
  [image: Image]


  SOLDIER OF FORTUNE

  MAGAZINE™ GUIDE TO

  SUPER SNIPERS


  SOLDIER OF FORTUNE

  MAGAZINE™ GUIDE TO

  SUPER SNIPERS

  EDITED BY

  LT. COL. ROBERT K. BROWN, USAR (RET.)

  AND VANN SPENCER

  [image: image]

  Skyhorse Publishing


  Copyright © 2013 by Lt. Col. Robert K. Brown, USAR (RET.) and Vann Spencer

  -All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  ISBN: 978-1-62873-541-3

  Printed in China


  To All Snipers


  
INTRODUCTION [image: image]


  As the acknowledged number one military magazine among troops and law enforcement personnel, Soldier of Fortune has supported active duty soldiers and veterans for the last thirty-eight years. In so doing, it has published a multitude of articles—many of which are included in this anthology—on sniping from shortly before WWII to the present. The material is something that will be of interest to long-range shooters, snipers, and military buffs.

  My “sniper credentials” are limited, since I never completed an Army sniper school. And, frankly, I don’t know that I would have done so successfully, as I do not have the patience that is required of a sniper.

  My first exposure to sniping came when I was assigned to be the Officer-in-Charge of the 11th Airborne Corps Advanced Marksmanship Unit (AMU) for six months prior to my reassignment to Vietnam in July of l968. The Army actually paid me for shooting! What incredible good fortune.

  In that position, I interfaced quite often with personnel from the All-Army AMU, Ft. Benning, Georgia, which was putting together the first Army sniper team that would go to Nam, commanded by Major Willie Powell. That sniper team provided the cadre for the Army sniper school in Nam. During those six months, I oversaw the training of sniper units for the North Carolina National Guard, as well as Fort Bragg.

  Sniping, as a critical military skill, had been consigned to the dustbin of history by all the brass smart-asses who pompously proclaimed airpower and firepower would do away with the need for skilled riflemen after the Korean War. Major Powell had a problem in convincing company commanders that a school-trained sniper was a force multiplier; that because a graduate of the sniper school had six months combat time, they could effectively read a map (no GPS in those days), call in airpower and artillery, and was too valuable an asset to be a squad leader or charge bunkers. This problem continues even today, though to a lesser degree.

  In any event, Powell’s success as well as that of Major Jim Land, USMC, who was the commanding officer of the famous Marine sniper, Carlos Hathcock, guaranteed sniping would be an effective tool in future conflicts. And so it has been.

  SOF’s direct involvement in sniper training occurred in El Salvador, when I took numerous teams of mostly Vietnam veterans to assist/advise the Salvadoran military in their war against communist guerrillas during the 1980s. SOF’s brilliant, long-time Small Arms Editor, Peter Kokalis, spent a number of tours training Salvo Police and “Jack Thompson,” who was a Marine Nam vet, a Sergeant Major in the Rhodesian Selous Scouts and Central American contractor, conducted sniper courses for several Salvadoran Brigades, which resulted in numerous kills.

  I got involved in a small way. One time, when a lull occurred in the fighting, I noted that the army units and the guerrillas stood up and yelled insults at each other about 450 yards apart. I decided I could bring some heat on the bad boys with a top-of-the-line sniper system that would reach out and touch them up to several hundred yards. Jim Leatherwood’s brother, Jack, took a Winchester Model 70 action, tuned it, added a heavy Schillen barrel, and topped it off with a Leatherwood ART scope. I was hitting metal silhouette targets at Jim’s Texas ranch at 1,400 meters. Unfortunately, the only time I got to draw down on guerillas, they were running through a coffee plantation. Didn’t hit anyone, but I figured I made them run a tad faster.

  In closing, I want to talk about Chris Kyle, one of the many participant snipers who was looking forward to being included in Soldier of Fortune Magazine Guide to Super Snipers. I only met Chris once at the 2012 Shooting, Hunting, and Outdoor Trade Show in Vegas, where he was promoting a vendor’s product. I had a copy of his book, American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History, and asked him to autograph it, which he kindly did. It reads:

  SOF,

  Thank you for all your great articles. You actually peaked my interest to join the military.

  —Chris Kyle

  Others included in the book expressed similar sentiments. And, therefore, I take incredible pleasure in realizing SOF indirectly helped send scores of terrorists to Hell.

  —Lt. Col. Robert K. Brown, USAR, (Ret.)


  SECTION ONE:

  YESTERDAY’S SNIPERS
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  Let Our Snipers Hunt: Denying the Emplacement of IEDs

  By Brian K. Sain, American Snipers Association

  “The true sniper is not actually, in one sense of the term, a real ‘soldier.’ His nature, job, and gifts are too individualistic.”

  —Ion L. Idriess

  These words were written nearly one hundred years ago and are still applicable today.

  Unfortunately, individualism in and of itself flies in the face of contemporary military thinking; for numerous reasons, many commanding officers simply do not understand the huge force multiplier they have with their sniper teams.

  [image: image]

  U.S. Army Spc. Jason Peacock, a rifleman from Alpha Troop, 1st Squadron, 14th Cavalry Regiment, scans the rooftops from his overwatch position during a cordon and search mission in Baghdad, Iraq, 8 Feb. 2007. The A-1/14th CAV conducted cordon and search missions with 2nd Battalion, 1st Brigade, 6th Iraqi National Police, to maintain security and stability in Baghdad. (U.S. Army photo by Staff Sgt. Sean A. Foley)

  The worth of the sniper in warfare has been proven time and again, but these lessons have been largely forgotten after every conflict. That is, until the newest tyrant attempts to rule the world by force and well-trained and equipped snipers are urgently needed once again. This unfortunate cycle of being “caught with our pants down” results in stop-gap measures like the designated marksman program, issuing worn out M14 rifles for precision work, and pressuring sniper schools to push students through to get enough trained snipers in the field.

  Many fully trained professional snipers currently in the fight feel that the designated marksman program, with its marginal training and inadequate equipment, is “watering down” the sniper program. They feel that every soldier/marine should be a well-trained marksman first and the snipers should be left to do what snipers know how to do best. They feel it is irresponsible and downright ludicrous to send young men half trained (at best) to do a sniper’s job.

  The designated marksmen, however (who come from various skill levels and backgrounds), are set on a tread wheel. Commanders who do not understand sniper tactics often task the snipers. The commanders assign these men to overwatch missions, but do not properly equip them for it. The designated marksmen have no choice but to follow orders and do the very best with what they have, or with what they can scrounge, inside or outside of their chains of command. Some do a great job and eventually attend sniper school upon their return from theater.

  Many snipers believe they would be better served if they had their own command and support elements rather than being treated simply as an afterthought attached to a headquarters company. But lamentations from snipers to higher echelons for better gear and operational autonomy often fall on the deaf ears of officers primarily schooled in commanding battalions of tanks, artillery, and mechanized infantry. One comment overheard from an officer defending his position was stated as “Snipers don’t win wars.”

  That assessment may have been valid with the former “big army” threat of the Soviet Union, but may be somewhat arguable given the nature of current conflicts. Tanks and artillery are of limited use in the urban fighting of Iraq, where the number one killer of our military personnel is the improvised explosive device, better known as the IED.

  IEDs are placed by human insurgents, and one of the best ways to combat them is with a corps of well-equipped and well-trained snipers. Fully supported by their command, with common sense rules of engagement, and operating upon actionable intelligence that they often develop themselves. Coalition Force snipers can methodically hunt these insurgents down and eliminate them (with no collateral damage to innocents whatsoever). The battles for Fallujah and Najaf are prime examples of virtual domination by U.S. sniper teams.

  Snipers are by their very nature hunters; due to their intensive training, snipers know their own capabilities better than anyone else. The same, however, cannot often be said of their commanding officers. Many company and field-grade officers have not training in sniper employment, do not understand their snipers’ capabilities, and have no idea how to deploy their snipers in a doctrinally correct manner.

  Therefore, the sniper is caught in the proverbial Catch-22. Snipers require trust and autonomy from higher up in order to operate successfully (sometimes independently) and “do what they were taught to do.” Unfortunately, most E5s are not able to tell a commissioned officer much about how snipers should be deployed or why the gear snipers need is different than the other troops’ gear. After all, how could any E5 who has merely attended sniper school possibly know more about sniper employment than a commissioned officer who has not?

  With the advent of the IED and the suicide bomber, many units that previously did not have snipers are now finding the sniper’s intelligence-gathering and overwatch skills vital to mission success. Since a school-trained sniper usually carries an infantry MOS, these armor, artillery, and cavalry units are often deploying some form of designated marksman to counter current threats.

  Unfortunately, the gear and weaponry required for these men may not fall within the equipment guidelines of the type of unit deploying them. For example, an armor unit may have plenty of budgetary resources for their vehicles or computer monitors for their CP, but may not have money for the optics, weaponry, and specialized equipment the designated marksmen desperately need to protect the unit from IEDs and suicide bombers. This is because their modified table of equipment may not denote that the unit even has designated marksmen!

  A commonly heard reply to a sniper’s request for gear and operational autonomy usually goes something like, “You guys are nothing special and no different than the rest of the troops, so quit whining.”

  If this is so, then why are snipers handpicked, sent to one of the most rigorous and demanding forms of training the U.S. military has to offer, and taught things other airmen, marines, sailors, and soldiers are not? Why is a designated marksman chosen for his position over someone else if everyone is equally trained and no one is special? Anyone familiar with the sniper program knows that graduates from sniper school are rarely personnel you would consider “whiners.” On the contrary, snipers typically are consummate professionals and perfectionists. That is their nature and one of the primary reasons they are chosen for the job in the first place.
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  WORLD WAR II

  Finnish Snipers in the Winter War

  By John Plaster

  [image: image]

  Finland’s—and probably the world’s— greatest sniper of all time, Simo Hayha (left).

  The One Hundred–Day War: One Shot-One Kill

  During the winter of 1939–40, for some one hundred days, all alone, tiny Finland fought an immense Soviet invasion force. Outnumbered 4 to 1, the 130,000-man Finnish army and Civil Guard took on 26 Soviet divisions, tapping into their superior shooting and winter warfare skills to fight the Red Army to a standstill. Answering the challenge, laaki ja vainaa (one shot—one kill), Finnish snipers assisted this David-versus-Goliath fight and, in fact, one Finn scored what’s regarded as the greatest number of sniper kills ever recorded.

  Corporal Simo Hayha, a thirty-five-year-old Civil Guardsman from the heavily forested lake country northeast of Helsinki, shot 542 Soviet soldiers, according to several sources. A prewar competitive shooter and moose hunter who’d roamed Finland’s woods and swamps, Hayha stood only five feet, three inches tall, but his fieldcraft, marksmanship, and courage more than compensated for his size.

  The White Death—A Hunter’s Ghost

  Hayha and his comrades of the 34th Infantry Regiment performed miracles on the Kollaa Front, where Soviet soldiers trudging the deep snow often found themselves shot by “cuckoos”—snipers in trees—who deployed in fours for deadly intersecting fire and then skied away. Often operating alone, Hayha drifted like the wind, a ghost that might appear anywhere, his shapeless shadow shooting first from one flank, then skiing to fire from another direction, and then lying low to ambush the Soviets after they’d passed his hiding place. Since he was famed for his white smock sewn from bedsheets, the Soviets nicknamed him Belaya Smert (the “White Death”). Hayha averaged an astonishing five kills per day for the entire three-month war, with his highest daily score reaching twenty-five. He found no shortage of targets, especially during the Battle of Killer Hill, where thirty-two Finnish ski soldiers fought off four thousand Soviet soldiers trying to assault them in deep snow.

  Hayha preferred the M28/30 bolt-action rifle, a Finnish-made, higher-quality version of the Soviet 91/30, 7.62 x 54mm MosinNagant. Unlike many snipers, Hayha used iron sights, because that was how he was accustomed to shooting and because his engagement distances seldom exceeded 200 meters. Further, he believed that a scope would have raised his profile, making him more susceptible to being detected. By contrast, many other Finnish snipers had Soviet-made PE or PEM 4x rifle scopes, either purchased prewar or taken off captured Soviet weapons. Unlike the British, U.S., German, and Soviet armies, the Finns developed a special curved stripper clip that allowed these rifles to be quickly reloaded despite the scope.

  Just as Dead

  Some purists have questioned Hayha’s score due to his choice of weapons. About half his kills were at relatively close distances, less than 100 meters, which dictated using his 9mm Finnish Soumi submachine gun rather than a bolt-action rifle. Hayha saw no such distinction, considering an invading Soviet soldier just as dead whether he shot him from ambush at 50 meters or 500 meters.

  Badly wounded by a Soviet sniper on March 6, 1940, Hayha regained consciousness a week later to find a ceasefire—Stalin’s bloody gambit to seize Finland had been deflected, the cost simply too great for the Red Army. In one hundred days of fighting, the Finns had lost twenty-five thousand men, but more than eight times their number—in excess of two hundred thousand Soviet Army soldiers—had paid with their lives for underestimating that tiny Scandinavian land.

  The Famous Audie Murphy, Countersniper

  By John Plaster

  David Faces German Goliaths

  Audie Murphy, America’s most highly decorated serviceman in World War II, fought German snipers several times, including a personal, one-on-one fight to the death. Though only twenty years old and slightly built, the young Texan possessed a heroic spirit, backed by impressive shooting skills and an almost intuitive grasp of tactics and terrain. On October 2, 1944, shortly after Murphy had received a direct commission to lieutenant, a German sniper shot the soldier beside Murphy. The wounded man’s agonizing scream attracted enemy machine gunfire, which hit a half dozen of Murphy’s comrades. The very next day, another sniper fired two well-aimed shots that instantly killed two more men and halted the young Texan’s unit. Murphy boldly volunteered to go after the sniper, but his company commander required him to bring along three infantrymen.

  The Lone Sniper

  Advancing toward the flank of the sniper’s likely position, Murphy halted and ordered the three soldiers to stay there. “It was simply safer that way,” he later explained. “With four men thrashing through the underbrush, the sniper would have been sure to spot one of us and perhaps kill us all.” Studying where his dead comrades had been and the angles of the shots that killed them, Murphy narrowed the sniper’s position to a tight sector. “Snipers always move after making a kill,” Murphy thought. “Finding his new position before he spotted me was my problem.” To move silently, he removed his helmet and web gear and any nonessential equipment. He carried his favorite weapon, an M1 Carbine with a fifteen-round magazine, light as a squirrel gun for quick shooting. The German sniper may have had a ballistic advantage at long or medium ranges, but Murphy intended to make this a short-range gunfight.

  [image: image]

  Audie Murphy and the German sniper rifle he captured—the hard way. (Courtesy of Audie Murphy Research Foundation)

  The Scent Of The Enemy

  Inching his way along, he reached a large rock from which he suspected the earlier shots had been fired. “I sensed the presence of that sniper,” he later recalled, “and he must have sensed mine.” Then Murphy heard brush rattle just 20 yards away and noticed a camouflaged helmet lift ever so slowly. “He had accounted for a couple of my buddies, and I didn’t feel anything as I squeezed the trigger,” he recounted. “When the bullet hit him, I saw the expression on his face in the rifle sights. He didn’t speak, but I had a hunch I knew what he was thinking in that last moment. He probably said in his mind, ‘Lord, I am dying and I don’t know why.’ Then he collapsed like a rag doll and fell to the ground.” Murphy seized the dead sniper’s rifle and carried it back with him.

  Wounded Only to Return to his Greatest Action

  Three weeks later, Murphy was signaling his men by hand when, again, a sniper engaged his unit—and this time the crosshair was on him. “The bullet hit me in the right hip,” he later wrote. While he lay in a ditch awaiting medical aid, the hidden sniper shot his empty helmet over and over, as if venting displeasure at only wounding Murphy. It took three months for Murphy to heal, leaving him with a slight limp. Despite that disability, he fought this greatest action on January 26, 1945, for which he would earn the Medal of Honor—after already receiving the Distinguished Service Cross, two Silver Stars, and three Purple Hearts. Murphy managed to bring his captured sniper rifle back to the States and sometimes took it out to show friends and neighbors, a fitting symbol of both his ability to outfight a dangerous foe and the nearness by which other snipers had almost taken that great hero’s life.

  Skorzeny’s Sniper Experiment

  The Legend of the Famed Commando Otto Skorzeny

  By John Plaster

  [image: image]

  Ever innovative, the Third Reich’s greatest commando leader, Colonel Otto Skorzeny.

  A Bridgehead Across the Oder

  In late January 1945, with powerful Soviet armies advancing across Poland, it looked like the Third Reich might fall within a few weeks. Already Soviet scouts had reached Germany’s last natural barrier, the Oder River, only 40 miles east of Berlin.

  At this critical moment, SS Chief Heinrich Himmler called on the officer he thought his country’s most resourceful, the famed commando leader Otto Skorzeny, to secure a bridgehead across the Oder, at Schwedt, to threaten the Soviet armies massing near Berlin with a possible counterattack and thus buy time to improve defenses elsewhere.

  Commando Extraordinary

  This was quite a challenge, even for Skorzeny, Germany’s “commando extraordinary.” It was a division-size mission, requiring ten thousand to fifteen thousand troops, yet Himmler could provide only a handful. Skorzeny would have to find his own forces and improvise.

  Improvise he did, creating infantry battalions out of thin air— everything from dockworkers in Hamburg to Luftwaffe pilots and mechanics who had no planes. From old SS friends, he borrowed an anti-tank battalion and recruited an SS unit of ethnic Germans from Romania. He assembled these and other small units around the nucleus of one SS parachute battalion—and, most unusually, one company of snipers (apparently the cadre and students from a sniper school at Friedenthal), commanded by an Oberleutnant Odo Wilscher.

  Snipers in No-Man’s-Land

  On February 1, 1945, Skorzeny’s newly named Schwedt division— swollen to fifteen thousand troops—occupied defensive positions across the Oder River. Skorzeny took special care in positioning his hundred-man sniper company, realizing “there had to be shooting at Schwedt—and accurate shooting at that.” To this experienced commando leader, massing these superb marksmen at a critical position made good sense. Instead of employing snipers piecemeal, Skorzeny previously had asked generals, “Why didn’t they systematically commit the snipers that each division possessed?” This he chose to do at Schwedt, concentrating all his snipers on the most critical approach route.

  In his autobiography, Skorzeny explained that each night, the sniper commander, Oberleutnant Wilscher, “hid his snipers in groups of two in no-man’s-land,” their fire carefully integrated and overlapping for mutual support. When Soviet infantry were engaged and attempted to attack a sniper team, other hidden teams on their flanks or even their rear opened fire, confusing and repulsing the Soviet infantrymen. Wilscher also put snipers on broken-away ice sheets on the Oder River, concealing them with wood and branches. “The floating islands offered Wilscher’s riflemen natural and mobile cover,” Skorzeny wrote.

  Snipers Buy Precious Time

  Exactly as planned, Skorzeny’s bridgehead drew enormous Soviet forces—he estimated his men were outnumbered 15 to 1—but they held their ground for an astonishing thirty days, a full month, and then withdrew across the Oder. Undoubtedly, this operation disrupted the Red Army’s offensive timetable, buying Germany weeks to improve its defenses. As for that hundred-man company of snipers, Skorzeny concluded that these marksmen “weakened the enemy considerably. I estimated that 25 percent of our defensive success was attributable to the snipers.”
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  KOREAN WAR

  An American Sniper in Korea

  By John Plaster
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  Above: Private First Class Henry Friday (right) lures enemy sniper fire, so Staff Sergeant Boitnott can return fire. Right: Staff Sergeant (later Technical Sergeant) John Boitnott reloads his M1C on Outpost Yoke, 1953.

  Chicoms Target Outpost Yoke

  To instruct the 5th Marine Regiment’s newly organized sniper school, the regimental commander recruited his unit’s Distinguished Riflemen and high expert shooters, among them Staff Sergeant John E. Boitnott. Considered by many to be the Corps’s most accomplished Korean War sniper, this competitive rifleman—who’d earned his Distinguished Badge two years earlier—helped teach the course and then returned to the front lines to try his own hand at scoped rifle shooting.

  Early on, it became a personal affair for Boitnott when a Chinese sniper’s bullet ricocheted off his helmet. Clearly, enemy snipers were targeting the 5th Regiment’s trenches on Outpost Yoke, but it was almost impossible to spot them. Then Boitnott devised a winning (though dangerous) countersniping technique. Partnering with Private First Class Henry Friday, Boitnott hunkered down, rifle ready, eye to his scope, while Friday voluntarily trotted along a trench line to lure Chinese fire. Sure enough, an enemy sniper rose to the bait, plinking a shot at the Marine lines—and taking in return a dead-on shot that ended his sniping career. Witnessed by Lieutenant Homer Johnson, the distance was later plotted on a map: 670 yards.

  To Snare a Chicom

  Over the next two days, Private Henry and Staff Sergeant Boitnott continued this tactic, resulting in nine confirmed kills at ranges up to 1,250 yards. However, when war correspondents publicized their controversial countersniping effort, higher command halted it. The 5th Regiment’s 1953 staff journal recorded Sergeant Boitnott’s continuing sniping:

  “July 14—In mid-afternoon Sgt. Boitnott on Outpost Bruce expended one round in killing one enemy”

  “July 15—S/Sgt. Boitnott on Outpost Bruce expended eight rounds of rifle ammunition in killing four”

  “July 17—This morning S/Sgt. Boitnott on Outpost Bruce killed one enemy at long range with a rifle and four hours later killed another”

  “July 18—S/Sgt. Boitnott of ‘I’ Company killed one enemy with one round of rifle fire.”

  As a result of his deadeye shooting, Boitnott was meritoriously promoted to technical sergeant, while reports of his countersniping appeared in newspapers across America.
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  VIETNAM WAR

  The Marine Corps’s Unrivaled Sniper

  Reaches Out and Touches 103 NVA Plus 216 “Probables”

  By John Plaster

  A Nick Off the Right Ear Gives Him Away

  Among his friends and neighbors in eastern Oregon, U.S. Forest Service officer Chuck Mawhinney blended right in. After coming home from the Marine Corps in 1970, he didn’t really talk much about his service. Then, in the late 1990s, several historians and researchers discovered something quite amazing about this quiet, easygoing man. “Chuck is such a low-key and nice guy that people couldn’t believe that he was capable of this,” a neighbor told the Los Angeles Times.

  [image: image]

  Sergeant Mawhinney’s Remington M40 sniper rifle, serial number 221552, is displayed today at the Marie Corps Museum in tribute to this most accomplished sniper in Marine Corps history, with 103 kills.

  She was referring to the fact that her mild-mannered acquaintance was America’s most accomplished Marine sniper. Not just for Vietnam, but for any war. Sergeant Charles Mawhinney had shot and killed 103 enemy personnel in 1968–69, with another 216 “probables,” some at more than 1,100 yards. The only hint of such a background was a nick off his right ear, where an enemy bullet had clipped him.

  Mawhinney’s rural Oregon upbringing probably had a lot to do with his combat performance. Raised on a ranch, he grew up an avid hunter, trapper, and fisherman, but especially a fine rifle shot. While still a lad, he could shoot flies off a fencepost with his BB gun, so it was no surprise that he qualified as “expert” in Marine Corps Basic Training and was invited to attend Scout Sniper training at Camp Pendleton, California.

  Roaming the Hills, Looking for a Fight

  Arriving in Vietnam, Mawhinney was assigned to the 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines. Operating out of An Hoa, 25 miles southwest of Da Nang, his unit roamed the surrounding hills and valleys looking for a fight—and frequently found one. Rarely did Mawhinney’s two-man sniper team operate independently, rather almost always in support of a company or platoon, although he might screen a flank or recon ahead of them.

  “We were the company’s eyes and ears,” Mawhinney explained. His team often moved at night and stayed off trails and open areas to avoid booby traps and villagers who might betray their presence.

  The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre

  Perhaps his greatest engagement took place on February 14, 1969, known among 5th Marines snipers as the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. That afternoon, while the company he was supporting dug in, Mawhinney and his teammate crept forward to watch the nearby Thu Bon River. At dusk, he mounted an AN/PVS-2 nightscope on an M14 and began surveilling the 100-meter-wide river. Soon after dark, an enemy scout waded across the river, almost stepped on the Marine sniper team, and then went back. Momentarily the scout reappeared, leading a long file of enemy soldiers, wading directly toward Mawhinney, who held his fire.

  “As soon as the first one came up the bank on our side,” he recalled, “I went to work. I got sixteen rounds off that night, as fast as I could fire the weapon, and every one was a head shot.” Exactly like World War I rifleman Alvin York, he shot back to front so the approaching enemy could not appreciate his fire’s deadliness, killing one enemy for each shot. Witnessed only by his spotter, these kills would not count toward his final tally. In fact, Mawhinney achieved 30 percent of his kills at night, exploiting night vision capability to the fullest.

  Popping out of Spider Holes

  “Normally I would shoot and run,” Mawhinney explained. “But if I had them at a distance, I wasn’t worried.” That’s what happened in another engagement that Mawhinney compared to shooting prairie dogs. When a Marine company came under fire, he and his partner trotted to a flank, where they could see enemy riflemen popping out of spider holes, firing, and then dropping down. He told Los Angeles Times writers Craig Roberts and Charles Sasser, after waiting for one to reappear, “I popped him. The lid slammed shut. To his left, another lid lifted. Another prairie dog. I popped him, too.” That day he was credited with bagging three such “prairie dogs,” each killed by a single shot to the head or neck.

  By April 1969, Mawhinney had an astounding 101 confirmed kills of North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers, in recognition of which he was meritoriously promoted from private to lance corporal. By the time he went home, he had served a full thirteen-month tour, plus two six-month voluntary extensions because, he believed, his shooting could save more American lives.

  “Daniel Boone” Goes To Vietnam

  Waldron, The War’s Most Accomplished Unsung Sniper

  By John Plaster
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  Staff Sergeant Adelbert “Bert” Waldron, the Vietnam War’s most accomplished sniper, operated in the Mekong Delta.

  Whacked from the Top of a Coconut Tree

  Though relatively unknown, the most highly decorated and most accomplished American sniper of the Vietnam War was Staff Sergeant Adelbert F. Waldron of the U.S. Army’s 9th Infantry Division.

  In addition to being credited with 109 enemy kills—the highest count for any American sniper in any war—Staff Sergeant Waldron was also twice awarded the Distinguished Service Cross—second only to the Medal of Honor, plus the Silver Star, several Bronze Stars, and the Purple Heart.

  Nicknamed “Daniel Boone” by his fellow snipers to recognize his great fieldcraft, Waldron was also a phenomenal shot, achieving incredible long-distance hits. Lieutenant General Julian J. Ewell, Waldron’s 9th Infantry Division commander, recalled:

  One afternoon he was riding along the Mekong River on a Tango boat when an enemy sniper on shore pecked away at the boat. While everyone else on board strained to find the antagonist, who was firing from the shoreline over 900 meters away, Sergeant Waldron took up his sniper rifle and picked off the Viet Cong from the top of a coconut tree with one shot (this from a moving platform). Such was the capability of our best sniper.

  [image: image]

  From left to right: SFC Waldron holding an M14 with Sionics Suppressor; Sgt. Maj. Frank Moyer, author of Special Forces Foreign Weapons Small Arms Firing Technique; Mitchell Warbell IV; Gorden Ingram, inventor of the M10/M11 submachine gun. (Photo was taken in the early 1970s at Michell Warbell III’s estate in Marietta, Georgia. Photo by Robert K. Brown.)

  The Darkness in the Mekong Delta Belongs to Waldron

  The terrain in Waldron’s area of operations especially suited sniping, with the Mekong Delta’s rice paddies stretching for hundreds, even thousands, of yards, an ideal setting for long-range spotting and shooting. Equally, though, it was Waldron’s exploitation of the night— employing an AN/PVS-2 night vision device and a Sionics Suppressor on his M21 Sniper System—that contributed to his great effectiveness. Many GIs in Vietnam thought the night belonged to the enemy, but in the Mekong Delta, darkness belonged to “Bert” Waldron. On the night of February 3, 1969, for instance, a staff journal noted:

  [F]ive Viet Cong moved from the woodline to the edge of the rice paddy and the first Viet Cong in the group was taken under fire . . . resulting in one Viet Cong killed. Immediately the other Viet Cong formed a huddle around the fallen body, apparently not quite sure what had taken place. Sergeant Waldron continued engaging the Viet Cong one by one until a total of five Viet Cong were killed.

  Seven Rounds, Seven Kills

  Time and again, he intercepted Viet Cong in the dead of night, engaging small patrols and single Viet Cong who’d mistakenly thought they could not be seen. On the night of January 25, 1969, Waldron shot seven enemy soldiers at an average distance of 350 meters—firing only seven rounds. In the darkness of January 22, 1969, he was credited with another eleven kills. On February 4, 1969, he killed another nine enemy fighters, again using a Starlight scope and suppressed XM21. Waldron was a graduate of the 9th Division’s first sniper class, and General Ewell thought him the division’s finest sniper.

  A private man, Waldron quietly retired from the Army and, to the best of my knowledge, has never spoken publicly about his wartime service.

  Silent Death

  By Lt. Col. Robert K. Brown, USAR (Ret.)
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  Pitch black night was once again descending over the fertile, rice-producing Mekong Delta in Vietnam. As darkness moved in, it was time for Victor Charlie to move out. But tonight, the lack of visibility was to prove no friend to the VC unit operating in the area, ambushed by a small element of Company D, 3/60th Infantry, 9th Division.
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  Above: Maj. Willis Powell, commander of first Army sniper team sent to Vietnam in 1968.

  Six battle-hardened GIs in camouflaged fatigues positioned themselves along a tree line near a small muddy canal bordering a large rice paddy. The ambush location offered excellent fields of fire and observation of the paddy area and a road that crossed the paddy at a 45 degree angle. Once situated and concealed, the ambush party did not have long to wait.

  At 1950 hours (7:50 p.m.), as dusk closed in, three heavily armed VC were observed humping down the road in an unconcerned manner about 400 meters away. In a matter of seconds, the three VC crumpled into grotesque positions of death in the red din. Shortly thereafter, a single VC emerged from a nearby banana grove. He suddenly pitched forward—dead. Two hours later, another VC peered cautiously from the woodline, attempting to determine what had happened. As he tried to retrieve the weapon and web gear from his dead comrade, he collapsed—dead.

  Within an hour, another party of half-a-dozen VC moved across the rice paddy from the left of the ambush party, their deadly AK-47s at the ready. The VC point man’s head exploded in a red mist and he slipped below the paddy water. The remaining VC, who were terrified because they had heard no noise, sought cover. In a few minutes, they double limed away from the dead VC. One after another, they all died, quickly and silently. At 2315 (11:15 p.m.), two more VC were observed moving parallel to the road and they died—just as quickly and just as silently. Another Charlie slopped rapidly through the rice paddy. He died, too. The “Silent Death” had struck again.
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  Mitch Werbell carries the M16 sniper unit with Sionics Corp. Supressor and night vision device used in Vietnam.

  Eleven VC killed in three hours at an average range of 400 meters, and no noise! Did the ambush party have some fantastic new guided missile or laser beam? Negative. But they had something just as effective. A two-man sniper team armed with an accurized M14, shooting match–grade ammo, a noise suppressor (more commonly known as a “silencer”), and a Starlight scope. And the sniper credited with the eleven kills proved once again that there is nothing quite as effective as well-aimed fire for economy and results.

  Since the beginning of our Army, individual marksmen have played an important part in contributing to our battlefield successes throughout years. The significance of the potential effectiveness of skilled marksmen was first impressed on European powers when General Braddock’s red-coated regulars were thoroughly decimated by French troops and their Indian allies during the French and Indian Wars. Only the American frontiersmen, led by Colonel Washington, were able to prevent the defeat from becoming a total rout.

  During the American Revolution, the American sharpshooter, clad in buckskin and wreaking havoc with his long-barreled Kentucky rifle, contributed greatly to the defeat of the English and their Prussian mercenaries. In fact, it was one of these gimlet-eyed woodsmen that directly affected the battle that led to the final British defeat at Saratoga.

  Shortly before the Battle of Saratoga, a large unit of British infantry, led by General Frazer, who was considered one of the most effective officers in the British Army, was attacked by American forces commanded by the famed General Daniel Morgan. The British line was broken shortly after the initial engagement and General Frazer was forced to reorganize his forces.

  Morgan observed General Frazer, astride his horse, directing the regrouping. Morgan sent for one of the most widely known of the famed “Morgan Riflemen,” Tim Murphy, and directed him to bring down Frazer. Murphy’s third shot tumbled Frazer off his horse with a mortal wound. The resulting confusion among the British unit enabled Morgan’s forces to encircle the British and launch a successful attack from the rear. The loss of this position forced Burgoyne to retreat to Saratoga, where he was eventually forced to surrender.

  The skills and courage of individual riflemen continued to prove of immense value to the United States throughout numerous conflicts. However, since World War II, the military has placed emphasis on volume of fire and fancy gadgets rather than the well-aimed shot. Generally speaking, this was especially true in the Vietnam conflict.

  The Army Sniper Program in Southeast Asia was initialed in 1968, when General Ewell learned he was to assume command of the famed 9th Infantry Division in Vietnam. General Ewell believed that snipers could operate effectively in this area, inasmuch as large portions of the 9th Division’s area of operations contained wide expanses of flat, cleared terrain and rice paddies. He felt there still might be a place for the individual rifleman equipped with accurate rifles and possessing patience, stamina, judgment, courage, and an eagle eye. General Ewell contacted the Army Marksmanship Training Unit (AMTU), which heretofore had been primarily concerned with developing champion competition marksmen, at Fort Benning, Georgia, and asked them if they could develop a program for training snipers fur the 9th Division.

  Members of the AMTU, all of whom had had extensive rifle competition experience, enthusiastically embraced the challenge, as they were anxious to demonstrate that pinpoint marksmanship could make a contribution in modern warfare as well as punch the “X” ring out of a target. While developing a Program of Instruction (POI) for sniper training, AMTU members conducted extensive tests to determine the weapon that would best meet their requirements. The M14, highly accurized in their own shops with glassbedded stocks, match sights, star-gauged barrels, etc., was finally selected.

  The Redfield scope company was contacted to build a number of their 3x9 variable scopes with a special crosshair and stadia marks. This special Redfield scope was then married up with a special mount and a ballistic cam system developed by Captain Jim Leatherwood. This sighting system was then designated as the Automatic Ranging Telescope (ART). The mounts were designed to allow the interchanging of the ART and Starlight Scope on the same rifle, without affecting the zero of the weapon. Consequently, a sniper can utilize the same rifle in both day and night without any adjustments as long as he has both scopes with him.

  Early in 1968, a silencer (more accurately described as a “noise suppressor”) was added to the accurized M14 and ART, The silencer, (developed and patented by Mitchell L. WerBell III, a former OSS officer and long-time soldier of fortune, and manufactured by the Sionics Corporation, which was absorbed into the now defunct Military Armaments Corporation) reduced the noise level of the muzzle blast to the extent that beyond 100 meters, it was impossible to determine where the shot originated. Furthermore, the silencer, or noise suppressor, completely eliminated multiple flash, which proved especially valuable during night ambushes.

  The suppressor increased the capability of sniper personnel, as it gave them confidence to take targets under fire that they would have normally ignored for fear of revealing their location. They found that the suppressor made by Sionics, as contrasted to other models under consideration, affected neither the range nor the accuracy of the sniper’s fire.

  The original sniper instruction team assigned to Vietnam consisted of one officer and eight non-commissioned officers, one of whom was a trained gunsmith. Because of the sophistication of the sniper weapons and need for minute-of-angle accuracy, the gunsmith was as important, if not more so, than any other single man on the team.

  The individual sniper was to perform only the most basic maintenance on his weapon, including cleaning. About once a month, each sniper returned to the sniper school, where his weapon received a zero check and thorough cleaning. At this time, members of the original sniper instruction team determined how the equipment was performing, what problems the sniper encountered, and if the sniper was being utilized properly.

  One of the main problems the sniper program faced was the misutilisation of sniper team personnel. Several snipers were wounded because they were walking point, providing rear security, or assaulting a fortified position. Many small unit commanders attempted to get sniper personnel transferred into slots where they would serve as squad leaders or platoon sergeants. Company and Battalion Commanders, who were not familiar with the sniper’s capabilities, were aware, however, that said personnel were highly trained, motivated, and competent in a wide variety of military subjects and, furthermore, had extensive combat experience.
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  An Australian officer tries his hand with the suppressed M16 at a demonstration near Saigon in 1969.

  When the first sniper instruction team arrived in Vietnam in June 1968, they found that they would have to build their own range and instruction facilities. At that time, the only accurized M14s with AKs were the ones brought by the instruction team from Fort Benning.

  While the range was under construction, the instructors themselves operated as snipers with units in the field in order to determine what problems their future students would have to cope with and to familiarize small unit commanders with their unique capabilities. Concurrently, they also organized a familiarization and zeroing program on the M16 for replacements coming into the 9th Division.

  Sixty-five of the accurized M14s and sophisticated scopes arrived in Vietnam in late October 1968, and the snipers began dealing large doses of “silent death” to the unsuspecting Viet Cong and North Vietnamese regulars.

  In selecting students to participate in the sniper school, it was determined that a man should have at least three months combat experience with a field unit, that he should have at least six months remaining in Vietnam and, above all, that he must volunteer for the program. Initially, unit commanders sent men to the school who were not volunteers—who had no idea why they were there or for what. These individuals were quickly identified and all returned to their units.

  The sniper school lasted eighteen days and started with a review of basic marksmanship fundamentals, such as positions, use of slings, reading and hold off for wind, care and maintenance of the weapon, plus other related subjects, such as target detection, map reading, land navigation, camouflage, tactics, adjusting artillery, etc.
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