scoped out the targets, counted four VC watching us in a little group. Apparently they felt safe at the distance.

“Naw,” I said. “Let’s just shoot ’em.”

It was a long-range rifle shot, but we were sandbagged and the breeze was light. I worked the bolt, seating a cartridge, put dope on the scope for a thousand meters, and placed one of the gomers at the bottom of my scope. I touched off the first round.

Miss.

My spotter called corrections. The VC had hit the ground after the first shot, but I could see them lying there in the grass. I fired a second round while the colonel and his entourage watched. The target jerked as the bullet struck him with a little puff of dust and blood.

I worked the bolt twice more, sighting and firing. A Lake City Boat Tail slammed another VC before the surviving two jumped up and broke toward a tree line.

“My God! Did you see that?” the colonel exclaimed to his staff officers. “Get my chopper in the air and finish those guys off.”

The helicopter leapt into the sky and buzzed off in pursuit. From the top of the hill we watched the show as the Huey swarmed back and forth and around the tree line while the door gunner chewed up the terrain with his mounted M60. Afterwards the bird touched down where the two dead guys were and picked up their weapons. The colonel told me the range had been closer to 1,500 meters than 1,200. He wrote me up for a commendation. Actually, I was surprised I hit those guys at that distance—even more surprised that the bullets retained enough energy to kill them.

That was the longest sniper shot I ever made. My shortest-range shot occurred during a sweep of a ville when the squad with whom I was operating ran into NVA. The enemy soldiers broke and ran. My squad split up and took off in foot pursuit. I ran with them, naturally, and entered the ville thundering along the beaten path between the hootches, scattering bare-assed chickens and pigs.

I swept wide, attempting to encircle the NVA and get off a shot. I rounded a hut—and charged directly into an NVA. We bounced off each other, both of us almost being knocked down. Surprised, he hesitated with his AK. I didn’t. At a range of about one foot, I didn’t have to worry about muzzle energy or long-range velocity. I pointed the barrel and slapped the trigger, blowing out the center of his chest. A kill like that could truly be described as “up close and personal.”

 

A sniper properly equipped for night work was as effective as a day shooter. The enemy often used the cover of darkness to move. If we owned the night, we also owned the kill ratio. Thirty to 40 percent of my kills were made at night with a Starlight scope mounted on an M14 rifle.

The evening of 14 February 1969 became known in Marine Corps history as the “St. Valentine’s Massacre.” I was working with Delta 1/5 under Captain Mike Wiley near the Arizona along the river. Another Tet offensive was under way. VC and NVA were moving troops and attacking all over I Corps.

The company dug in for the night on Go Noi Island near Liberty Bridge, about 500 meters inland from the banks of the Phu Bon Song. Just before nightfall, an observation plane flew over to check out the other side of the river. It banked suddenly and flew an orbit around an axis.

“There is a huge concentration of enemy personnel heading your way,” the pilot radioed Captain Wiley. “The enemy element is pretty big—and it’s headed almost directly toward your positions. They’ll have to cross the river. I’ll try to get you some air support, but there’s a big storm rolling in and I don’t know if we’ll be able to fly.”

“Roger,” the skipper responded. “Thanks for the warning. We’ll do what we can at this end.”

Purple was already seeping into the landscape. Dark monsoon clouds roiling across the sky shut out the rest of the sunset. I checked a map and found a place that looked the most probable for the enemy to cross to get to us.

“Sir,” I suggested, “I could take my partner and Starlight down the river and set up.”

Captain Wiley recognized the wisdom in keeping the enemy from either sneaking up on the company in the dark or making a mad dash across the river to bypass Delta and head for the air base at Da Nang.

My partner and I slipped downstream to a site where the water had receded somewhat, leaving cut grooves in the bank and a shallow eddy that could be waded. We set up in good cover and concealment and waited. Over-cast reduced ambient light to the point that even through the Starlight I could barely make out images on the far side. I had a twenty-round magazine of match ammo in the M14 and had dialed my scope for point-of-aim/point-of-impact at fifty meters. My partner had a Remington M40 ready to go.

The action began about an hour and a half after nightfall. “I got movement,” I mouthed directly into my partner’s ear. “Directly across the river. I can barely make it out.”

Total silence for about twenty minutes. As I continued to watch, a shadow separated itself from the depths of the underbrush. I made out a small armed man wearing a pith helmet. He dropped to his belly in the river grass, crawled down to the water, and slithered into it like a reptile, creating hardly a ripple. This guy was a combat pro.

I kept the Starlight on him as he slowly waded across the dark river. The river shallowed again and he came out of it and crept fifteen feet up the bank and into the edge of the elephant grass. I heard water dripping off his uniform. I covered the Starlight scope with my hand to prevent its reflecting any light.

The guy was obviously scouting a crossing point for his outfit. He began to cautiously look around. He stopped about fifteen meters away. I could have almost reached out and goosed him with my rifle barrel. He moved closer. Even as dark as it was, I just knew he was going to spot me.

I locked him in my scope, my eye to the rubber eyepiece and the reticule centered on his wet chest. His head swiveled slowly back and forth as he scanned his surroundings. I slowly applied pressure to the trigger. I eased up as he turned and took a step back toward the river.

He stopped again, his senses honed and as tight as a violin string. He looked around again. I reapplied pressure to the trigger.

Then, apparently satisfied that all was clear, he entered the river and waded back to the other side. I let out a long breath that I seemed to have been holding for at least an hour.

“Things might get as interesting as hell,” I mouthed into my partner’s ear.

They did. Twenty minutes later, a column of NVA soldiers exited the brush on the opposite bank and worked its way single file into the river, with a space of about ten feet between soldiers. They were in full battle gear, bushes strapped to their backs for camouflage, weapons held high out of the water.

“Holy shit!” I murmured.

“What do we do now?”

“I say we shoot ’em up.”

I watched the file wade directly toward us in the greenish, liquid view of the Starlight scope. The point man reached dry land and climbed out of the water. I locked the reticule on his little scope-greenish face beneath the pith helmet and squeezed the trigger.

The night exploded with the rifle shot. So did his head.

Confusion and panic gripped the NVA in the river as I began picking them off one by one, firing as rapidly as I could bolt in a fresh round and slap the trigger. As far as they knew, there might have been an entire company in ambush on our side of the bank. We had the advantage of the Starlight scope and could see in the dark. All they could see and hear were muzzle flashes and the reports from our rifles.

I took advantage of their indecision to shift my muzzle and take out a second man, a third, a fourth. They didn’t know whether to continue the crossing or pull back the way they came. Those in the shallow water on their side seemed frozen in place. I kept popping off their heads, one after the other, sending pith helmets flipping and spinning into the river. I shot sixteen times. Every time I fired, another little hat went floating down the river.

We began taking return fire, finally. I didn’t want to be in the AO in the event they had mortars. The NVA and VC were experts with mortars and could range in on you within a minute or so.

“Time to get the hell outa here!” I exclaimed.

We jumped up and ran. I was on an adrenaline high. The whole thing was hilarious, the way those gomers just stood frozen out there in the water like a row of ducks while I shot off their heads. I laughed and whooped all the way back, laughing so hard I had a tough time getting out “Snipers in!” to keep the grunts in the perimeter from lighting us up. I wondered later what that NVA commander’s after-action report must have said about that night. He probably told his bosses he ran into an entire company of Marines.

 

I normally moved at night. Rarely did I move in the daytime. I wanted to be already set up when the sun rose. You had to develop tactics like you were a deer hunter. In advance of a patrol moving out into the Arizona, I picked an area where I felt the enemy might go to observe. A rise in the terrain, high ground. Then I went out before daylight and occupied the spot before the enemy got there.

As the patrol moved out and into enemy country, Charlie often scrambled to put out observers. I was often where he wanted to be. They walked right into my sights. Surprise, surprise. It was just like being on a deer stand, watching a pond for deer to come out and drink.

I stayed clear of trails, made sure I didn’t leave any tracks and that I knew exactly where I was going before I even set out. There were only so many good hides in an operational area. I could use them several times, as long as I didn’t return too frequently and never left evidence that I had been there. If I felt a site had been compromised, I stayed away from it because it was probably booby-trapped or mined.

On several occasions I watched Marines go into this one ville where they always ran into token resistance to bog them down while Charlie’s main body scooted out the back, across a rice paddy, and into the trees. Before the next operation, I located a little hill that overlooked the back rice paddies and got set up before daylight. I was ready when the company came in at dawn and the VC tore out the back for their escape. I tore the hell out of them.

I did this three times in a row. On the third time, one of our own machine gunners opened up on my partner and me.

“What the hell? That crazy bastard knows it’s us.”

Then I realized what he was doing. He was shooting over us, not at us. Coming down the hill behind us, Charlie was maneuvering to get into position to take us out, having finally keyed onto what we were doing. As we didn’t have a radio with us that day, the M60 gunner was warning us the only way he knew how. Thanks to him, we shagged out of the AO to continue the war another day.

 

Sometimes it was more like prairie-dog hunting than stalking deer. Delta Company drew sniper fire as it entered an open area. The company hit the ground, unable to locate the source of the incoming. I maneuvered to the right flank in order to observe the area from which the shooting seemed to originate. After getting tuned in, I saw the ground itself move about 300 yards away.

A “spider trap” was a foxhole with a woven brush lid that camouflaged it perfectly and could be lifted to provide a firing port for the occupant. The VC sniper loved his spider trap. He could poke up, shoot, drop down, and be still—and you would never see him unless you were looking right at the gomer when he raised up to take another shot, as I was now.

I quickly locked on as I watched a head and rifle edge into view. I popped him. The lid slammed shut. To his left, another lid lifted. Another prairie dog. I popped him too. The lid dropped, but his rifle remained sticking out.

I swept the area with my scope, detecting yet more movement in the little dog town. A trap lid eased up. A gook peered cautiously out, not sure about what was happening. I nailed him in the forehead.

The skipper called in an artillery barrage. The artillery killed no one, but when we checked afterwards there were three dead gomers, two with bullets in their foreheads and the third one through his neck. Three sniper shots, three kills.

 

I turned my rifle in to the armorer as required when I went on a three-day R & R [rest and recuperation].

“Don’t mess with it,” I told him. “The last time you did, it took me a day to get it back on target. I have it set for what I want.”

While I was gone, he removed the scope anyhow to see if the mounts were tight. He didn’t tell me what he had done when I returned. Suspicious nonetheless, I took my rifle out to the edge of the firebase perimeter and sat down this side of the wire to pick out a target and test to see if my dope was still tight.

As luck would have it, I hadn’t waited but a few minutes before a gook stepped out of the trees about 300 yards away and looked across the rice paddies toward the Marine base. He walked boldly out to the edge of the trail and stepped up on the dike. Rules of engagement said you didn’t shoot anyone unless he was armed. This guy carried his rifle slung down low along his side where it was hard to see. However, stepping up on the dike gave him away. The muzzle stuck out at an angle from his hip. Bingo.

I lined him up in the scope, aiming for his belt line. An easy shot. But when I touched off the round, he flinched and looked up toward me with a “What the fuck?” expression on his face. He looked all around, as though trying to decide what had happened or which way to run.

I cranked in another round. I knew the rifle was off now, that the armorer had fucked with it, but I didn’t know how it was off. I aimed to the right of the target. That didn’t work, either. He continued to stand there.

I shot to the left. I shot high. I shot low. I shot right on again.

I didn’t have a spotter and there wasn’t enough water in the rice to mark where I was hitting. There also wasn’t enough water in the rice to slow the gomer down when he decided he might be getting shot at and that it was in his best interest to get out of Tombstone.

I was totally pissed. That bastard shouldn’t have gotten away. I found out later the rifle was shooting five feet high and to the right. When I left Vietnam after 25 months in-country, I had 103 confirmed kills, 216 “probable,” and one Purple Heart from a booby trap. The count would have been 104 if the armorer hadn’t saved that gook’s life by unknowingly sabotaging my rifle.
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