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Introduction





  Half a dozen fellow veterans sat with me around our usual chipped laminate corner table in the worn neighborhood café drinking coffee and waiting for the morning to pass. In the afternoon we would drift to our individual televisions to watch ESPN, Turner Classic Movies, or the History Channel. If the weather was just right, one or two might venture out to the golf links and another couple to a local fishing hole. All of us were well over sixty years of age; veterans of the more recent wars in the Middle East were still in uniform or out trying to make a living.




  As happened nearly every morning, conversation drifted from politics to sports and then local gossip. Occasionally, one of the guys would bring up sex, but its mention was usually more nostalgic than salacious. And inevitably, someone would bring up Vietnam, which then sparked a series of war stories that had often been told and retold. I pretty much kept quiet, as I was new to the group and not much on talking freely to people I did not know well.




  A fellow joined us one morning for the first time; I don’t remember if he was the guest of one of the regulars or just passing through. After a few often-repeated war stories, the new guy joined in. He told us about being the only survivor of his platoon after a VC ambush and then how he escaped and evaded enemy patrols for more than a month before making his way to friendly lines. He concluded that none of this was in his records because it was all classified “Top Secret.”




  Eyes rolled around the table but everyone remained silent. Finally, I could stand it no longer and started to stand to tell this “veteran” that truth must be a stranger to him or perhaps something a bit more profane. Just as I began to rise, an older vet—whom I believed to have been a private in Korea and a senior sergeant in Vietnam, though I don’t know for certain because we never discussed rank—grasped my arm and held me in my seat.




  He said to me, but loud enough for everyone to hear, “Never question the virtue of a man’s wife or the veracity of his war stories.”




  The war stories, at least for that morning, ended, and the stranger quickly made his way to the door. At first, I resented the old sarge’s remark, but then realized that it really did not make much difference. Real veterans recognize made-up war stories within seconds of their being told. While some of us might embellish, slightly or extremely, our war stories, truth prevails among those who were really there. It must also be understood that two soldiers in the same fight, separated by only a few feet, often see thing entirely differently. Every soldier’s war is limited to a space measured in mere meters. For the overall picture, we can only listen to or read the stories of others.




  It is most often the war stories themselves that tell the tales of combat—not the teller or the war itself. While serving in the Florida Phase of the U.S. Army’s Ranger School in 1970, I and my fellow instructors used war stories as examples of the teaching points to help inform our students, many soon to be in Vietnam themselves, and to bring our points to life. When a fellow instructor ended his Ranger tour, often returning to Vietnam, we threw going-away parties centered around liquid refreshment and more war stories. By the end of the night’s festivities, we instructors, always looking for teaching material, began to divide the departing soldier’s war stories. One would say, “I’ll take his ambush tale,” while another claimed “the hot LZ story.” As the years passed it often became difficult to determine just what had happened to whom. It made no difference. The stories were true, or mostly so, and that is one of the off-spring of battle. War stories are as much as part of a man’s service as is that old green duffle bag, a few rows of colorful ribbons, and a pride that does not diminish.




  What follows are war stories of Vietnam. I can personally testify to the veracity of some because “I was there.” Others were related to me over the years by soldiers whom I hold in high regard. Names have been left out to protect both the guilty and the innocent. Regardless of who originated each of the following stories, all are presented in the first-person for ease of reading and continuity. Each story is identified by its teller’s unit, Corps area, and year in country. (Corps Tactical Zones [CTZ] were designated Military Regions [MR] on July 1, 1970. For this book, Corps areas are given for location regardless of the time frame.)




  Any time Vietnam veterans get together—whether two or twenty—war stories follow. The tales they relate about the paddies, the jungles, the highlands, the waterways, and the airways provide the vets themselves with an even greater understanding of the war they survived and allow the nonparticipants glimpses into the frequent dangers of intense firefights, often hilarious responses to inexplicable situations, and strong bonds that only they can share. All too often, these individual stories from soldiers, airmen, marines, and sailors remain only oral, are never captured or compiled in any meaningful way that would more fully complete the whole of the Vietnam War. This is but a small effort to record some of our stories.




  Michael Lee Lanning
Bolivar Peninsula, Texas
March 2014
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  Vietnam War Stories




  War stories are usually brief and often interrupted by groans from someone who has a similar tale to tell or by laughter from those who have “really been there” and understand the true humor of an event. This book begins with a lengthy story that deserves to be told in its entirety—if nothing else, out of respect for the dead and wounded.










  I was raised in the home of a career air force noncommissioned officer. In 1965 I received a commission in the infantry from the ROTC program at Texas A&M University. I attended the infantry officers basic course and then airborne and ranger schools before volunteering for Vietnam. After a brief tour at Fort Polk, Louisiana, I reported to Vietnam, where I served as a platoon leader in the First Cavalry Division. When I arrived in 1966, the First Cav had captains with eight to ten years of service and NCOs with ten to twenty years in uniform—many of whom were veterans of Korea and even a few of World War II. With that amount of experience around, it was a good place to be a green second lieutenant.




  By the time I returned to the States in 1967, I had decided that I would make a career of the U.S. Army. My first tour and its aftermath enlightened me, however, on what it meant to be a professional soldier and a combat veteran. I had become hard in my mind and in my soul. That hardness was not all that pleasant because, although you become aloof from physical and mental pain and suffering, you also separate yourself from love and joy. Your soul does not die, but it does become hardened. Family and friends lose some of their closeness, and the only place you feel comfortable is with other combat veterans. The upside is that it makes you a very dangerous adversary.




  I was fortunate during the dark days after my first tour that I was assigned to the Florida Camp of the U.S. Army Infantry School’s Ranger Department. As an instructor I was surrounded by officers and NCOs just back from Vietnam. Not only did I learn from them, but also they helped shed light on darkness. More important, during this time I married an exnun who delivered me from my former depths.




  In late 1968 I bid the Ranger Camp, my wife, and newly born son farewell to return to Vietnam for my second tour. I was extremely happy to be assigned to 3rd Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division and then further assigned to the 3rd Battalion, 187th Infantry (Airmobile), known as the Rakkasans, at Camp Evans, northeast of Hue. For about a month, I was in charge of Echo Company, which contained the battalion’s recon platoon, 4.2-inch mortars, and other support units, mostly remaining in a rear firebase.




  In January 1969 I assumed command of Delta Company and returned to the field. By now the senior captains had been promoted to field grade and the old NCOs had received direct commissions, had retired, or were dead. Most of the NCOs were now products of the Noncommissioned Officers Course at Fort Benning. These “shake and bakes,” as they were known because of their near instant rank, acted as platoon sergeants and often as platoon leaders as we were nearly always short at least one lieutenant. Many of the squad leaders were SP4s. Fortunately, my first sergeant was a professional NCO whom I had met as a fellow instructor at the Florida Ranger Camp. It was a unit of young men leading young men. It worked because our functions were limited to combat—tactics, maneuver, and supply. The company could have never passed a muster in a peacetime setting, but in the jungle we were a formidable force.




  For the next several months, we operated in the interior of I Corps. Lots of airmobile insertions and long search-and-destroy missions in the mountains and jungles. There was ample combat, but I doubt if this period differed much from the experiences of other infantry companies in Vietnam at the time.




  On May 9, 1969, my battalion air-assaulted from Camp Evans into a river valley near the A Shau Valley. The lush valley, about one kilometer wide, was covered with low elephant grass and had a fair size stream in its middle. We immediately set up a perimeter and dug fighting holes.




  We had already been given our missions for the next day. My company, Delta, would lead the air assault to the base of Dong Ap Bia (Hill 937) and then move east upon the arrival of the next company. According to G-2 (Intelligence), there was a large NVA supply center on and around the mountain. I was sure we had drawn this mission because we had been successful in finding enemy supply dumps on the other side of the valley the previous week.




  The battalion commander and his command group were to follow my company up the hill while Alpha Company moved to the northwest and Charlie Company to the south. Bravo Company would remain in reserve. We knew there was going to be some heavy fighting, but not more so than many other fights in which we had been engaged.




  After an uneventful night, May 10 dawned clear, beautiful, and relatively cool. We ate a C-ration breakfast and waded the stream to the pickup zone (PZ) on the other side. There were supposed to be division pathfinders to guide the helicopters into our exact pickup spots, and the battalion commander was raging mad when they did not show up. We popped smoke and managed to bring in the choppers with no problems. This was the first and only time while I was with Delta that the entire company was airlifted all at one time. Usually, we had four helicopters to shuttle us into an LZ over an hour or so.




  The NVA had antiaircraft guns in the A Shau, so our helicopters flew no more than twenty feet above the treetops. Terrain, or nap-of-the-earth, flying is very exciting because you can look down only a few feet into the trees. When the helicopter nears a mountain, the pilot pulls up at the last second, tops the peak, and dives down the other side. It is better than a roller coaster, but perhaps not as safe.




  During the flight I saw a large deer with a huge set of antlers standing in a jungle clearing. He just stood there watching us fly over. He was majestic.




  We could see friendly artillery rounds exploding on the LZ just as our flight was on final. The fires lifted as we neared and four helicopter gunships swept in prepping the sides of the LZ. Our helicopters hovered six feet above the ground with their skids touching the top of the elephant grass. We had to jump to the ground with our eighty-pound rucksacks. No one was hurt by the drop, but it pissed off a lot of guys that the choppers had not set us on the ground. Several of my soldiers shot the departing birds the finger and shouted obscenities at them.




  My platoons immediately deployed to secure the LZ for the arrival of the remainder of the battalion. I dispatched a reinforced squad to the west toward a wood line that dominated the LZ. Within an hour Alpha and Charlie Companies were on the ground, as was the battalion CP. About 11:00 a.m., my recon squad received two sniper rounds from somewhere on Hill 937. The rifle fire did no damage, but those were the opening rounds of the long fight that followed. I later came to the conclusion that these sniper rounds were an announcement to all of us that the NVA occupied the hill and that we were welcome to try to take it. They had well-constructed defensive positions, complete with bunkers and connecting trenches that were less than two kilometers from the safe haven of the Cambodian border to which they could either escape or from which they could receive reinforcements and supplies. They knew we would pursue the snipers and they were correct.




  The ridgeline we followed was virgin jungle with visibility limited to only ten or twenty meters. After we moved about 1,500 meters, my point reported spotting several NVA running up the ridgeline. We continued to pursue, but a few minutes later, the battalion commander called me on the radio to tell me to find a place for his command post. I found a relatively flat piece of ground and met with the battalion operations officer (S-3), who approved the location. My platoons established a perimeter and began to put out observations posts.




  A forward air observer and the division’s air reconnaissance had spotted a number of NVA in our area, and the battalion commander had already requested that Bravo Company come forward from its reserve position. Bravo soon arrived and passed through our perimeter and continued up the ridge. Half an hour later, they were in a heavy firefight, with enemy rounds passing over and through Bravo into our positions. I alerted a platoon to be prepared to reinforce Bravo, but other than keeping my head down, there was nothing else I could do.




  The firefight continued until airstrikes finally sent the enemy back up the hill. Wounded began coming down the ridge, and my first sergeant coordinated their evacuation. A black sergeant made his own way on a badly wounded leg. He was angry and cussing. I went up to him and said, “Hey, you’re out of here. Brighten up!”




  He smiled and said, “Ain’t no big thing, sir. Those mother-fuckers.” We both laughed, and he limped off to the LZ.




  As darkness fell, I sent squad ambushes both up and down the ridge. The flanks were both so steep that we could merely roll hand grenades down on any approaching enemy. The night passed quietly.




  At dawn of May 11, I pulled the ambushes back into the perimeter. Bravo soon got into another fierce firefight, and again we took charge in evacuating their wounded. Alpha Company also made contact down the valley to our west. I was put out that Bravo had taken over our mission and left us guarding the battalion command post. I knew, however, that our time would soon come.




  Things stayed fairly quiet until about 1600 hours. A couple of Cobra gunships rolled in, mistakenly taking us for the NVA. Their 2.75-inch rockets began to explode in the treetops starting on the southwestern part of the perimeter, then over the top of the battalion CP, and then into the northeastern side. I was caught in the open and decided there was no time to run to a foxhole. Instead, I hit the ground and tried to make my body as small as possible. About ten rockets exploded in our perimeter before the gunships turned away.




  The battalion CP suffered one killed and twelve wounded. Among the wounded were the S-3 air operations officer and the battalion sergeant major. The battalion commander was bleeding from a back wound and had numbness in his legs but elected to stay on the ground rather than be evacuated.




  My company had one dead and twenty-five wounded—30 percent of Delta’s entire manpower. One of the wounded was a radio telephone operator, and another was the leader of the 1st Platoon. I saw the platoon leader limping toward the landing zone. He waved at me, and I waved back. I never saw him again. I was just too busy reorganizing the company to have the time to say a more formal good-bye.




  The medics worked on the more seriously wounded. I saw my company head medic working on a Japanese-American kid who had a pin-size hole in his chest. There was only a single drop of blood on the outside, but he was bleeding to death internally. The medic frantically beat him on the chest and administered CPR. He finally saw that it was doing no good and sat back on his haunches and cried. Another soldier put his arm around the medic’s shoulder and said, “Doc, you did all you could do.”




  Talking more to himself than those around him, the medic, “He died on me. The son of a bitch died on me.” Then he got up and began working on other wounded.




  While all this was going on, the NVA were shooting artillery in our direction from Laos. Fortunately, the rounds landed about 600 meters short of our perimeter. As I walked around our positions, I was amazed, as always, by the resiliency of American soldiers. Among the men there was a sense of outrage about being shot up by our own gunships, but generally, they quickly returned to business as usual. They ate their canned rations and prepared for night ambushes. The disaster had not affected our combat effectiveness—except by reducing our numbers by twenty-six men.




  Bravo continued to hold in place and direct air strikes on upper regions of the hill. Alpha Company was ordered to join us around the CP, so I knew we would soon be going up the hill. Charlie Company was also ordered to close on the base of the hill. Elements of the 1st Battalion, 506th Airborne Infantry Regiment were on the way to help, but they were stopped by enemy contact in the valley below. The night passed with no further action.




  During the day of May 12, we moved to positions to begin a general assault up the hill. Bravo would continue going up the ridge we currently shared. Charlie was to start up a ridge to the right flank and Delta on the left.




  To get to our assigned ridgeline, we had to go down a 100-meter decline with almost vertical sides and then back up the other side to get to the hill’s left flank. The sides of the gulch were so steep that it required ropes on both the descent and ascent. It was slow, grueling work. By late afternoon it was apparent that neither we nor Charlie Company would be in position to launch an attack before dark. The battalion commander ordered us to stop and establish defensive perimeters.




  I thought that we had gotten out of the battalion CP perimeter undetected because we had stayed in deep foliage and had come across no new or old trails. I decided to take a chance and not have the company dig in because I did not want to make noise and be located by the NVA. This was risky, given the large number of enemy around us. We enforced strict noise discipline and did not allow poncho hooches for fear of light reflection. Actually, our position was very defendable. The only decent approaches were down or up the narrow ridgeline and I posted two machine guns on each. The night passed uneventfully.




  Just after sunrise on May 13, the air force resumed their bombing of the ridgeline in front of Bravo Company. By this time we knew there were a large number of NVA on the hill in front of Bravo, but I don’t think anyone fully realized the number of enemy soldiers and extensive fortifications we were up against.




  About 1030 hours we, along with Bravo and Charlie Companies, continued our assault up the hill. Our route was not bad for about 600 meters. I hoped that we could reach the top undetected—sneak in the back door while Bravo and Charlie kept the NVA busy on our flanks. However, the ridgeline abruptly ended with an almost vertical drop into a streambed and with only a cliff on the other side. We would be exposed for more than 200 meters, but if we were going to cover Bravo Company’s flank, we had to take the chance. I let battalion know what we were facing only to be told they wanted us on the top of the hill as soon as possible.




  My 1st Platoon, previously on point, now took up an overlook position on the near side of the ravine to cover the rest of the company’s crossing. The 2nd Platoon then started down the side of the near cliff, using ropes and holding on to vines and bushes to make their way to the streambed. I followed them with my headquarters group, and the 3rd Platoon came after us. The platoons put out flank security in the streambed following our company SOP.




  The 2nd Platoon began climbing up the far side. I followed behind their first squad. My first sergeant remained in the streambed to help coordinate the crossing. The rest of the 2nd Platoon and then the 3rd Platoon came up the cliff behind me. My lead elements at the top of the cliff reported that no enemy were in sight.




  During the crossing we could hear Bravo Company in a fierce firefight. I was still climbing when I heard a huge explosion followed by the fire between Bravo and the NVA dissipating. An air force bomb had fallen short and killed or wounded several of the Bravo soldiers, forcing them to break contact and withdraw down their ridge.




  I was less than halfway up the cliff when the NVA opened up with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), machine guns, and small arms. The enemy fire came from up the ridge and struck troops on both sides of the ravine. Those of us still in the streambed or climbing the cliff were covered from the fire.




  The initial RPG rounds wounded eight or nine soldiers, including the 1st Platoon leader, who was hit in his back on the near side and blown down into the streambed. His back was broken. A PFC had a sucking chest wound that required quick evacuation or he would die. Still another man was blinded.




  The 1st Platoon sergeant, now the platoon leader, took charge of his survivors and began placing withering fire on the NVA. The men on the far side and those in the streambed who had a field of fire did likewise. All of this was automatic. I did not have to order them to return fire. It must have been effective because the NVA fire slackened.




  My medics wanted to bring in a Dustoff immediately, but I wouldn’t call for the medevac until we had secured the high ground on the other side of the stream. I continued to climb and to encourage the rest of the 2nd Platoon to reach the top as soon as possible—this, of course, is a relative term when climbing a cliff. Nonetheless, in half an hour, my RTOs, the 2nd Platoon, and I were on the high side of the streambed on a narrow ridge. We now controlled the high ground, or thought we did, and we had the 3rd Platoon in the streambed and 1st Platoon still on the downhill side.




  Just as the last of the 2nd Platoon reached the top of the cliff, two events began to unfold. First, I could hear an approaching medevac in the air, and second, on the ground I could hear NVA crashing through the jungle down the ridge. They made no attempt to mask the sound of their movement. Just as they got about fifty meters from us, they stopped. Their company commander must have ordered them to block the ridgeline rather than attack. While they had stopped their advance, they did continue to lob RPG rounds into the company. This added to the tension but produced no more casualties—at least until the helicopter hovered above the streambed in an attempt to use a jungle penetrator cable and basket to evacuate the wounded.




  About this time I heard an RPG fired from our right front, followed by an explosion behind and below me. I turned around, knowing beforehand that the helicopter had been shot down.




  My confirmation of the crash came from one of the platoon sergeants who got on the company radio net in a panic, screaming, “The helicopter has been shot down! You’ve got to get us out of here! We’ll all be killed.”




  Afraid that his panic would infect the entire company, I pressed the send button on my radio so no one else could hear or transmit. I then had my other RTO change the frequency on his battalion command net to the administrative net that was monitored by my first sergeant. I told him to take the radio away from the panicky NCO and to deck him if he had to. The first sergeant said he would take care of it. He also told me that three of our wounded had been killed in the chopper crash and that they were now working to get the crew out of the downed bird.




  As I made my way back down into the riverbed, many things were going on at the crash site. A small fire had begun and everyone knew that the helicopter might explode within minutes, if not seconds. The urgency to get the five flight crewmen out of the wreck was immense.




  The helicopter lay on its left side. One of my NCOs climbed up to where the pilot lay with a leg crushed and jammed into the rudder pedals, preventing his extraction. Fire began to lick its way up the side of the chopper. The sergeant took out his knife and cut away muscle and tendons until he freed the pilot’s leg and pulled him out just as the entire helicopter burst into flame. Four Delta troopers were severely burned trying to rescue the remaining crewmen. All efforts were useless. We could only look on helplessly as the crewmen burned alive. Mercifully, all of the helicopter crew were unconscious from the crash and did not have to experience the hell of burning to death. By the time the fire was finally out, the aviators were reduced to half their normal size.




  I now had one platoon on the uphill side of the ridge, one in the streambed with the crashed chopper, and one still on the downhill side. We had thirteen wounded, five of whom would have to be carried to the LZ at the base of the hill for extraction. In addition to the dead aviators, three Delta soldiers had been killed by the crashing helicopter. One was the soldier with the sucking chest wound who was in the chopper’s extraction basket when it crashed on him. Two more soldiers were killed by the thrashing rotor blades. My first sergeant told me that one of the men was cut in two by the rotor blade. He said that the soldier remained conscious and looked down at the gaping wound. He added that the soldier’s expression was one of horror and a realization that he was dead.




  I could tell that the soldier’s death and my first sergeant’s own brush with mortality had deeply affected him. I had no idea of what to say to my subordinate and friend, so I did what soldiers do in these situations. I talked about something else. I think I asked him if all our weapons had been accounted for or something like that. We never discussed it again.




  I called the battalion commander on the radio and gave him a situation report on the helicopter crash and our number of dead and wounded. I asked him if he wanted us to continue up the hill or to bring the wounded down for evacuation. He asked me what I thought. I told him that I didn’t think we could continue the attack and evacuate the wounded at the same time. Each of the five litters would require four men to carry it in the steep terrain. With the loss of the previously wounded from the aerial rockets, the wounded and dead from the current firefight and chopper crash, and twenty litter bearers, I was left with only forty-two effective fighting men. Twenty of my soldiers on the uphill side of the ravine were all that stood between us and the NVA. I recommended that he dispatch a platoon of Alpha Company from his perimeter to assist our withdrawal to his position, and he concurred.




  We began moving everyone back up the cliff to the downhill part of the ridgeline. I made the decision to leave the dead behind. This is the kind of decision that is not covered in training and that no commander ever wants to make. Never leave a fallen comrade behind is the unspoken code of infantrymen. Most would willingly die in an attempt to recover their dead fellow soldiers. My choice, however, came down to a simple math problem. I did not have enough soldiers to retrieve the dead in the ravine while also taking care of the wounded and attempting to establish a 360-degree defensive perimeter—all of this with the NVA only fifty meters or so up the high side of the ridge. We would have to return after evacuating our wounded to recover our dead.




  The heat was oppressive, and the cliff remained almost vertical. We began about 1600 hours getting the wounded up the embankment inch by inch with ropes, poncho litters, and sheer muscle power. During this time the platoon from Alpha Company joined us and took up security positions. We finally got everyone out of the streambed and back on the lower level of the ridge. The 2nd Platoon was still on the other side of the streambed covering our withdrawal. They received sporadic small-arms fire and an occasional RPG that did no harm. Once we were all out of the ravine, I radioed the 2nd Platoon to join us. It was a great sense of relief when the 2nd Platoon sergeant, a brave, talented, experienced NCO, came into our perimeter and reported that all his men were safely back with us. He then dropped exhausted to the ground.




  All the while, the men not carrying wounded had been digging in and establishing observation posts. No orders were needed. These were good infantrymen who knew their trade. After I checked the perimeter, I asked the head medic if any of the wounded were in danger of dying anytime soon. If they were, I knew we would have to hump them down the ridge in the now gathering darkness. Doc said he was worried about the helicopter pilot but thought he and the others would make the night. All of the wounded must have been in great pain despite the morphine Doc administered, but I did not hear a moan or whimper from any of them.




  Three of the wounded men stood out. The first was the pilot, whose boot-encased foot stuck out at a strange angle despite the field splint on his leg. The second was the 1st Platoon leader, whose back had been broken in the initial fight and who had been again struck by pieces of the medevac’s rotor blades. Finally, there was a small Puerto Rican who was always trying to be sent home on the claim he was the sole provider for his mother. He now leaned against a tree with bandages over his entire face to cover an eye wound. When I asked him how he was doing, he simply said, “Fine, sir.”




  The company, as well as myself, was exhausted. Fortunately, the NVA did not attack. I suppose they felt they were at the advantage in the defense and were waiting for us to resume our push up the hill. We could hear RPGs and mortars being fired into Bravo Company’s perimeter to our flank, but the rest of the night passed without incident for us. I felt fairly at ease. But danger is a relative thing. When one goes from extreme danger to lesser degrees of danger, the lesser danger becomes very tolerable.




  We began moving our wounded down the hill to the battalion CP and LZ on the morning of May 14. It took four hours for my 2nd Platoon and the attached platoon from Alpha Company to move the wounded the 600 meters. During that morning I had numerous conversations with the battalion commander. The first involved the platoon sergeant who had panicked down in the streambed. Even though he had only minor burns from the helicopter fire, I sent him to the rear—I wanted him gone forever.




  The battalion commander questioned why I had sent back someone who could, and probably should, still be humping a rucksack. I told him that the sergeant had panicked, and his fear had nearly spread through the company. I warned that if he came back to the company, I would put him on point until he was shot, and if that did not work, I would shoot him myself. I was aware that this was an irrational response, but I was so angry that I meant what I said. I had become as radical as the circumstances that surrounded me, and I was operating with a different logic from that before the fight.




  To the battalion commander’s credit, he responded, “I understand. Is there anything else I can do for you?”




  The second conversation focused on my request to go back up the hill to retrieve our dead. On the secure radio scrambler, I explained to the battalion commander that I thought we could recover the bodies without taking additional heavy casualties. I also emphasized the importance of the recovery to the company’s sense of duty of not leaving anyone behind and that I felt it was important to their morale.




  The three Delta soldiers we had left on the ridge, along with the helicopter crewmen who had come to our aid, were a part of our collective responsibility. No one in his right mind would risk lives for something as nebulous as morale, but this mission was different and had its own situational logic. We debated neither the fear nor the logic. The responsibility was simply embedded in our souls.




  Beyond the responsibility as company commander, I had personal experiences to motivate me. A relative of my wife had been missing in action in one of the war’s earlier battles. Even though his remains had been recovered five days later, I saw firsthand how the lack of knowledge and doubts had devastated the family. I knew that the mothers of my three men, and those of the aviators, had either received or were about to receive notice that their sons were missing. We had a responsibility to those dead men and their families.




  During the planning process another problem arose. The 2nd Platoon had brought back four replacements from the LZ after they extracted the wounded. One of the replacements, who did not share our sense of obligation to our dead comrades, told his squad leader that he would not go. The staff sergeant with one punch knocked out the reluctant soldier—jungle justice with no investigation or court-martial. Once the medics brought the replacement back to consciousness, he picked up his rifle and joined his fellow soldiers. I don’t know if he ever understood why he was asked to risk his life to recover men who were already dead. Regardless, he did his duty—and was wounded later in the day. I never saw him again.




  The recovery plan was fair simple. One platoon would advance up a ridge parallel to our original route and provide overwatching fires for the recovery element. Another platoon would do likewise from the top to the ravine where our dead lay. A third platoon would go down the cliff and bring the bodies up and out. I would set up my CP behind the platoon overlooking the ravine.




  The recovery teams were just beginning to lift and pull the bodies out of the ravine when the NVA opened up with small arms and RPGs. My two security platoons immediately returned fire with M16s, machine guns, grenade launchers, and even a 90 recoilless rifle we had drug from the LZ. The fire momentarily silenced the NVA weapons. When they renewed their fire, it lacked its original intensity.




  My position was fairly well masked by the ridgeline, but one RPG gunner began to concentrate on the area of my CP. We were just below a bit of high ground, so the RPG rounds were falling a bit short. However, each explosion spattered us with sticks, rocks, and spent shrapnel. Several pieces of the still-hot shrapnel went down my collar of my shirt, burning my back. With each round I got madder and madder. Finally, despite the efforts of my RTO to stop me, I stood, charged to the top of the high ground yelling and cursing, and emptied a magazine on full automatic at my unseen enemy.




  I then scurried back to my protected position and resumed being a company commander rather than just a shooter. It was a stupid thing to do, but firing those rounds relieved some of my stress and anger.




  I don’t think my shooting had much to do with it, but the NVA fire let up some, and we began to extract our dead. I was taken aback when I saw the first helicopter crewman as he was carried by me. His remains must not have weighed fifty pounds, blackened skin all over. His hands, feet, and face were burnt off, as was the flesh over his ribs, exposing the bones. All sense of a human being was lost.




  The four men carrying the soldier who had been cut in two by the helicopter rotor blade were having a difficult time with the 200-pound body. At a steep portion of the ridgeline, they dropped him, and the body broke into two pieces. The four litter bearers jumped back in horror. One looked at me and implored, “Sir! He just broke in half!” The soldier was looking at something that was just unreal to him. It was beyond anything he could possibly conceive, and he wanted his company commander to fix it—or at least have it make a little sense.




  Just then another RPG struck nearby, blowing several sticks into my face. I became angry at the enemy, angry at the soldier for getting cut in two, angry at the litter bearers who dropped him, and angry at the delay in getting my company out of the danger area. I ran up to those poor guys, grabbed the dead soldier’s legs, threw them on the litter, and yelled at the men to pick up the rest of the body and quickly get their asses down the ridge.




  While we were retrieving our dead, Charlie Company was getting chewed up 500 meters to our west. Parts of Bravo were dispatched to reinforce Charlie. Although I knew Charlie’s fight was only half a kilometer away, it seemed like it was miles in the distance and not related to us. I did plot the best route on my map to go to the aid if called upon. Air strikes and artillery continued against the mountain for most of the day.




  At the battalion CP, I saw that the battalion commander was making all decisions, large and small. The battalion S-3 had pretty much been frozen out of the decision-making process. One of the battalion commander’s many prejudices was a hatred for West Point graduates, one of whom our S-3 happened to be.




  Back at my company, I was standing and talking with my RTO and my artillery forward observer and his RTO when an RPG round suddenly exploded in a tree ten feet behind us, tearing off the top of my helmet and splattering my back with shrapnel. My FO was flung backward, and his RTO crumpled to the ground with chest wounds.




  My back was burning from the pieces of the RPG, but I could tell the wounds were not significant. I ran to my FO, who was gasping for air. I ripped his shirt open to find tell-tale bubbles of a sucking chest wound coming from three one-inch holes in his left chest. I covered the wounds with my hands to keep air from escaping from his lungs and prevent them from collapsing as I yelled for a medic.




  The artillery RTO had a six-inch hole in his chest. He stared straight into the sky, blinked a few times, and died. His blue unseeing eyes still looked alive, filled with incredible anger, I started a profane rant. My RTO said, “Sir, let’s get out of here. This isn’t safe.”




  I could tell that he was concerned because I was still cursing. He then said, “You should see your helmet. It’s shot to hell.”




  His concern calmed me. I took off my helmet and found that four inches of the steel top were missing and a large section of the plastic liner was gone as well. There were sharp shards of metal around the edge of the hole like it had blown outward from the inside. I realized that I had escaped death or a severe brain injury by less than an inch. I went from feeling a powerful rage to being filled with an overwhelming joy at just being alive. Most people go through their entire lives and never experience these extreme emotions. I told my RTO that we had lived a lot of life in a very short period of time.




  As we walked into the Delta perimeter, one of my soldiers saw my helmet and shouted, “Who do you think you are, sir, Captain Combat?” We shared a laugh. I was happy again.




  While a medic picked tiny bits of shrapnel from my and my RTO’s backs, I remembered that I was named for a great uncle who returned from World War I with a bullet hole in his helmet. My father was so impressed with the artifact hat he always said he would name his first son after the old veteran. I said a little prayer to my great uncle and told him that we might be taking this “hole in the helmet tradition” a bit far. The old man’s spirit and I shared a laugh.




  We maintained 50 percent alert that night, and I frequently checked the perimeter to be sure half of the men were awake. About midnight I looked up the hill to see more than fifty small fires twinkling in the night. At first I thought they were from our artillery and air strikes, but then noticed that the fires ran in three rough yet distinct bands across the front of the hill. I realized that they were cooking fires. Never before had I seen the NVA so blatantly advertise their positions. It was as if they were saying to us, “We’re up here—come kick us off if you can.”




  The rest of the night passed uneventfully. Early the next morning, Alpha and Bravo Companies once again attacked up the hill. They made little progress before the Bravo Company commander was severely wounded by our own helicopter gunships. That pretty much stalled the attack, and by afternoon the two companies had returned to the battalion perimeter. A new captain took over Bravo Company. I began to wonder if we would run out of captains before we got to the top of the hill.




  There was intelligence that the NVA would attack our perimeter that night so we remained on 100 percent alert. Our area remained quiet, but Charlie Company was hit by satchel charges. They countered with hand grenades, some of which we collected from our men and sent over to Charlie.




  By the morning of May 16, I was beginning to feel intensely tired. Less than four hours of sleep in the last two days, combined with the pressures of combat, had taken its toll. I decided that I had to work in some catnaps during the day. Our artillery and air strikes continued to rock the hill.




  The assistant division commander, a brigadier general, flew in about midday with some staff officers and reporters. When I saw the Time magazine reporter and his photographer, it confirmed that a major battle was shaping up. It was entertaining to watch the clean, spit-shined division staff officers and the reporters do double takes when they saw my damaged helmet. It was one of those moments in time where I took great pride in being a combat infantryman—everyone else is just less than.




  A lieutenant colonel from division asked me some questions about the operation. I was careful not to criticize the battalion commander in any way. I really did not care for the man at all, but he was my commander and therefore deserved my loyalty.




  Our battalion remained in the perimeter while the 1st Battalion, 506th Airborne Infantry, moved to the other side of the hill. The plan was for a two-battalion attack on May 18. I did get in a few catnaps, alternated with watching air strikes on the hill. The night passed without incident.




  We spent May 17 watching air strikes on the hill. The 1/506 continued to move into position so we could have a coordinated attack. The battalion commander told us that Alpha Company would assault up the ridgeline on the same path as the day before. Delta would attack up the ridgeline on which Bravo had been fighting. He also told us that flak jackets would be issued as would gas masks because the plan called for CS (tear gas) to precede our attack.




  As I walked back the company, I knew that Delta’s turn had come up again and that we were going to take terrible casualties. We were going to attack over bare ground into dug-in machine-gun bunkers and spider holes. Both my heart and mind knew that half of us were going to be dead or wounded within the next twenty-four hours. An almost overwhelming sadness filled me, mixed with fear and excitement. The knowledge that my leadership and intelligence were going to be tested like never before was humbling. It was apparent to me that the next day would be the most important of our lives.




  I called together my platoon leaders and first sergeant to give them my warning order. I didn’t pull any punches and told them that we were going to suffer a lot of casualties the next day and to prepare themselves and their men to accept that fact. The wounded who could walk would be expected to make their own way down the hill. We would do our best to get the others out. The first sergeant and platoon sergeants then began to issue the gas masks and flak jackets along with extra ammo to the troops.




  I took a platoon and began to recon our next day’s route up the hill. Because of the narrowness of the ridge and steepness of its sides, there was really no way up the hill except the same route Bravo had attempted earlier. It was eerie walking up the ground where Bravo had fought for the past six days. There was battlefield debris everywhere. Bloody bandages, spent rifle and machine-gun cartridges, shredded rucksacks, uniforms, and other flotsam from the fights lay among trees shattered by artillery fire and air strikes. I counted seven dead enemy soldiers. Decomposing bodies lose their facial features after a very short time and look less human the longer they are left to rot. Although I respected the dead soldiers as fellow warriors, their death and condition had no effect on me. They were simply a natural part of what had become my life. I did feel a profound respect for the infantrymen of Bravo Company.




  Where our trail intersected a horizontal one, there were two fully loaded U.S. rucksacks leaned up against a tree. One of my soldiers, fearful of booby traps, looked at me and said, “I’m not touching those rucks, sir.”




  I replied, “Good idea because I’m not touching them either.” We smiled at each other and continued up the ridge. We stopped when we could just make out the top of the hill through the vegetation. I then took a fire team of four soldiers, and we leap-frogged from one tree to the next for another thirty meters. We were very careful to stay behind cover as we had no desire to get in a firefight at that moment. From there I was greeted with the worst possible ground on which to conduct an assault that anyone could imagine. The entire mountain, from about twenty meters to my front, was completely denuded except for a large tangle of trees near the top—which was an obstacle in its own right. The ridgeline narrowed at the tree line from forty to ten meters across with steep sides and continued that way for at least a hundred meters up the hill.




  I recognized that it would be a gauntlet we would have to negotiate the next day. If we made it through the narrow gap, we would then face a steep uphill climb of at least forty-five degrees for at least 400 meters. It got even steeper near the summit. There was no concealment that would block the vision of the NVA gunners anywhere along the nearly quarter mile. I did spot a shallow depression near the top that might offer a little cover.




  Making the situation even more untenable was that the vegetation-covered ridgeline on our right flank, which was to be Alpha Company’s line of advance, was only seventy meters from ours. If Alpha slowed from pushing the NVA up the hill, it meant we would begin receiving flanking fire. Also there was a tree line on the ridge to our left about 300 meters away where the Medevac had been shot down. It would provide the NVA an additional opportunity to fire on our flank.




  I could not see the dug-in, reinforced NVA with trenches, tunnels, and machine-gun bunkers that waited for our attack to the top, but I knew they were there. I knew we were going to be in trouble. There was no “schoolbook–Fort Benning solution” for the situation we faced, but I had to come up with a plan that gave us the best chance of success or at least survival. I honestly did not know if such a plan existed. I kept thinking, “I wish the NVA would just withdraw tonight.”
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