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Foreword by
Major General Thomas R. Csrnko

There are many accounts of the Special Forces, commonly known as the “Green Berets.” Historians, scholars, and other informed writers have provided excellent information about what composes the unique fabric of a Special Forces Soldier. However, the study of their doctrine and training reveals only the exterior of these Quiet Professionals, and a bystander watching the men in action still barely scratches the surface. He or she cannot truly understand the intestinal fortitude it takes to step off an aircraft into a pitch-black sky and fall to an unseen landing zone far below. The bystander will never really understand the personal courage and moral integrity it takes to choose the best of many undesirable choices when working with an indigenous guerilla leader in a distant country. Nor will this person properly be able to explain the dedication and commitment required to infiltrate a hostile environment in the dead of night while carrying a hundred-pound, swamp-drenched pack for countless hours in order to arrive in time to accomplish a tactical mission with strategic implications.

Robin Moore is not a bystander. He is the first and only civilian to have the unique understanding of the men of the Special Forces because he was granted the opportunity to complete a year of Special Forces training by a leader now known as the “Father of the Modern Green Berets,” Lieutenant General William P. Yarborough. In fact, Yarborough credited Robin Moore with “making the term Green Berets a household word both among fellow Americans and around the world.” This tribute is a result of Robin’s understanding of the nuances that make Special Forces Soldiers the U.S. military’s premier unconventional warfare experts.

The depiction of the life, dangers, and accomplishments of the Special Forces in The Green Berets displays how much has remained the same since it was originally written. As we continue the struggles of the twenty-first century, the same blend of character, personal courage, dedication, and honesty combined with technical military skills and superior physical conditioning is necessary for the soldiers who have earned the Green Beret and continue to liberate the oppressed throughout the world.


De Oppresso Liber,

MAJOR GENERAL THOMAS R. CSRNKO

United States Army



This foreword is the opinion of the author and does not reflect the official policy or position of the Department of the Army, Department of Defense, or United States Government.



Introduction to the 2007 Edition

For many years it has been heartening to hear men tell me that they read The Green Berets in high school (or even earlier) and decided that they wanted to become part of the U.S. Army Special Forces. My reaction is “then I have not lived in vain.”

No man has ever told me that he regretted joining up. Many say the Special Forces experience changed the course of their lives when, after serving as a Green Beret, they went into government agencies like the CIA, FBI, State, and Defense Departments, as well as law enforcement on a statewide or local level.

Others became successful businessmen, and some turned out to become writers of distinction.

I helped form the Special Forces Literary Guild to encourage men and women to write books and stories and poetry that would memorialize the military exploits of which they were part.

I have also known the equally discordant experience of having women come up to me to say their son read my book, joined Special Forces, and was killed in action. There is no good answer to this. But I do try to encourage such mothers to talk about their sons. This seems to relieve the sorrow with which they will live for the rest of their lives.

I was in Pakistan and Afghanistan for Christmas of 2001 with the Special Forces men and told them of this newest edition of The Green Berets. All were eager to have the new edition even though many of them had read the book.

The men of today’s Green Berets are computer experts and carry their Compaq laptops into combat. With this marvelous equipment they can direct battles, find targets for the bombers, and guide them in with pinpoint accuracy. The first generation of Special Forces (1956 to 1974) were just beginning to experiment with computers in 1972.

Men from Europe’s armies in WWII were enabled (under the Lodge Act of 1955) to join the U.S. Army Special Forces and become citizens after five years of service. Men like Larry Thornie, the great Finnish combat officer, were typical of the first generation of Green Berets.

Another was Sully de Fontaine. He was an innovative officer and A team commander in this first great generation of Special Forces officers recruited in Europe.

Lou Feistenhammer was an outstanding Special Forces officer who became the ipso facto mayor of Bad Toltz, Germany.

The home of the 10th Special Forces Group, Bad Toltz, is still legendary for its new Americans who became commanders and outstanding enlisted men and officers in the U.S. Army Special Forces.

This, then, is the story of the first generation of Green Berets, a colorful, hard-fighting group of commissioned and noncommissioned officers, and the multilingual twelve-man A teams they formed.

The second generation of Green Berets joined up in the seventies with such mentors as Colonel Chargin’ Charlie Beckwith and Colonel James (Nick) Rowe teaching them the lessons learned in Vietnam and subsequently in special operations around the world. They made an outstanding contribution in the battles of Desert Storm in Iraq and Kuwait. They were also instrumental in storming Panama during Operation Just Cause.

And now the third generation of Special Forces is fighting the Terrorist Wars, first against the Taliban in Afghanistan, then in Iraq and onward to wherever the battle might take them, carrying their Compaq laptops along with their conventional weapons.

So, read and be fascinated by the stories of the first generation of U.S. Army Special Forces in the pages of this new edition of The Green Berets.

ROBIN MOORE



Introduction to the 1999 Edition

Ten major publishing houses turned down The Green Berets in 1964. It wasn’t until Arthur Fields, a wheelchair-bound WWII combat veteran and an editor at Crown Publishers was given the manuscript to read that I found an ally in the publishing business. Arthur, who recognized that the war in Vietnam was about to break open, persuaded his bosses to give me an advance, and he guided this book to a successful conclusion despite Crown only chancing a print run of 2,500 copies in the first edition.

Although I had complete cooperation while researching this book, when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated an old school of thought was revived in the Pentagon. JFK had felt that only professionals like Special Forces should “advise” in Vietnam. With his demise those opposed to elite units like Special Forces in the military found new encouragement at the Department of Defense and as the conflict expanded Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara became the custodian of the Vietnam War.

The book was finished 31 December, 1964 and was published in late April, 1965. I offered the Pentagon an opportunity to review the book but since it was fiction, with names and locations disguised, the offer was declined.

As early reviews of the book trickled out and it began to be read by denizens of the Pentagon, the Special Forces men I had visited were questioned about where my information had originated, and I was summoned one day in early May of ’65 by Major General George Underwood, the Army public relations chief. Mr. Underwood brought out a copy of the book and pointed to eighteen red tags attached to various pages. “See these red flags?” he asked. “Each one marks a page with top secret need to know only material on it.”

“Certainly there is nothing in this book that the enemy isn’t well aware of,” I protested. “The only people that don’t know are the Americans who are paying for the war.”

And that was the crux of the matter. Mr. McNamara did not want the American people to realize what a disaster we were in. There was talk of indicting and trying me under the secrets act for disclosing top secret information. Fortunately for me the secret clearance I had been promised when Jack Kennedy was president had been pulled two weeks after his death by Arthur Sylvester, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs. The Defense establishment at the time did not want an elite sector of the army to come into existence. The conventional military worried that President Kennedy was encouraging a unit of elite troops to be formed and had personally given their commander, Major General (at the time) William P. Yarborough, official permission for his men to wear the green beret as part of their uniform. The fact that a civilian author was allowed to go to the lengths extended to me to “glorify” special forces was most distasteful to them.

One step taken by the Pentagon to reduce the effect of the book was to demand that the publisher put a yellow band around its cover which proclaimed it to be fiction and not factual. This resulted in The New York Times military editor, Hanson Baldwin, coming out with a story called Book on U.S. Forces in Vietnam Stirs Army Ire, which was syndicated all over the United States. The story went on to quote the yellow band which was headlined “Fiction Stranger Than Fact?” and The New York Times printed a large picture of the book’s cover.

As The Green Berets mounted the best-seller lists Arthur Sylvester, who had pulled my security clearance in the first place, pushed for taking me to trial on the secrets act. He somehow failed to realize that by pulling my clearance I was not bound by the security act. I later learned that Representative Gerald Ford, whose committee I had first reported to after my return from Vietnam had read into the Congressional Record those parts of the book that were to have been used against me, thereby declassifying them.

But the animosity of the Pentagon, led by Robert McNamara and Sylvester, lingered on. Every time I heard from anti-war advocates that I had glorified the war in Vietnam I suggested they actually read the book (most refused) or consult with the Defense Department to get their opinion on it. They would have seen that, far from glorifying the war, this book graphically emphasized what was wrong with it, and what was right with the men of the Special Forces.

When Special Forces medic Staff Sergeant Barry Sadler came to me with a tape he had made of his singing and twanging on a guitar “The Ballad of the Green Berets” I helped Barry rewrite the words and found a professional to work on the music. We persuaded RCA Victor to record the song and have Barry sing it on The Ed Sullivan Show. The Ballad became an instant number one hit on the charts and the Green Berets were indeed glorified, to a point where my old nemesis at DoD, Arthur Sylvester, forced RCA not to let me write the copy on the album cover or mention my name. I was, however, the co-author of the song and they couldn’t take my name off the label.

It was the idea of Lieutenant General Yarborough to try and get a first class comic strip about the Green Berets syndicated. I went to Jerry Capp (brother of Al Capp, creator of “Li’l Abner”) for advice on this and Jerry put together an artist, Joe Kubert, and comic strip writer, Howard Liss, to create the strip with me, which he sold for syndication. It was a most successful feature until the anti-war activists, not realizing that The Green Berets was an anti-Vietnam war creation, complained bitterly to the newspapers running the strip. This was particularly true of the academic community around Boston. Newspapers began dropping the strip and finally after three years it was canceled by the syndicate.

Then came the John Wayne movie. At first it was David Wolper, the military documentary specialist, who wanted to make it. But the Pentagon told Wolper that he would get no more Defense Department cooperation on his profitable war docudramas so he broke a signed contract with me. When Wayne came along the Pentagon again tried to block the movie fearing that John Wayne would glorify the Green Berets beyond the Defense Department’s ability to phase the unit out of the military. As a result of the opposition by DoD to the John Wayne film, the Duke bought the movie rights from me for $35,000 and 5% of his undefined profits. He told me, and I realized it was true, that he didn’t know whether he’d be able to make the movie since he needed Defense Department assistance, helicopters, etc. to make the film properly. I accepted the deal and the Duke got on the telephone to the White House and as the story was relayed to me he said, “Lyndon, I’m going to make the picture, with you or without you. Are you going to help me or not?” Lyndon Johnson couldn’t say no to the Duke directly and The Green Berets became a highly successful film.

Forty-odd years after the publication of Berets and the Warner release of John Wayne’s movie, the worst fears of the 1960s and early 70s Pentagon have become reality. Special forces has become a branch of the U.S. Army like artillery, signal corps, engineers, and infantry, among others. And, as the reader will discover, the final chapter of this revised edition is a short biographical sketch of former Green Beret, General Henry Hugh Shelton, who served as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the highest post in the U.S. military.

ROBIN MOORE



Badge of Courage


1965

The Green Berets is a book of truth. I planned and researched it originally to be an account presenting, through a series of actual incidents, an inside informed view of the almost unknown marvelous undercover work of our Special Forces in Vietnam and countries around the world. It was to be a factual book based on personal experience, first-hand knowledge and observation, naming persons and places. But it turned out that there were major obstacles and disadvantages in this straight reportorial method. And so, for the variety of reasons mentioned below, I decided I could present the truth better and more accurately in the form of fiction.

You will find in these pages many things that you will find hard to believe. Believe them. They happened this way. I changed details and names, but I did not change the basic truth. I could not tell the basic truth without changing the details and the names. Here’s why.

Many of the stories incorporate a number of events which if reported merely in isolation would fail to give the full meaning and background of the war in Vietnam. Saigon’s elite press corps, and such excellent feature writers as Jim Lucas of Scripps-Howard, Jack Langguth of The New York Times, and Dickey Chappell of The Reader’s Digest have reported the detailed incidents in the war. I felt that my job in this book was to give the broad overall picture of how Special Forces men operate, so each story basically is representative of a different facet of Special Forces action in wars like the one in Vietnam.

Also, as will be seen, Special Forces operations are, at times, highly unconventional. To report such occurrences factually, giving names, dates, and locations, could only embarrass U.S. planners in Vietnam and might even jeopardize the careers of invaluable officers. Time and again, I promised harried and heroic Special Forces men that their confidences were “off the record.” To show the kind of men they are, to present an honest, comprehensive, and informed picture of their activities, one must get to know them as no writer could who was bound to report exactly what he saw and heard.

Moreover, I was in the unique—and enviable—position of having official aid and assistance without being bound by official restrictions. Even though I always made it clear I was in Vietnam in an unofficial capacity, under these auspices much was shown and told to me. I did not want to pull punches; at the same time I felt it wasn’t right to abuse these special privileges and confidences by doing a straight reporting job.

The civic action portion of Special Forces operations can and should be reported factually. However, this book is more concerned with special missions, and I saw too many things that weren’t for my eyes—or any eyes other than the participants’ themselves—and assisted in too much imaginative circumvention of constricting ground rules merely to report what I saw under a thin disguise. The same blend of fact and “fiction” will be found in the locations in the book, many of which can be found on any map, while others are purely the author’s invention.

So for these reasons The Green Berets is presented as a work of fiction.

It would have been impossible for me to write this book if I myself had not had Special Forces training and the proper letters of accreditation from the Department of Defense.

For, truly to understand and appreciate Special Forces operations, one really has to know the nature and the details of Special Forces training …

It was early in the spring of 1963 and I was in Washington anxiously waiting for the Special Forces officer to show up at the Pentagon meeting. Various information officers had discussed my project, but now it needed the approval of a representative from the Special Warfare Center at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

A lean, rugged-looking major entered the room. His weathered face, hard eyes, and erect carriage were exactly what I had expected of a man who wore the green beret. We shook hands and he regarded me with an appraising, unwavering stare. My eager smile he returned with a bleak one of his own.

“I understand you want to write a book about us.”

“I’d like to, Major,” I replied.

The information officers then outlined my proposal.

“So you want to come down and see what we do,” he said, when they were finished. “Good, we’ll be happy to have you.”

My smile of satisfaction spread from jowl to jowl.

The Fort Bragg emissary gave a sidewise look at my slightly protuberant belly—and politely dropped a smoking white-phosphorus grenade in my lap.

“First, of course, you’ll have to go to the airborne school at Fort Benning. Then, when you’re jump-qualified, there’s the three-month guerrilla warfare course—you’ll make night jumps, live out in the swamps on exercises, run a couple of miles a day, get in some hand-to-hand combat training.”

“But I’m thirty-seven, almost thirty-eight,” I blurted. “If I could just get with the guys. I’m a very good listener,” I suggested hopefully.

“We don’t have any short cuts in this business,” the major said impassively. “If you really want to understand us, you should be able to go through our training. Then you’ll begin to see what this green beanie means.”

A twitch of amusement played at the corners of his lips. “So let’s take it by the numbers. First jump school. If you get through that we’ll discuss putting you through the guerrilla course. If you graduate from the Special Warfare School, you’ll begin to understand Special Forces. Then, maybe, you’ll be qualified to write about the green berets …”

One month after the Pentagon meeting, I turned up at Fort Benning, Georgia, to become enrolled in the airborne school. I was issued jump boots and fatigues, and before I could say something appropriate, like “Geronimo,” I found myself up at 5:00 every morning for muscle-tearing PT, followed by a brisk three- or four-mile run around the training areas.

As we ran, we sang (gasped):


“Airborne, airborne have you heard?

We’re going to jump from the big-ass birds.”



Jump school was the most physically punishing three weeks of my life. The weather was oppressively torrid at Fort Benning during June of 1963; years of good living poured from my body, and every morning I knew for a fact I wouldn’t make it through the day. After two weeks on torturous devices simulating parachute jumps and landings, I faced the moment of truth. The class was ready to go up in an airplane and jump out.

From my position halfway down the stick of jumpers, I looked from the open door down to the ground 1,200 feet below.

“Get ready!” the jump master cried.

My stomach knotted.

“Hook up!”

The blood drained from my fingertips as I hooked my static line into the cable running the length of the roof of the fuselage.

“Stand in the door!”

A reserve colonel, even older than I, took his place in the door.

“Go!”

They’re kidding, I thought, as the prop blast sent me hurtling through the air …

What in God’s name was I doing here anyway?

What I was doing there all started in August of 1962 when I met the then Vice President of the United States, Lyndon B. Johnson. I was living at the time in Jamaica in the West Indies, and he had come down to represent the United States at that Caribbean country’s independence celebrations. I had a chance to meet the Vice President and his military aide, Colonel William Jackson, and to give them copies of my book on guerrilla warfare in the Caribbean, The Devil to Pay.

I told Colonel Jackson I wanted to write my next book about Special Forces. A close look at this exciting young unit of the Army—distinguished by its green beret headgear—had never been encouraged. Special Forces operated mostly in secret; in those days few people not directly involved knew anything about it. Certainly there was little or nothing definitive in print about this highly trained unit of guerrilla-warfare experts fighting in the jungles of Southeast Asia.

The good offices of the then Vice President and Colonel Jackson had been responsible for the Pentagon meeting with that hard-bitten Special Forces major. And this had been responsible for the fact that a C-119 was sweeping past above me as, at a terrific rate of speed, I plummeted to earth.

Fortunately I made it down in one piece, and after five jumps (they gave us more equipment to carry on each jump, which, added to the stepped-up training, wiped out about one fourth of the class) the commandant of the school awarded me the first pair of silver jump wings won at the school by a civilian.

The next stop was Spartanburg, South Carolina, where the biggest war games ever to include guerrilla teams, Swiftstrike III, were going on. There I met the originator of the rugged schedule I was to follow if I wanted to write The Green Berets.

Major General William P. Yarborough, then commanding general of the Special Warfare center, is a young-looking man to be wearing two stars; he is as lean and mean as his men. By this time I was pretty lean too.

The general had a surprise. He had scheduled me for a night jump into the swamps of South Carolina where a Special Forces team would take me to their snake-infested swamp headquarters.

“Night jump?” I murmured uneasily. “Snakes?”

After a week of assorted “assassinations,” “kidnappings,” “ambushes,” “bridge and equipment destruction,” and “raids,” I was exfiltrated by a heliocourier or U-10, as this tough, short-takeoff and landing airplane is known to the military, and a few days later I started the murderous guerrilla course at the Special Warfare Center.

My classmates, including Cuban exiles and Vietnamese, were officers from twenty-two friendly nations. They ranged in age and grade from 1st lieutenants in their mid-twenties to lieutenant colonels in their mid-forties.

Three separate courses are given at what is now known as the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center. Counterinsurgency, Psychological Warfare, and Unconventional (guerrilla) Warfare—for “tigers” like me! I had no choice; the guerrilla course produced wearers of the green beret.

The qualifications for officers who entered the Unconventional Warfare Course were awesome. All of them had to be airborne. All required top-security clearance. Most of them were Ranger qualified. Intensive psychological testing and examination of service records went into determining which officers would make good unconventional fighting men.

All that had been learned since the beginning of World War II about guerrilla warfare was taught at the School. I was fascinated at the vast number of weapons with which we were required to be familiar. Whether it was a Russian AK submachine gun, or a Swedish, Czech, East German or French weapon, Special Forces men learned to fire and fieldstrip it blindfolded. We were trained on the crossbow, the longbow, and the garrote (for instant strangulation).

One of the most intricate portions of the course concerned advanced demolition techniques—all important to guerrillas behind enemy lines. We were schooled in chilling stratagems, such as mining a ditch beside the killing zone of an ambush to wipe out any troops still alive who try to take cover—a trap I saw sprung with deadly effectiveness a few months later in Vietnam.

In the techniques of hand-to-hand combat we learned to make our kill in the first thirty seconds—or stand a slim chance of living to do it at all.

Such new developments as Sky Hook were taught, in which a man can be jerked out of the jungle by airplane and winched to safety up in the sky. There are elaborate blends of many skills, as in the precision operation of a HALO-SCUBA infiltration. Fifteen to twenty thousand feet over the water—high enough to be invisible from the ground—a plane drops an infiltrator near the enemy coastline. The jumper freefalls, moving horizontally as well as vertically, and at fifteen hundred feet or less he opens his ’chute, hits the water and keeps going down, disengaging the parachute which sinks to the bottom. Using a breathing apparatus he then continues his infiltration underwater.

The course was also concerned with peaceful applications of Special Forces training. Special Forces isn’t all fighting; many missions are designed to prevent a guerrilla war from ever starting. Civic action projects, such as digging wells for villagers, establishing schools and hospitals, and even helping remote peoples improve their economic standards, were especially stressed.

By the time my classmates had completed the course and had been fully briefed on what they could expect in Vietnam and other trouble spots of the world, they were hard-eyed, serious men. As the instructors pointed out—and it proved to be all too tragically true—many friends we made during the rough days and nights of training would be lost in the coming year. One of my classmates, a tall, rugged captain—Roger Hugh Donlon—would sustain four wounds and win the Congressional Medal of Honor in Vietnam seven months later.

But I made it. I had graduated from the Special Warfare Center and really thought I was some kind of a guerrilla. Now, I said to the authorities, I did it your way. How about it? I want to go to Vietnam and see this training translated into action.

It was pathetic how much I still had to learn in the vicious, no-quarter jungle war in Indo-China.

Letters of accreditation were prepared. The Department of Defense sent out a teletype message to Military Assistance Command, Vietnam and to Colonel Theodore Leonard, commanding officer of U.S. Army Special Forces Vietnam, requesting I be given full cooperation. If the experienced combat officers of the Special Forces detachments who all received copies of the TWX setting forth my qualifications realized that perhaps I was far from the trained guerrilla fighter I at first considered myself, they were patient with me. Most important, because I was a graduate of jump school and the Special Warfare Center, these Special Forces men for the first time accepted an outsider—and a civilian at that—as one of their own.

On 6 January 1964, I arrived in Vietnam for a six-month tour. I was fortunate—at least from the standpoint of writing an authentic book—to be allowed to go into combat all over the country just as though I were a Special Forces trooper. In spite of the fact that correspondents traditionally are never armed, I never made a move without an automatic rifle—which accounts for the fact that I made it home to write this book. Toward the end of the tour, A detachments began paying me the supreme compliment of sending me in place of another sergeant as the second American with an all-Vietnamese or montagnard patrol.

Special Forces, formed in 1952, traces its lineage back to the guerrilla operating teams of the OSS (predecessor of the Central Intelligence Agency or CIA) and to such World War II–born units as the Rangers, the British and Canadian Commandos, Merrill’s Marauders of Burma, and especially the Airborne Infantry or paratroopers.

Originally part of the Psychological Warfare Center which was moved from Fort Reilly, Kansas, to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, Special Forces was the brainchild of Colonel Aaron Bank, an OSS operator who had been preaching the need for a trained guerrilla unit within the Army for several years. With the outbreak of the Korean War, the need for behind-enemy-lines guerrilla units became apparent.

As part of a guerrilla group known as UNPIK (United Nations Partisan Infantry Korea), Special Forces men first saw action behind Communist lines late in 1952 and in 1953. A few years after the war, the original 77th Special Forces Group (Airborne) at Fort Bragg expanded to become the 7th Special Forces Group (Abn) at Bragg and the 10th Special Forces Group (Abn) at Bad Tölz, Germany. Today there are eight Special Forces groups stationed around the world.

Some means were sought to give the elite Special Forces man a distinctive type of insignia, and the green beret was adopted. The original crest on the beret was a silver Trojan horse worn on the left side above the ear. Now the flash denoting the wearer’s group is worn directly above the left eye.

Conventional Army generals disliked the jaunty headgear and outlawed it. But the late President John F. Kennedy, recognizing the value of Special Forces, threw his full support behind the unit and restored the green beret in a message that exhorted the men to “wear the beret proudly, it will be a mark of distinction and a badge of courage in the difficult days ahead.”

A green beret was returned to President Kennedy under the most tragic of circumstances two years later. Special Forces men formed the honor guard at the President’s burial in Arlington National Cemetery. At the ceremony’s end Sergeant Major Francis Ruddy sorrowfully took the beret from his head and placed it on his commander-in-chief’s grave. It (that is, its replacement) is still there, along with the hats of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. Special Forces men insure that a fresh green beret will always lie above the President, who so loved and respected his tough, highly competent guerrilla fighters.

* * *

The basic unit of a Special Forces group is the 12-man A detachment or A team.

The A team is commanded by a captain, the CO. The XO (executive officer) is a 1st lieutenant (there are no 2nd lieutenants in Special Forces). There are ten intensively trained and experienced enlisted men on the A team, most of them senior sergeants. These are undoubtedly the most multiskilled enlisted men in the armed forces today.

The team sergeant is a master sergeant and—the officers will be the first to confirm—runs the detachment. One of the primary jobs of the sergeant specialists is to train their officers in the skills they have spent many years perfecting. Only after an officer graduates form the Special Warfare Center and forms his team does his training really begin.

The second-ranking enlisted man on an A team is usually the intelligence sergeant who keeps track of what the enemy is doing and recruits and trains agents—particularly tricky in Asia for an American.

There are two medical specialists on the A team, skilled in the exotic diseases to be found in the remote areas to which teams are sent. Much of their training is in war wounds. Two communications experts, who could probably make radios out of sea shells should the need arise, keep the A teams in touch with each other and with the B and C teams which are field headquarters for the operational A detachments.

Two demolition-engineer specialists can do everything from building bridges to blowing them up. Demolition men receive a richly deserved extra $50 a month in hazardous-duty pay. One light- and one heavy-weapons specialist complete the team. These two men have to be good teachers since they must instruct native or indigenous troops in the use of the latest weapons. Many of the local people have never seen anything more modern than a cross-bow before a Special Forces A detachment comes to their area.

Besides their specialties, the men on a Special Forces team have further capabilities.

Every man on an A team speaks a second language, some several tongues. On any given A team all the languages in use in the area are spoken, including those of the enemy. Every man is cross-trained in at least two other basic team skills. A medic, say, can not only efficiently patch up the wounded and care for the sick but knows how to lay down a deadly accurate mortar barrage and blow up the enemy’s rail lines and bridges.

In hand-to-hand combat the men of Special Forces have no superiors, blending judo, karate, wrestling, and boxing techniques into their own lethal brand of barehanded, close-in fighting.

All Special Forces men are expert parachutists.

The Special Forces role is twofold. In a hot war situation the A detachment infiltrates enemy territory by parachuting in, or coming in by sea either in boats or with underwater apparatus, or across land routes. The job of the team is to build up, equip, train, and direct a guerrilla force of indigenous people. Special Forces men are carefully trained in all aspects of psychological warfare to both fan the flames of anti-Communist feeling among their civilian irregular troops and the citizens of the enemy country they are subverting and keep the enemy government frightened and off-balance at all times.

In the type of counterinsurgency operations the United States had been backing in South Vietnam, the Special Forces teams train and equip the civilian irregular defense group (CIDG) troops, known as a strike force when organized in a Special Forces camp, as opposed to the conventional U.S. Army advisers in Vietnam who are assigned to the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) regular troops. The strikers, as strike-force men are called, sign a contract to fight in a Special Forces–advised strike-force battalion for periods ranging from six months to two years. Basically, the A teams in Vietnam are training civilians to fight the communist Viet Cong guerrillas as anti-guerrillas—much the same as killer submariners go after enemy subs.

In direct command of a strike-force camp is the CO of the Vietnamese Special Forces team, which is modeled on the American Special Forces plan. The American role is to advise the Vietnamese Special Forces (known by their Vietnamese name, Luc-Luong Dac-Biet, or LLDB) in training and leading its CIDG troops in combat. Thus, each U.S. Special Forces adviser has his Vietnamese LLDB counterpart at every camp.

The headquarters of a Special Forces group in action against the enemy is known as the Special Forces Operating Base (SFOB). It performs all the basic functions of a regular unit headquarters—personnel, intelligence, operations and supply. It also has a staff of Area Specialist Officers (ASOs), each of whom is intimately acquainted with the area of operations in which he specializes. In South Vietnam there is one B detachment to each corps area, and four corps areas from IV Corps (the Mekong Delta) to I Corps (called “eye” Corps) in the northernmost mountain region bordering the 17th Parallel, which divides Communist North from free South Vietnam. Thus there are four ASOs at the SFOB in Saigon.

The B team acts as a higher headquarters for approximately ten A teams. The B team is not an operational detachment, but supplies, administers and coordinates the activities of the A teams.

The Green Berets shows Special Forces in both its guerrilla and anti-guerrilla roles against the background of the Vietnam war in 1964.

It may help the reader’s understanding to review, for a moment, the political background this book covers.

In January of 1964 South Vietnam was being run by a military junta headed by General Duong Van (“Big”) Minh that had overthrown the dictatorship of President Ngo Dinh Diem. President Diem came to power in 1955 after Vietnam was divided into two separate states—North Vietnam and South Vietnam.

Under Diem important cabinet and civil service jobs were self-perpetuating, acquired through heredity, wealth, and connections with the Roman Catholic Ngo family. The Army was no exception to this so-called Mandarin system. Competency, bravery, and training had little or no bearing on promotions or the assignment of commands and desirable posts. Advancement in Diem’s burgeoning U.S.-advised and -financed Army depended upon an officer’s closeness to the President, his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, and Madame Nhu: thus the phenomena of so many colonels and generals in their twenties and thirties, and lieutenants and captains in their late thirties and forties.

On January 30th “Big” Minh’s junta was toppled after exactly three months in power by General Nguyen Khanh, an aggressive, businesslike young officer. Both Minh and Khanh were seriously hampered by incompetent holdovers from the Diem regime who had become too powerful to depose or jail.

President Diem and his brother Nhu had used the politically well-connected LLDB officers as palace guards and terrorist police—Buddhists were a prime target. In order to procure them the finest hardware, Diem and Nhu aligned the LLDB with the U.S. Special Forces, even to the point of calling them the Vietnamese 77th Special Forces Group, after the first U.S. Special Forces Group to be activated.

When U.S. Special Forces teams began setting up camps on a large scale, their job of fighting Communist guerrillas was made far more difficult and dangerous because Diem saddled them with the untrained, combat-shy, and—by U.S. standards—corrupt LLDB as counterparts.

The elaborate system of kickbacks, payroll juggling, and misappropriation of equipment—all considered standard operating procedure by so many Vietnamese officers—are shown in some detail in this book.

Obviously, strife and ferment often resulted from such diametrically opposed philosophies—especially when highly trained and dedicated Special Forces men were thrown together with the LLDB in isolated outposts. The Americans could only advise and hand out money and supplies. The LLDB officers were in command, and all too often many of them seemed allergic to firefights, considering themselves members of an elite unit.

That there was occasional bitterness between the men of the U.S. Special Forces and many of their LLDB counterparts should be understandable. At the same time, it is important to understand that Special Forces men do not comment on their counterparts to the outside world. Only after I had become one of them did they talk freely to me.

Since this book is an honest attempt to give the reader a vivid picture of the problems faced by the green berets, and since the relationship between the American advisers and their Vietnamese counterparts is as basic to these stories as the combat tactics described, I decided not to dodge this ticklish issue. The ability of an American to get along with his Vietnamese counterpart and persuade him to accept advice frequently is a matter of life or death to Americans and Vietnamese alike.

There are, of course, many honest and heroic Vietnamese officers, and with General Khanh’s appointment of the experienced Colonel Lam Son to head up LLDB in mid-1964 the quality of the unit began to improve. However, Colonel Lam Son faced a long and frustrating struggle, still far from won, to make LLDB the true Vietnamese equivalent of the United States Special Forces.

The yo-yo that is Vietnamese politics isn’t much help in establishing permanent improvements. In September General Khanh was replaced by a civilian government headed by Tran Van Huong which early in 1965 relinquished control to the selfsame General Khanh. Then, shortly thereafter, Khanh resigned. No one can tell how long these power shifts will continue.

The Green Berets tells the story of Special Forces fighting the Vietnam War in Indo-China from 1964 to 1972. It could well have been written about the wearers of the green beret in many other countries and many other missions throughout the world in the final quarter of the 20th century.

In essence, these stories are as true of the political problems and combat situations Special Forces men are facing in Vietnam as in later conflicts throughout the world, particularly in Somalia where the then Secretary of Defense thought it would “be sending the wrong message” to give them the full armament they needed to accomplish their mission. As a result a Green Beret team was massacred following orders to apprehend an African warlord.

As we head toward the last days of the 20th century, new threats of terrorism are hurled against America. It is the Special Operations Forces that must contend with terrorists, the so-called wars of national liberation and the burgeoning “fatwas” or religious wars declared frequently by fundamentalist fanatics.

Political and geographical considerations may vary from month to month and year to year; but in the global stalemate created by nuclear power, these wars will be fought by dedicated soldiers like the men of Special Forces under conditions similar to those described in this book.

In the course of my narrative I have used a number of terms and abbreviations which are standard in Special Forces. Most of these will be familiar to most readers, but to avoid confusion I have listed them here for ready reference.


Agency, The—No one ever refers to the CIA. They say “The Agency,” or in Southeast Asia they use the name of the CIA’s operating entity known as CSG (Combined Studies Group).

AR-15—New high-powered light automatic rifle used by Special Forces. Officially designated the M-16 by the Army.

ARVN—Army of the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam).

Asset—An individual, not a member of a Special Forces team, who has first-hand knowledge of the people and geography of a Special Forces operating area and works with the team.

BAR—Browning automatic rifle.

Concertina—Barbed wire in rolls placed about the perimeter of fortified areas.

Country Team—When the United States gives military and economic aid to a country such as Vietnam, it is administered by what is known as the Country Team. The Country Team is made up of five individuals: the U.S. ambassador, who nominally heads the team; the commanding general of Military Assistance Command; the head of USOM; the head of the United States Information Service in the country; and the station chief of the CIA in that country.

DA—Department of the Army.

Dai-uy—(Pronounced Di-wee) The Vietnamese word for captain.

DoD—Department of Defense.

DRVN—Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam).

DZ—Drop zone for parachuted supplies or personnel.

Flash—The patch on the green beret which by color designates the group to which a Special Forces man is attached.

FOB—Forward operating base.

KIA—Killed in action.

Leg, or Straight Leg—A soldier who is not a parachute jumper.

LZ—Landing zone for an airplane or helicopter.

MAAG—Military Assistance Advisory Group. MAAG is, in effect, the operational arm of MAC-V. MAAG is in charge of training and operations, and it is to MAAG that American officers and men working directly with ARVN as advisers are attached. Originally Special Forces was independent of MAAG, reporting directly to the Commanding General of MAC-V and certain unconventional warfare boards, in southeast Asia and Washington D.C. Then on May 1, 1964, some of the conventional generals in Saigon and Washington decided that in the interest of “streamlining,” Special Forces should be put under MAAG.

MAC-V—Military Assistance Command Vietnam. This is the advisory and decision-making command in Vietnam that reports to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the President of the United States.

Okie—Okinawa, also known as “The Rock”; home of the 1st Special Forces Group.

Piastre—Vietnamese money; one p. in 1965 is worth $.01 U.S. currency.

Province chief—Vietnam is divided into forty-two provinces and each province is ruled over by a military governor or province chief, usually a major or lieutenant colonel. The American adviser to the province chief, usually a major, is known as a sector adviser and provinces are referred to as sectors.

SEATO—South East Asia Treaty Organization.

Short—When a soldier is “short” he has almost finished his tour of duty and is ready to ship.

SOG—Actually Special Operations Group but camouflaged by the words Studies and Observations Group to hide its real behind enemy lines, cross border ops, and other operations the U.S. did not officially recognize.

STRAC—Officially standing for Strategic Army Command, the word has come to mean neat, shipshape, in order.

USOM—United States Operations Mission. This is the overseas operating arm of AID (Agency for International Development). It is a civilian agency which supervises spending money and giving assistance to the people of a country. Everything from overhauling the police system to providing healthy pigs comes under USOM.

Yard—American abbreviation of Montagnard, a hill tribesman.
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A Green Beret—All the Way

1

The headquarters of Special Forces Detachment B-520 in one of Vietnam’s most active war zones looks exactly like a fort out of the old West. Although the B detachments are strictly support and administrative units for the Special Forces A teams fighting the Communist Viet Cong guerrillas in the jungles and rice paddies, this headquarters had been attacked twice in the last year by VC and both times had sustained casualties.

I was finally keeping my promise to visit the headquarters of Major (since his arrival in Vietnam, Lieutenant Colonel) Train. I deposited my combat pack in the orderly room and strode through the open door into the CO’s office.

“Congratulations, Colonel.”

Lieutenant Colonel Train, looking both youthful and weathered, smiled self-assuredly, blew a long stream of cigar smoke across his desk, and motioned for me to sit down.

Major Fenz, the operations officer, walked into the office abruptly. “Sorry to interrupt, sir. We just received word that another patrol out of Phan Chau ran into an ambush. We lost four friendlies KIA.”

I sat up straight. “Old Kornie is getting himself some action.”

Train frowned thoughtfully. “Third time in a week he’s taken casualties.” He drummed his fingertips on the top of his desk. “Any enemy KIA, or captured weapons?”

“No weapons captured. They think they killed several VC from blood found on the foliage. No bodies.”

“I worry about Kornie,” Train said, with a trace of petulance. “He’s somehow managed to get two Vietnamese camp commanders relieved in the four months he’s been here. The new one is just what he wants, pliable. Kornie runs the camp as he pleases.”

“Kornie has killed more VC than any other A team in the three weeks since we’ve taken over here,” Fenz pointed out.

“Kornie is too damned independent and unorthodox,” Train said.

“That’s what they taught us at Bragg, Colonel,” I put in. “Or did I spend three months misunderstanding the message?”

“There are limits. I don’t agree with all the School teaches.”

“By the way, Colonel,” I said before we could disagree openly, “one reason I came down here was to get out to Phan Chau and watch Kornie in action.”

Train stared at me a moment. Then he said, “Let’s have a cup of coffee. Join us, Fenz?”

We walked out of the administration offices, across the parade ground and volleyball court of the B-team headquarters, and entered the club which served as morning coffeehouse, reading and relaxing room, and evening bar. Train called to the pretty Vietnamese waitress to bring us coffee.

There were a number of Special Forces officers and sergeants lounging around. It was to the B team that the A-team field men came on their way to a rest and rehabilitation leave in Saigon. Later they returned to the B team to await flights back to their A teams deep in Viet Cong territory.

Lieutenant Colonel Train had been an enigma to me ever since I first met him as a major taking the guerrilla course at Fort Bragg. His background was Regular Army. In World War II he had seen two years of combat duty in the Infantry, rising to the rank of staff sergeant when the war ended. Since his high-school record had been outstanding and his Army service flawless, he received an appointment to West Point. From the Point to Japan to Korea, Train had served with distinction as an Infantry officer, and in 1954 he applied for jump school at Fort Benning and became a paratrooper.

Almost nine years later, in line with Train’s interest in new developments, he had indicated that he would accept an assignment with Special Forces. I met him at Fort Bragg just after he had moved down Gruber Avenue from the 82nd Airborne Division to Smoke Bomb Hill, the Special Warfare Center.

It was obvious to those close to Train that he did not accept wholeheartedly the doctrines of unconventional warfare. But President Kennedy’s awareness of the importance of this facet of the military had made unconventional or special warfare experience a must for any officer who wanted to advance to top echelons.

As Train and I chatted and drank our coffee my interest grew in whether this dedicated officer was going to change and how he would operate in the guerrilla war in Vietnam.

“So you want to go to Phan Chau?” Train asked.

“I’d like to see Kornie in action,” I said. “Remember him at Bragg? He was the guerrilla chief in the big maneuvers.”

“Kornie has been one of the Army’s characters for ten years,” Train said sternly. “Of course I remember him. I’m afraid you’ll get yourself in trouble if you go to Phan Chau.”

“What do you mean by trouble?”

“I don’t want the first civilian writer killed in Vietnam to get it with my command.”

As I expected, Train was going to be a problem. “You think I stand a better chance of cashing in with Kornie than with some of the other A teams?”

Train took a long sip of coffee before answering. “He does damned dangerous things. I don’t think he reports everything he does even to me.”

“You’ve been here three weeks, Colonel. The last B team had him four months. What did Major Grunner say about him?”

Fenz, a Special Forces officer for six years, concentrated on his coffee. Train gave me a wry smile. “The last B team was pretty unorthodox even by Special Forces standards. Major Grunner is a fine officer; I’m not saying anything against him or the way he operated this B detachment.” Train looked at me steadily. “But he let his A teams do things I won’t permit. And of course he and Kornie were old friends from the 10th Special Forces Group in Germany.” Train shook his head. “And that’s the wildest-thinking bunch I ever came across in my military career.”

Neither Fenz nor I made any reply. We sipped our coffee in silence. Train was one of the new breed of Special Forces officers. Unconventional warfare specialists had proven their ability to cope with the burgeoning Communist brand of limited or guerrilla wars so conclusively that Special Forces had been authorized an increase in strength. Several new groups were being added to the old 1st in Okinawa, 10th in Bad Tölz, Germany, and the 5th and 7th at Fort Bragg.

New officers were picked from among the most outstanding men in airborne and conventional units. Since every Special Forces officer and enlisted man is a paratrooper, it was occasionally necessary to send some “straight-leg” officers to jump school at Fort Benning, Georgia, before they could attend the Special Warfare School at Fort Bragg prior to being assigned to a Special Forces group.

This new group of basically conventional officers in Special Forces were already beginning to make their influence felt early in 1964. Lieutenant Colonel Train was clearly going to be a hard man to develop into a “Green Beret—All the Way!”

I broke the silence, directing a question at Major Fenz. “When can you get me out to Phan Chau?”

Fenz looked to Train for guidance. Train smiled at me wryly. “We’ve got to let you go if you want to. But do us all a favor, will you? Don’t get yourself killed. I thought you’d had it on that night jump in Uwarrie …”

He turned to Fenz and told him the story. “They dropped our teams together on the ten-day field training exercise.”

Fenz nodded; the ten-day FTX was a bond shared by all Special Warfare School graduates.

“The School picked us a drop zone in Uwarrie National Forest near Pisgah—that was something else. It was a terrible night,” Train recalled. “Cold. And the wind came up before we reached the DZ. An equipment bundle got stuck in the door for six seconds so we had to make two passes. Our friend here was held at the door by the jump master and was first man out on the second pass. We were blown into the trees over a mile from the DZ. I got hung up, had to open my emergency chute and climb down the shroud lines to get on the ground. We had three broken legs and several other injuries on that DZ.”

Train looked at me and smiled. “Our civilian, of course, came out best. Landed in a field the size of the volleyball court, threw his air items in the bag and helped pull his team together.”

I looked out the window across the rice paddies where every peasant could be and probably was a VC. “At least they didn’t have shit-dipped pungi stakes waiting for us in North Carolina,” I said.

Train frowned briefly at my language. “I guess you and Kornie will get along fine, at that. As I remember, you pulled a few tricks on that exercise that weren’t even in the books.”

Fenz took this as his cue to volunteer the information that there was an Otter flying down to Phan Chau that afternoon with an interpreter to replace the one killed a few days before on patrol.

“You might as well take it,” Train said. “How long do you want to stay?”

“Can’t I just play it by ear, Colonel?”

“Certainly. If it looks like there’s going to be serious trouble I’ll get you evacuated.”

“Negative! Please?”

Train stared at me; I met the look. Train gave a shrug. “OK, I’ll go along with you, but I still don’t—”

“No sweat. I don’t want to get myself greased any more than you do.”

“OK, get your gear together. Got your own weapon?”

“If you could lend me a folding-stock carbine and a few banana clips, that’s all I need.”

“Fenz, can you fix him up?”

“Yes, sir. The Otter takes off at 1300 hours.”

“One thing,” Train cautioned. “Kornie is upset because we transferred two companies of Hoa Hao troops from his camp on orders from the Vietnamese division commander, General Co. You know about the Hoa Hao?”

“They’re supposed to be fierce fighters, aren’t they?”

“That’s right. They’re a religious sect in the Mekong Delta with slightly different ethnic origins from the Vietnamese. General Co didn’t like having two companies of Hoa Hao fighting together.”

“You mean with coup fever raging, he was afraid the Hoa Hao might get together and make a deal with one of his rival generals?”

“We try to keep out of politics,” Train said testily. “General Co’s reasoning is not my concern.”

“But it would concern Kornie to find himself on the Cambodian border in the middle of VC territory suddenly minus two companies of his best fighting men.”

Train snorted in exasperation. “Just don’t take Kornie’s opinions on Vietnamese politics too seriously.”

“I’ll use discretion in anything I say,” I promised.

“I hope so.” It sounded like a threat.

Looking down at the sere-brown rice paddies, I felt a sense of quickening excitement as the little eight-place single-engine plane closed on Phan Chau in a hilly section along the Cambodian border. Across from me sat the thin, ascetic-looking young Vietnamese interpreter.

I thought of Steve Kornie. His first name was Sven actually. He was, at forty-four, a captain, as compared to Train, who was a lieutenant colonel at thirty-nine.

Kornie, originally a Finn, fought the Russians when they invaded his native land. Later he had joined the German Army and miraculously survived two years of fighting the Russians on the eastern front. After the war came a period in his life he never talked about. His career was reentered on the record book when, under the Lodge Act of the early fifties, which permitted foreign nationals who joined the United States Army in Europe to become eligible for U.S. citizenship after five years’ service, Kornie enlisted.

In a barroom brawl in Germany in 1955, Kornie and some of his more obstreperous GI companions had committed the usually disastrous error of tangling with several soldiers wearing green berets with silver Trojan horse insignias on them. The blue-eyed Nordic giant, after decking twice his weight in berets, finally agreed to a truce.

Suspiciously he allowed these soldiers, who in spite of their alien headdress proclaimed themselves Americans, to buy him a drink. In his career with several armies he had never fought such tough barehanded fighters. As the several victims of Kornie’s fists and flat-handed chops came to, shook their heads, found their berets and replaced them on their heads, it became clear to Kornie that they were asking him to join their group. To his surprise and horror he discovered that one man he had knocked over the bar was a major.

Before the evening was over Kornie discovered the existence of the 10th Special Forces Group at Bad Tölz, had given the major his name, rank and serial number, and had been promised that he would soon be transferred to the elite, highly trained, virtually secret unit of the U.S. Army to which these men in green berets so proudly belonged.

When Special Forces realized the extent of Sven Kornie’s combat experience and language capabilities, the CO at Bad Tölz believed his claim that he had gone to the military college for almost three years in Finland, although his academic records had been lost in the war and he could not prove his educational qualifications. Kornie was sent to Officer Candidate School, and Special Forces was waiting to reclaim him immediately upon graduation. He performed many covert as well as overt missions in Europe as a Special Forces officer, several times on loan to the CIA, and finally, having reached the grade of captain, he was shipped to the 5th Special Forces Group at the Special Warfare Center, Fort Bragg.

In his early forties he knew his chances of ever making field grade were slim. For one thing, while in uniform he had killed a German civilian he knew to be a Russian agent with a single punch. Extenuating circumstances had won him an acquittal at his court-martial; nevertheless the affair was distasteful, particularly to conservative old line officers on promotion boards. There was also Kornie’s inability to prove any higher education.

Sven Kornie was the ideal Special Forces officer. Special Forces was his life; fighting, especially unorthodox warfare, was what he lived for. He had no career to sacrifice; he had no desire to rise from operational to supervisory levels. And not the least of his assets, he was unmarried and had no attachments to anyone or anything in the world beyond Special Forces.

My thoughts of Kornie and speculations as to what fascinating mischief he would be up to were interrupted by the interpreter.

“Are you posted to Phan Chau?”

I shook my head, but he had an explanation coming. I wore the complete Special Forces uniform, the lightweight jungle fatigues and my highly prized green beret which an A team had given me after a combat mission.

“I will visit Phan Chau for maybe a week. I am a writer. A journalist. You understand?”

The interpreter’s face lit up. “Ah, journalist. Yes. What journal you write for?” Hopefully: “Time magazine? Maybe Newsweek? Life?”

He couldn’t disguise his disappointment when he learned what a free-lance writer was.

We were getting close to Phan Chau. I recognized the area from several parachute supply drops I had flown to familiarize myself with the terrain.

The little Otter began circling. Only a few miles off I could look into Cambodia, the border running down the middle of the rough, rocky terrain. A dirt landing strip appeared below and in moments the plane was bumping along it.

I threw my combat pack out on the ground, and when the small plane had come to a complete stop jumped out after it. I saw a green beret among the camouflage-capped Vietnamese strike-force troopers milling around, and went up to the American sergeant and told him who I was. He recognized my name and mission, but I was surprised to hear Kornie wasn’t expecting me.

“Sometimes we can’t read the B team for half a day,” the sergeant explained. “The old man will be glad to see you. He’s been wondering when you were coming.”

“I guess I missed some action this morning.”

“Yeah, it was a tough one. Four strikers KIA. We usually don’t get ambushed so close to camp.” The sergeant introduced himself to me as Borst, the radio operator. He was a well-set young man, his cropped hair below the green beret yellow, and his blue eyes fierce. I wondered if Kornie had collected an all-Viking A team. Anything unusual, with flair and color, would be typical Kornie.

“The old man is working out some big deal with Sergeant Bergholtz, he’s our team sergeant, and Sergeant Falk, intelligence.”

“Where’s Lieutenant Schmelzer?” I asked. “I knew him at Bragg last year while you were all in mission training.”

“He’s still out with the patrol that was ambushed. They sent back the bodies and the wounded, and then kept going.”

Sergeant Borst picked up my combat pack, carried it to the truck, and threw it in back with the strikers and the new interpreter. He motioned me into the front seat, looked behind to make sure the mounted .30-caliber machine gun was manned, and drove off as soon as the Otter was airborne.

The low, white buildings with dark roofs which rose above the mud walls of Phan Chau, and the tall steel fire-control tower were visible from the airstrip. Beyond them, directly west, loomed the rocky foothills which spilled along both sides of the Vietnam-Cambodia border. There were more hills and a scrub-brush jungle north of Phan Chau. To the south the land was open and bare. The airstrip was only a mile east of the camp.

“This the new camp?”

“Yes, sir,” Borst answered. “The old one next to the town of Phan Chau was something else. Hills on all sides. We called it little Dien Bien Phu. Here at least we’ve got some open fields of fire and the VC can’t drop mortar fire on us from above.”

“From what I hear, you’re out of that old French camp just in time.”

“That’s what we figure. They’d clobber us there. When this one is finished we’ll be able to hold off about anything they can throw at us.”

As we drove into the square fort, with sandbagged mud walls studded with machine-gun emplacements and surrounded with barbed wire, I could see men working on the walls and putting out more barbed wire. “Do you still have much work to do?”

“Quite a bit, sir. We’re sure hoping we don’t get hit in the next few days. The camp isn’t secure yet.”

Borst stopped before the Vietnamese Special Forces headquarters to let off the strikers and the new interpreter, and then drove me another twenty feet to a cement-block building with a wooden roof. He pulled to a stop and jumped out. Borst beat me inside and I heard him announce me.

It took a moment for my eyes to get used to the cool interior grayness after the hot, bright sunlight. The big form of Sven Kornie came toward me. He had a large grin on his lean, pleasant face and his blue eyes snapped. His huge hand enveloped mine as he welcomed me to Phan Chau. He introduced me to Sergeant Bergholtz, and I sensed my guess was correct that a Germanic-Viking crew had indeed been transported intact to the Vietnam-Cambodia border.

“Well, well,” Kornie boomed cheerfully. “You come here at a dangerous time.”

“What’s happening?”

“By God damn! Those Vietnamese generals—stupid! Dangerous stupid. Two hundred fifty my best men that sneak-eyed yellow-skin bastard corps commander take out of here yesterday—and our big American generals? Politics they play while this camp gets zapped.”

“What are you talking about, Steve?”

“Two hundred fifty Hoa Hao fighting men I had. The best. Now General Co decides he don’t want any Hoa Hao companies fighting together because maybe they get together under their colonel and pull another coup. So he breaks up the best fighting units in the Mekong Delta. God damn fool! And Phan Chau, what happens? We get more Vietnamese strikers we don’t know if they fight for us or VC. You better go back to the B team,” he finished lugubriously.

“Too late now,” I said. “What action have you got going?”

“Two actions. The VC got one action and we got one. Tell him, Bergholtz.”

The team sergeant began his briefing. “The VC have been making ladders for a couple of weeks now in all their villages. They’re also making caskets. That means they figure on hitting us sometime soon. The ladders they use to throw across the barbed wire and the mine fields and later as stretchers to carry away the dead and wounded. The VC fight better when they know they’re going to get a funeral and a nice wood box if they’re killed. They see the coffins, it makes their morale go up.”

“We are not ready for attack,” Kornie said, “so it probably comes soon.”

“What’s Schmelzer’s patrol doing?”

Kornie’s deep laugh boomed out. “Schmelzer is looking for KKK.”

“KKK? I thought we were in South Vietnam, not South Carolina.”

“The KKK are Cambodian bandits. They fight only for money. They are very bad boys. Tell him, Bergholtz.”

“Yes, sir.” The team sergeant turned his rugged face to me. “The KKK—that’s what everyone calls them—live around these hills. They even attack our patrols for the weapons if they are strong enough. We figure the ambush today may have been KKK. Last week four Buddhist monks went through here to Cambodia to buy gold leaf, for their temple. All the local Buddhists kicked in to buy the stuff. You can’t buy gold in Vietnam.” Bergholtz paused. “We told the monks they’d better stay home but they said Buddha would protect them.”

Kornie finished the story. “Three days ago I was leading a patrol in KKK area. We find the monks. They are lying on the trail, each has his head under his left arm. The KKK got them and their gold.”

“And Schmelzer is going to get the KKK?” I asked.

“He is only trying to locate them. Maybe they will be useful to us on the operation we plan.”

I gave him full attention, unslinging my carbine and leaning it against the wall.

“We get tired of the VC hitting us and running across the border to Cambodia where we can’t get them,” Kornie said. “This team of mine, we got only one month left before we go back to Fort Bragg. Garrison duty,” Kornie growled. “Two cowardly Vietnamese camp commanders in a row we get. Sometimes is a week between good VC contact.”

“But this time I hear you have a good counterpart.”

“This one is good,” Kornie conceded. “He maybe don’t like patrols himself, but if the Americans want to kill themselves and only a reasonable number of strikers, that’s our business by him. Come, follow me. I will show you what we are going to do.” He led me out of the team-house, down the mud road and on past several cement barracks with wood and thatch roofs. We stopped at one and a guard saluted. His dark skin and imprecise features marked the striker in tiger-stripe camouflage as a Cambodian. Kornie returned the salute and walked inside. There must have been about 50 men in the barracks. They were cleaning their rifles, making up packs, and apparently readying themselves to go out on a combat operation.

“These Cambodes good boys,” Kornie boomed. “Loyal to the Americans who pay them and feed them. Not like the KKK.”

The Cambodes evidently liked the captain, for Kornie lustily shouted some indistinguishable words and got back an enthusiastic response. “I ask them if they are ready to kill Communists anywhere, even in Cambodia. They are ready.” He gave them a cheerful wave and we left.

“Let’s go to the radio room and see what we hear from Schmelzer.”

Borst was at the radio, earphones on, scribbling on a sheet of paper in front of him. He looked up as Kornie came in.

“Sir, Lieutenant Schmelzer is standing by on voice.”

“Good!” Kornie exclaimed, taking the mike. “Handy, Handy,” he called. “This is Grant, Grant. Come in Handy.”

“Grant, this is Handy,” came back over the receiver. “Made contact with bandits at BP 236581.” On the map above the radio Kornie located the position of his executive officer from the coordinates. It was eight miles north of Phan Chau, almost straddling the border.

Schmelzer continued. “Our assets now having friendly talk with bandits. Believe you can go ahead with operation. That is all. Handy out.”

“Grant out,” Kornie said putting down the mike. He turned to me. “Our plans are coming along well. Now if the Viet Cong give us tonight without attacking, we will buy another few days to finish the camp’s defenses. Then”—Kornie grinned—“they can throw a regiment at us and we kill them all.”

Kornie led the way back to the operations room where Sergeant Bergholtz was waiting for him. As we walked in the sergeant said, “Falk just got another agent report. There are about 100 VC hiding in Chau Lu, resting and getting food. Less than half live there, the rest must be hard-core just come over from Cambodia.”

“That is good, that is good,” Kornie said, nodding. “Now, I will explain everything. Here.” He pointed to the map. “You see the border running north and south? Our camp is three miles east from Cambodia. Four miles north of us is this nasty little village of Chau Lu right on the border near which we were ambushed this morning. Four more miles north of Chau Lu, still on the border, is where Schmelzer is right now, talking to the KKK.”

“I’m with you so far,” I said.

“Good. Now, in Cambodia, exactly opposite Chau Lu, ten miles in is a big VC camp. They got a hospital, barracks, all the comforts of a major installation. The attack on us will be launched from this big Communist camp. The VC will cross the border and build up in Chau Lu, like they do now. When they’re ready, they hit us. If we try to hit their buildup on our side of the border they only got to run a hundred meters and they’re back in Cambodia where we can’t kill them. Even if we go over after them they pull back to their big camp where we get zapped and cause big international incident.”

Kornie watched me intently for a reaction. I began to get a vague idea of what he had in mind. “Keep talking, Steve. I’ve always wanted to go inside Cambodia.”

The big Viking laughed hugely. “Tonight, my Cambodes, 100 of them, cross the border and take up blocking positions two miles inside Cambodia between Chau Lu and the big VC camp. There is a river parallel to the border in there. My Cambodes put their backs to the river and ambush the VC who are running from Chau Lu, which we attack just before sunrise tomorrow morning. At the river my boys can see and kill any VC from the main camp who try to cross it and get behind them.”

I had to laugh, the thinking was so typically Kornie, and just what Lieutenant Colonel Train, who was so scrupulous about international politics, was afraid of.

Kornie continued. “If the VC are suddenly cut to little pieces right where they think they are safe, in Cambodia, they will be careful for a while. Maybe they think they get attacked again in this sanctuary our politicians give them.”

“They’ll know you did it, Steve,” I said soberly. “And then they’ll raise international hell.”

“Yes, they know we do it,” Kornie agreed. “This will scare them. But international incident? No. They don’t prove we have anything to do with it.”

“Well, somebody had to ambush those VC,” I pointed out. “If there’s a bunch of shot-up bodies nobody’s going to believe Cambodian-government troops did it to their Communist friends.”

Kornie’s blue eyes sparkled with humor and excitement. “Oh yes. But we got what you call, fall guys. Come, let’s go back to the radio room.”

Just after dark I accompanied Kornie and Sergeant Bergholtz as they led the company of cocky, spoiling-for-action Cambodians to the border where a rally point was established with a squad guarding it. This was the point at which the Cambodians would cross back to the Vietnam side of the border after their mission. Kornie wanted Bergholtz and every one of his Cambodians to be familiar with the place. It was at the base of one of the many hills along this section of the border. For positive identification Kornie sent another squad to the top of the hill. There they would start firing flares a few minutes after the shooting started and keep it up until all the Cambodians had found their way back to the rally point and were accounted for.

With the return point on the border clearly defined, Kornie, Bergholtz, I, and the company of Cambodians stealthily moved northward on the Vietnam side of the border. We carefully gave the VC village of Chau Lu a wide berth an hour later and kept pushing north two more miles. Halfway between Chau Lu and the KKK camp we stopped.

Kornie shook Bergholtz by the hand and silently clapped him on the back. Bergholtz made a sign to the Cambodian leader and they started due west across the ill-defined border into Cambodia. Kornie watched them until they melted into the dark, rugged terrain. In two and a half miles they would come to the river and follow it back south until they were squarely between Chau Lu and the VC camp. They would straddle the east-west road and bridge connecting the two Communist bases and set up blocking positions.

Kornie and I and a security squad walked the six miles back to camp, arriving about 3:00 A.M. We made straight for the radio room and Kornie called Schmelzer.

Schmelzer was handling his operation well. Fifty KKK bandits were already crossing into Cambodia. They would penetrate a mile and staying that far inside Cambodia walk south until they were opposite Chau Lu. Here, according to instructions, they would stop until sunrise. Then they would proceed another mile south. At the point where a needle of rock projected skyward they would cross back into Vietnam and report all they had observed to the Americans.

The KKK leader realized that the Americans had to know what the VC were doing. He also knew they couldn’t send patrols across the border to find out. He was glad to mount an easy reconnaissance patrol in return for the equivalent of $10 a man plus five rifles and five automatic weapons.

Half the agreed-upon money and weapons Schmelzer had already presented to the KKK leader at the time his men began crossing the border. The balance would be forthcoming the moment the men crossed back into Vietnam at the needle-shaped rock and gave their reports.

In the radio room Kornie chortled as his operation began to tighten. “Schmelzer is good boy,” he said. “Takes guts to deal with KKK. If they think for a minute they can take Schmelzer and his men, they do it.”

“Aren’t you afraid they’ll use those automatic weapons against you some day?” I asked.

Kornie shrugged. “Most of those KKK and their weapons will never get back from this mission.”

He looked at his watch. It was 4:00 A.M. Kornie smiled at me and patted my shoulder. “Now is the time to start out for Chau Lu. We will drive the VC straight into the KKK at 0545, and Bergholtz and the Cambodes will cut both the KKK and VC to pieces and be out of there by 0600 hours.” His laugh resounded in the radio shack. “Give me just a few more days and a regiment couldn’t overrun Phan Chau.”

There was a snapping of static and then the radio emitted Schmelzer’s voice. “Grant, Grant, this is Handy. Come in, Grant.”

Kornie picked up the mike. “This is Grant. Go ahead, Handy.”

“Last of bandits across. We are ready to carry out phase two. Is 0545 hours still correct?”

“Affirmative, Handy. But wait for us to start our little party off.”

“Roger, Grant. We will be in position. When you open up we’ll let go too. Leaving now. Handy out.”

“Grant out,” Kornie said into the mike and put it down. He walked out of the radio room, and on the parade ground we could sense more than see the company of Vietnamese strikers. Two Vietnamese Special Forces officers, the camp commander, Captain Lan, and his executive officer were standing in front of the company of civilian irregulars waiting for Kornie. They saluted him as he stood in the light flooding from the door of the radio room.

Kornie saluted back. “Are you ready to go, Captain Lan?”

“The men are ready,” the Vietnamese commander said. “Lieutenant Cau and Sergeant Tuyet will lead them. I must stay in camp. Maybe B team need talk to me.”

“Very good thinking, Captain,” Kornie complimented his counterpart. “Yes, since I go out, very good you guard camp.”

Pleased, Captain Lan turned his men over to Kornie and departed. “Lieutenant Cau, let’s get these men on the move,” Kornie urged. “You know the objective.”

“Yes, sir. Chau Lu.” In the dim light from the radio shack Kornie and I could just make out the broad grin on Cau’s face. “We will clobber them, sir,” he said, proud of his English slang.

Kornie nodded happily. “Right. We massacre them.” To me he said, “Cau here is one of the tigers. If they had a few hundred more like him we could go home. He went through Bragg last year. Class before yours, I think.”

For the second time that night we started north toward Chau Lu. Kornie seemed to be an inexhaustible tower of energy. Walking at the head of the column he kept up a brisk pace, but we had to stop frequently to let the short-legged Vietnamese catch up. It took exactly the estimated hour and a half to cover the almost five miles to the positions we took up south and east of the VC village. At 5:45 A.M. two companies of strikers were in place ready to attack Chau Lu. Schmelzer’s men were ready to hit from the north.
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