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“This was an Alamo—with survivors.”

—Marine officer after reading the
After Action reports from Hill 488

2330 HOURS

Richard Fitzpatrick, the corpsman on his first combat mission, got his right away. It seemed to Billy D. that everybody got hit at once during the grenade hailstorm and started hollering. A grenade struck Fitz in the face and bounced off before it exploded. Billy D. hurried over to him. He lay without moving. The flashing light from a mortar illuminated his face momentarily. Billy D. recoiled. He hardly recognized Fitz. The corpsman’s face resembled raw hamburger. A Halloween horror mask with teeth glinting through the sides of his cheeks.

2333 HOURS

Bill Norman the Arizona cowboy worked near the northern front of the hill against the main assault. To him, an inveterate chess player and self-taught strategist, it seemed the knights and rooks and pawns suddenly came alive on the chessboard and were locked in a throat-to-throat struggle. Bullets ricocheted around him. Shrapnel whizzed. Tracers grazed overhead. There was lots of close shooting. Lots of everything. It was overwhelming.

Somebody hollered that he’d been shot. “A goddam ricochet!”

Norman kept shooting into the night. If it moved—if he thought it moved—he opened up.
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This book is dedicated to the brave men of Hill 488, and to all the other men who have fought for their own hills.

CHARLES W. SASSER

This book is dedicated to the memories of my fallen comrades in arms. Also, my thanks to Mike Von Merveldt for planting the seed that eventually grew into this book.

RAY HILDRETH

My Soul, there is a country Far beyond the stars, Where stands a winged sentry All skillful in the wars.

HENRY VAUGHAN



Authors’ Note


This is a personal narrative of the events leading up to and occurring during the time period 13-16 June 1966 on Hill 488 in South Vietnam during the war. Actual names are used throughout the book except in those instances where names could not be recalled or where public identification would serve no useful purpose. Dialogue and scenes have by necessity been re-created in various instances. Where this occurs, we have tried to match personalities with the situation and action while maintaining factual content. The recounting of some events may not correspond precisely with the memories of all individuals concerned. (For example, there are large discrepancies in time periods, even among official records. Times used in this book are what most of those on the hill recall.)

Much time has passed since the events in this book occurred. Time has a tendency to erode memory in some areas and selectively enhance it in others. People may see the same events from different perspectives. Where errors in recollection occur, the authors accept full responsibility and ask to be forgiven.

The authors also apologize to anyone who may have been omitted, neglected, or slighted in the preparation of this book. While some interpretational mistakes are bound to have occurred, we are certain that the content of this book is true to the reality, spirit, and incredible courage of the brave men who fought and died on Nui Vu Hill that terrifying night of 15-16 June 1966, Republic of South Vietnam.



Introduction


In the East Room of the White House on 21 August 1967, Gunnery Sergeant Jimmie Earl Howard stood proudly at attention while President Lyndon B. Johnson placed the blue-starred Congressional Medal of Honor around his neck. He was the sixth U.S. Marine to win the nation’s highest award for valor during the Vietnam war.

President Johnson praised Howard as a “professional Marine” who was typical of the men who “endure the savage heat of battle abroad so that their countrymen may walk in peace here at home.”

With tears in his eyes, the grizzled Marine with short-cropped, prematurely graying hair stepped to the microphone to accept the honor and to give credit to the fifteen Marines and two Navy corpsmen who, with him, defended Hill 488 against an estimated 400 to 450 well-disciplined North Vietnamese Army regulars and Viet Cong Main Force guerrillas throughout a terror-filled night in June 1966. He began to speak in a hesitant voice.

“I don’t know how to speak, gentlemen,” he said, “but I want to say in all sincerity …” His voice wavered and broke. He finally waved a hand at the survivors of that unbelievable night of horror and courage who were all present for the ceremony. “… That’s the guys who did it right there.”

The medal belonged as much to them, he said, as to himself. He took the President by the hand and personally introduced him to each man who lived through that most improbable battle of modern warfare.

The defense of Hill 488, also called Nui Vu Hill, was certainly about individual courage. Men like Howard endured the bitter winter at Valley Forge, stormed the Normandy beaches, fought alongside John F. Kennedy in the Pacific. They faced aggression on the frozen hills of Korea and manned lonely fire bases in Vietnam.

But Hill 488 was also something more than individual courage. If the action had centered around only the one man, it might have been considered a unique incident of exceptional bravery by an exceptional man. As it turned out, however, Uncommon Valor Was a Common Virtue that surmounted the courage of any single individual. That phrase is inscribed on the U.S. Marine Corps War Memorial in Arlington, Virginia, spoken by Admiral Chester Nimitz to describe the heroism of those who fought on Iwo Jima during World War II. It is a maxim that certainly applies to the members of Howard’s platoon.

First Platoon of Charlie Company, First Reconnaissance Battalion, First Marine Division, became the most highly decorated unit of its size in the entire history of the United States military. Decorations included: the Medal of Honor; four Navy Crosses, the nation’s second highest award for valor; thirteen Silver Stars, the third highest valor awards; and eighteen Purple Hearts. Every man on the hill was either killed or wounded.

Few would have noticed anything unique or particularly special about First Platoon before the night of 15-16 June 1966. The men of the platoon were a sampling from places all over the nation—New York, California, Tennessee, New Mexico, Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma…. Even though they had been selected and trained for reconnaissance and four were trained snipers, they were in most respects typical American young men, most of whom were recently still in high school. They were an average lot, country and city boys, who underwent the seemingly magical training process by which green recruits become United States Marines.

Perhaps this training was their great strength. It allowed them to rise above normal expectations to fight one of the truly great stands in all of history. As one Marine officer stated after studying the After Action reports, “This was an Alamo—with survivors.”

Those who survived—those few, those brave, those Marines—owe it to both individual and group courage. Those who lived and those who died were true American heroes. This is the story of the exceptional men who made their valiant stand on the Hill, recorded so history may never forget that such Americans exist.

Charles W. Sasser



Foreword


When many Americans think about Vietnam, visions of negative headlines such as “My Lai Massacre,” “Pot Smoking Marines,” “Baby Killers,” “War Protests,” “AWOL Soldier Seeks Sanctuary,” and “Draft Dodgers” come to their minds. I would like for these people to realize that many Vietnam veterans never used illegal drugs and did not intentionally kill innocent civilians.

Most of us who served in Vietnam prior to 1968, in my opinion, went there with a different attitude. We never questioned whether, morally or politically, we should have been in Vietnam. We never talked about it. We were told and believed that we were helping a country to stave off communism and upholding the ideals of our way of life and government. What we wondered about most was why we (the American fighting men) were not allowed to conduct the type of campaigns that would ultimately win the war. Maybe, in retrospect, we should not have been involved in the Vietnam conflict, but those of us who served there did not have the luxury of that choice. We were there as representatives of the people of the United States of America, sent by our elected officials of the United States government to uphold American ideology and we certainly did not deserve the type of treatment and negligence that we received upon our return.

I think that many Americans, now, recognize that the Vietnam veteran made sacrifices on their behalf and more often I hear sincere words of “Thank you.” Others, it seems, do not know how to express themselves or do not want to admit their part in this tragedy, so they just “sweep it under the carpet.”

In the Marine Corps, we have a saying, “Semper fi,” from the Latin words Semper Fideles, which mean “always faithful.” I would liken this saying to most Vietnam veterans who were honoring their oath of allegiance, to be faithful, to the United States of America.

Ray Hildreth



Preface


If you were in the common crotch, a grunt U.S. Marine, you went where you were told, did what you were told, and tried in the process to keep your butt from getting shot off. The brass back at Division or somewhere higher up moved your colored pin from place to place on the map and you simply followed it. You rarely saw the “Big Picture.” What you saw of the war was what there was of it in your immediate vicinity.

Right now, what we saw of it—PFC James McKinney and I, Lance Corporal Raymond Hildreth—wasn’t much. What we saw of anything wasn’t much. McKinney and I hunkered shoulder to shoulder on the eastern slope of Hill 488. It was so dark that if I scratched my nuts I had to ask James if they were mine or his I was scratching. Vietnam defined the word dark.

Breezes rustled surreptitiously through the wheatlike grass fields that covered the hill, making little whispering sighs like predators passing in the night.

“Daylight belongs to us,” Lance Corporal Osorio explained when I first arrived in-country. “The dark belongs to them.”

As far as McKinney and I were concerned, we could have been on another planet twenty-five million miles away from Chu Lai instead of a mere twenty-five. Darkness hid danger while at the same time providing a false security that it also hid you from danger.

“Ray?” McKinney whispered, nudging me.

“Yeah. I’m awake.” Sergeant Howard had placed the platoon on fifty percent alert at dusk, which meant one of us could sleep.

“Reckon there’s still a world out there?”

McKinney was a bit of a pessimist.

“The world is what you can see, James.”

“It’s a small world, Ray. I can’t even see my feet.”

He edged closer. Our knees touched. Touching another human being provided a great deal of comfort when you were two nineteen-year-olds in the dark a long way from home and surrounded by people who wanted to kill you. We talked for a while, whispering about home and family and girls and cars. After awhile, McKinney pulled a poncho over his head so the glow wouldn’t be seen while he smoked a cigarette. He yawned and nestled down under his poncho, saying he was going to catch a few Z’s.

“Wake me in a couple of hours and I’ll let you grab some rack time,” he said.

He was soon breathing deep and regular. I repositioned my M-14 across my legs. Corporal Jerald Thompson, Squad Leader, slipped down the hillside and dropped on one knee next to us. We were about twenty meters off the crest of the hill where Sergeant Howard had established his command post behind a boulder about the size of a VW with the top chopped off. The rest of the platoon, also in pairs, formed a three-sixty degree perimeter around the top of the hill.

Thompson hissed, “You guys awake?”

“Yeah,” I said.

McKinney stirred and leaned against me in his sleep, like a little brother. It had been a long day.

“Sergeant Howard has put us on one hundred percent alert. Hildreth, move over to your right about twenty meters.”

“What’s up?” Something cold and slimy stirred inside my guts.

“There’s been lots of movement,” Thompson whispered. “One of the other Recons had to be pulled out. If we have to bug out, Hildreth, you’re point man. Lead us down that draw in front and then around to the right. Got it?”

“Yeah.”

He followed to check my new position. I settled down in the tall grass with my rifle, pack and ammo belt.

“Remember to fire underneath the muzzle flashes,” he said before he moved on to pass the word.

A shiver skittered up my spine and prickled the short hairs on my neck. Folks back in Oklahoma said you got a shiver like that whenever someone walked over your future grave.

[image: Image]

Team 2, Sergeant Howard’s recon team, was inserted on Nui Vu Hill on 13 June at the beginning of Operation Kansas. This map shows the locations of the other reconnaissance teams of the First Recon Battalion and the locations of their insertions. Sergeant Howard’s First Platoon received artillery support from the Tien Phuoc Special Forces camp approximately five miles to the south.


Part I

Accursed be he that first invented war.

MARLOWE
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My dad was fifty years old and working on his second wife when I was born. I had two brothers and a half-sister, but they were so much older that it was like I was an only child. Mom died when I was fifteen, which left Dad and me bacheloring it together in the rough neighborhoods of North Tulsa, Oklahoma. He was an old man by the time I reached high school. He hadn’t the energy to ride herd on a rebellious teenager. I started running with a bad crowd at Rogers High School. Some might have said I was the bad crowd. Whichever, the cops picked me up for burglarizing a vending machine two months before graduation. That was in March 1965. A couple of other guys and I were popping Laundromat soap boxes and rifling the machines for coins.

I was seventeen and therefore no longer a juvenile, according to Oklahoma law. I went to the big boy’s jail at the County Courthouse downtown. Talk about a hollow feeling when that steel door clanged behind my punk ass. I shook all over. It reminded me that I wasn’t that stud I thought I was.

Dad left me behind bars for four days to think things over before he showed up to get me out. I did a lot of thinking too. Here I was four months from being out on my own, from being an independent adult, and I was already on my way to prison.

“You’re heading down a bad road, son,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“Go in the Marines—if they’ll still have me.”

Like I said, I had been doing a lot of thinking. I had wanted to be a Marine as far back as I could recall. My infatuation with the Marine Corps began after I watched an old Wallace Beery movie set during World War II. Marines were the fightingest, baddest warriors on land or sea anywhere in the world. It took a real man to wear the Marine Corps uniform.

“What are you going to do when you get out of school?” friends asked.

“Join the Marine Corps,” I automatically responded.

Well, it was time to put up or shut up. Dad nodded in that slow way of his. The Marines were honest and honorable, and they knew how to jerk the kink out of a bad boy’s tail.

“Dad?”

Dad walked away. He left me in jail one more day just for good measure. My half-brother Homer, a retired Tulsa police detective, talked him into getting me out. By the time he made my bail, I could hardly wait to run down to the nearest recruiting station. I had embarrassed my dad and embarrassed myself, but surely I could redeem myself in the Marines.

I received a deferred sentence and probation on the condition that I enlist in the Marines, if they would have me. I signed up on the delayed entry program along with a couple of high school buddies, Gary Montouri and Stephen Barnhart, which meant we were allowed to graduate from high school before shipping out to boot camp. That day I raised my hand and swore loyalty and obedience to God, country, and the Marine Corps, not necessarily in that order, and promised to rain fire and brimstone upon all enemies happened to be only two weeks after the buildup of troops began in Vietnam with the landing of the Ninth Marine Expeditionary Brigade at Da Nang on 9 March 1965.

Still, at that time, Vietnam was little more than a once-a-week footnote on NBC News. Vietnam was a long way off. Most people, including me, couldn’t have picked it out on a map. I was little aware of how the situation was rapidly eroding and becoming a real war.

Things changed even more from March to July, the month I actually packed my bags and left for Oklahoma City to catch my first airplane ride to the United States Marine Corps Recruit Training Depot in San Diego, California. Viet Cong sappers crept onto the air base at Da Nang and destroyed three aircraft and wounded three Marines. Three Marines were killed and four wounded in a firefight at Duong Son. Lieutenant Frank S. Reasoner became the first Marine in South Vietnam to win the Congressional Medal of Honor, posthumously.

Walter Cronkite, “the most trusted man in America,” was now talking about the war every night on the news. Friends asked me if I weren’t afraid of going. Nah. There were already enough Marines in Vietnam to handle the job without adding me to the number. I could wear the good-looking uniform and have the name without the game. Besides, when you were a strapping eighteen-year-old kid a couple of inches under six feet tall and full of yourself, you thought you were going to live forever.

What I couldn’t know at the time was that 1965, the year I completed Marine Corps training, would be a year of bloody fighting in the highlands between Chu Lai and Ban Me Thout—and that I would be personally involved in the strategy of attrition announced by General William West-moreland, Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV). That strategy, simply put, stated that we would kill more of them than they killed of us.

“We’ll just go on bleeding them until Hanoi wakes up to the fact that they have bled their country to the point of national disaster for generations,” he said.

That was the beginning of the practice of counting dead bodies, the all-important “body count,” to keep track of how well we were doing.

My half-brother Homer saw it coming. He was a lot older than me, and a veteran of World War II as well as a retired cop. He came back from the war as a colonel with a chest full of medals.

“Don’t try to be a hero,” he counseled when I came home for boot camp leave. “Don’t take any chances. Don’t think. Act on your instincts. Expect the unexpected and always be on the alert.”

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to understand that the aim of Marine Corps boot camp was to emotionally strip us of our individualities and mold us back into a single functioning combat unit. A mean, lean, green fighting machine. Generations of scraggly, undisciplined youth from across the country had undergone that traumatic metamorphosis from civilian to warrior the Marine way. It started the moment the bus from the airport pulled into the Receiving Depot in San Diego and that hard hunk of mean in the drill instructor hat let you know immediately who was in charge and that you had better jump through your ass to please him.

“All right, ladies,” he growled in a way that you knew his bite was worse than his bark. “You puke maggot pussies shut your meat traps and listen. Get off my bus and get off it now. You got five seconds, or your ass is mine.”

I was off in three flat.

“That was slow, that was sloppy, your breath stinks, and you don’t love Jesus. You goofy-looking maggots are gonna have to do better than that. Get with the program, pussies. Get on those yellow footsteps. Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to. The first word out of your mouth is ‘sir,’ and the last word out of your mouth is ‘sir.’ Is that understood, ladies?”

It was a clusterfuck of responses. The DI liaison went bugfuck, red in the face. “What?”

I had never heard someone so proficient in the art of profanity.

“What part of that didn’t you cunts understand? Let’s hear it again, the right way. Is that understood, ladies?”

“Sir, yes, sir.” More or less in unison.

“I can’t hear you …”

Bellowing it out. “Sir, yes, sir!”

“You fucking dickheads will never be Marines.”

I was in total shock for the first five days. Scared to hell. Every DI—you called them drill instructors to their faces, as they said DI stood for damned idiot, which they weren’t— looked capable of taking on Man Mountain Dean and whipping his ass in the ring. I didn’t sleep at all the first night. DI’s yelled at us constantly. They expected us to obey and react instantly.

“You pussies gonna sleep all day?” It was still the middle of the night. “Get your asses out of them fart sacks …”

“You’re getting your haircuts. Don’t speak. If you got a mole or something, point to it, but keep your mouths shut …”

“Boot! What was that? Were you talking about my mother? I love my mother. Get down. Get down! Give me twenty pushups and every time your chest hits the ground I want to hear it …”

First, they tore you down. Then they built you back up. The Marine way.

All through basic training, DI’s underplayed and understated the actual war element of the drills while stressing the mechanics of it. For all that Vietnam loomed over our shaved heads like a prophetic specter, for all that our eyes popped suddenly open at night looking into the ghost world of times to come, none of us actually believed we would go.

One afternoon on the firing range, a DI brought in a photo clipping from a newspaper. It showed a dead U.S. Marine lying on his back clutching a bloodstained bayonet across his chest. The picture made its silent way through the ranks. Everyone stared at it and swallowed. This dead guy wasn’t much older than any of us, if at all. The war that seemed so far away suddenly became a lot closer. Something queasy stirred in the pit of my stomach, seriously disturbing my sense of immortality.

“If you guys don’t pay attention in boot camp,” the DI said, “this guy could be any of you.”

I paid attention, but I paid more attention after that. My forte was the ability to shoot a rifle. I had been on the rifle team at Rogers High School. The recruit who fired the highest score received an automatic promotion to PFC, private first class. I fired expert, a 224, but I missed getting the promotion by one point. The score was high enough, however, as I found out later, to qualify me to attend Marine sniper school.

After twelve weeks of basic, Recruit Training Platoon 345 graduated fit, tanned, tough, and full of ourselves. Automatically, we were no longer “boots,” “shitheads,” “maggots,” or “pussies.”

“Today, you are United States Marines.”

Jesus, I stood tall, addressed like that for the first time. Semper fi and all that. Hey, I could eat the enemy for breakfast and still devour a platter of eggs, bacon, and SOS prepared by other by-God United States Marines. Dad was going to be proud of me. I looked forward to going on boot leave and strutting my stuff around Rogers High in my uniform. Watch out, girls.

The commander summoned a formation to read off our next duty assignments. He called us off alphabetically, followed by the duty station. I couldn’t help noticing that about every other man was being sent to the Third Marine Replacement Company. Replacement for whom?

The alphabet reached me. “Hildreth, Raymond Stanley: Third Replacement.”

Afterward, the commander explained. “For those of you assigned to the Replacement Company, that’s a stop-off point in Okinawa. Congratulations. It means you’re going to Vietnam.”
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Vietnam? The war no longer seemed quite so unreal. Still, when you were eighteen years old, about the only reference point you could hang war on was Sands of Iwo Jima or To Hell and Back. The substance of war was a slippery concept to grasp. I thought about it and understood the words, but the reality occupied a much more incomprehensible elevation. After all, this time last year I was going to high school football games at Skelly Stadium and chasing cheerleaders on the Restless Ribbon.

The concept continued to become more tangible, however. Following ITR, Infantry Training Regiment, a kind of advanced boot camp, and a thirty-day leave, those of us with pending orders to the Third Replacement Company were assigned to Camp Pendleton’s Staging Battalion. Staging, as in staging for war.

A full Vietnamese village, complete with thatched-roof mud huts, pig pens, bamboo fences, and narrow booby-trapped trails through jungle growth expelled any lingering doubts I might have harbored about my not being needed personally for the war effort. For a week we trained hard in jungle warfare, booby traps, small unit actions, escape and evasion, survival, and underwent orientation about the country and the people and why the United States was involved.

I learned to respect and fear the enemy before I ever saw him. The Viet Cong, or VC, we were assured, were formidable infantry opponents. Vietnam bred fighters, women and children as well as men. After all, generations of Vietnamese had cut their first teeth on war. Fathers, uncles, older brothers, grandfathers, and great grandfathers, had fought the Japanese, the French, Saigon’s troops, and now the Americans. For a thousand years before that, they had fought the Chinese, Cambodians, Thais, and anyone else who attempted to invade their rich lands. Generations past remembered little but wars interspersed with brief periods of peace.

Small kids started out in on-the-job war training by spying on the enemy, carrying supplies, setting out booby traps, caring for the wounded, and burying the dead. Older brothers and sisters barely into their teens were trained in the basic skills of guerrilla warfare. They joined the local guerilla units to protect the home turf and assist any Main Force VC working the area. When they were older, they became replacements for the Main Force.

Everybody was potentially the enemy. The pretty girl waving from the side of the road might shoot you in the back of the head if she got the chance, or detonate a mine to blow up a dozen Marines. The old papasan tilling his field often went out nights to set booby traps. Kids begging for “chop-chop” or offering to sell “boom-boom” with their sisters or mothers acted as scouts and sometimes tossed grenades into a truck full of Americans. Lesson being: Trust no one.

The VC had no scruples. There was no such thing in Vietnam as the Geneva convention. A favorite VC trick was to open fire at a U.S. unit from a village in order to get the Americans to fire back and kill civilians. It was an effective way to build animosity against the Americans and convert even more VC. When such forms of persuasion failed, the communists were not above using terror, torturing and executing those villagers who refused to cooperate. And heaven help any Marine captured by the VC. His death would be prolonged and tormented.

“We’ve recovered bodies where all the skin has been ripped off,” an instructor said.

Jesus! What kind of monsters were they?

The VC Main Force units were the biggest concern. They were organized and trained by either Chinese “advisors” or instructors from the North Vietnamese Army. They were also as well equipped as the NVA, with AK assault rifles, RPDs, 50-caliber and BAR machine guns, rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), recoilless rifles, grenades, and mortars.

Because of superior American firepower, airborne surveillance capabilities and helicopter mobility, the enemy operated primarily at night, under cover of darkness. His favorite tactic was to attack U.S. units with lightninglike infantry assault supported by rockets and mortar barrages, then shag into hiding once the sun rose.

“Men,” the instructors said, “this is a guerrilla war unlike any the United States has ever been engaged in. We have to be as tough, as smart, and as ruthless as our enemy in order to survive and conquer.”

War moved a little closer when we shipped out to Okinawa to attach ourselves to the Third Replacement Company and await further transfer to the war zone. I felt a sense of anticipation at embarking upon some great adventure. At the same time, a gnawing but ill-defined unease crept into the pit of my stomach.

Since it took time for the Green Machine to ingest, digest, and excrete, we hung around for a couple of weeks doing PT, some training, and pulling a lot of shit details. There was another Marine outfit awaiting transportation to Vietnam. I watched it with awe and some envy. No shit details for these guys. Marine Reconnaissance consisted of young, tough, bronzed warriors with an attitude. A gung ho bunch of killers. Hoo-ya! And all that. They were always out running and training. They seemed eager to get into combat.

Everywhere we goo …
People want to know-o …
Who we are-r …
So we tell them
We are Recon
Mighty, mighty Recon.

One morning after we replacements completed the daily dozens and a two-mile run, a sergeant came down and read a bulletin to the formation. Volunteers were needed to attend a newly formed sniper school. Applicants must have fired expert on the rifle range and would be required to first pass the Marine Reconnaissance Indoctrination Program. Upon completion of the sniper course, all shooters would be assigned to Marine Recon. Hooya. Those guys.

I hardly thought about it. My hand seemed to fly up on its own. Something romantic about the idea of sniping attracted me. Plus, I could shoot a rifle. It also meant a delay in my going to Vietnam.

Don’t be a hero. Homer had warned me.
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In combat, the aim was to survive and to kill before you were killed. The weapon most dreaded on any battlefield was the lone sharpshooter, whose single rifle crack almost invariably meant death for the enemy. As U.S. Marine Corps General George O. Van Orden wrote in 1940: “(The sniper) is the gadfly of a great war. He must harass the foe….He must hammer relentlessly upon the nerves of the rank and file of the opposing forces until his rifle crack, joining with others of his kind, becomes a menace more to be feared than the shrieking shells from cannon or the explosive hail from the mortars. His bullets must come from nowhere….”

A look at statistics showed that it was damned hard to kill an enemy soldier on the battlefield. During WWII, Allies fired an average of 25,000 bullets for each enemy soldier they killed. The ratio of bullets to KIA (killed in action) kept climbing. UN troops in Korea expended 50,000 rounds for every dead enemy. That ratio in Vietnam was approaching 200,000 rounds for every body count.

Machine gunners, artillery, and aircraft killed VC, but the cost was something like $4,000 for every kill. It cost Uncle Sam’s snipers twenty-seven cents, the price of an M-14 round, to zero out one. As snipers became more common in Vietnam, they were using an average of 1.3 rounds per kill. Say, thirty cents average for a VC death. It was called cost efficiency.

Vietnam, with its lack of combat lines, its fluid battle-fields, and an enemy that often operated singly or in small units, presented itself as the ideal setting for classic sniper warfare. However, sniping, for all its effectiveness, had always been looked upon as somehow underhanded and unfair. Although the United States had used snipers in all its wars dating back to its Revolutionary War and before, it quickly ridded itself of any sniper programs at the end of each conflict. As a result, there were few trained snipers at the beginning of the Vietnam involvement.

The VC soldier considered himself relatively safe at 600 yards or more. There were instances of VC walking in plain sight at distances of 700 to 1,000 yards while they directed mortar fire on American positions. In the jungles and hamlets of the countryside, communists felt free to move about at will, confident they could spot U.S. patrols first and either avoid them or lure them into ambushes for their own marksmen.

So desperate was the need for qualified U.S. snipers to counteract the enemy in this new kind of war that when the Marines became the first U.S. forces in Vietnam to establish authentic sniper schools in midwinter 1965, sniper classes were only three days long. With time, however, these “shooting classes” would become true schools teaching not only marksmanship but also stalking, land navigation, hides, shooting influences, and the other skills of the sniper’s trade.

In 1966, about the time I reached Okinawa to report to the Third Marine Replacement Company, Major General Herman Nickerson Jr., who would assume command of the First Marine Division in October, was already thinking about snipers. He found the perfect man to form and train them in Captain Jim Land, who at that time commanded the Third Force Service Regiment Ordnance Company in Okinawa. Captain Land was already influential in training snipers for Vietnam when I arrived there.

As General Nickerson would say to him later that year, “Captain Land, I have an assignment for you. I want you to organize a sniper unit within the First Division. Captain Bob Russell in the Third Division started training snipers last year. I want mine to be the best in the Marine Corps. I want them killing VC, and I don’t care how they do it….”

Land had been studying and teaching the lost art and science of the sniper’s craft since 1959. A marksman himself, he held Distinguished Division medals and had been captain of the Pacific Division shoot team. He and Sergeant Carlos Hathcock, who later in Vietnam became the most successful sniper in American history, shot together for the Marine Corps team at the National Matches at Camp Perry. Hathcock went on to win the 1965 Wimbledon Cup for the best long-range rifle shot.

Of course, being eighteen years old and a green boot, I knew little about the background of this new and deadly trade for which I had volunteered. Nor did I know that the two-week sniper course put on in Okinawa by, I assumed, Land’s Ordnance Company was only one of a number of such programs cropping up both in Vietnam and in rear areas. Trained as riflemen, scouts, and hunters, snipers were beginning to blanket themselves across Vietnam.

But first I had to complete RIP, the Recon Indoctrination Program. I was in good shape, and I was gung ho. It was more of the same from basic training, ITR, and the Staging Battalion. Swimming in and out of the surf on beach reconnaissance, boat training, jungle patrols, immediate action drills, land navigation, ambushes … I was Common Grunt in the process of becoming Super Grunt.

In RIP, five of us began hanging together, became tight. Private First Class B.E. Moore was a skinny bullshit artist from Texas, with dark hair cut high ’n tight, like the rest of us, and a rather large nose.

“We are going to kick some Vietnamese ass and come back with a whole pot full of medals,” he vowed.

“Maybe so,” PFC Bill Norman acquiesced, “but for one I intend to watch my own ass and stay out of trouble when I can.”

“That makes two of us,” I seconded. “You cover mine and I’ll cover yours.”

Norman and I had got acquainted one evening in the barracks while I was bent over a chess board strategizing against another Recon trainee. Norman stopped to watch.

“You’re not bad, Hildreth,” he said. “I’m taking a portable set with me. We can play on the boat when we ship over.”

“Sounds great.”

Norman was about my height, five-ten or so, slender with light brown hair burred short. He was born in Illinois but had moved out to Arizona where he grew up steeped in the Old West of Zane Grey. He even walked with the easy swaggering gait of a cowboy.

The fourth member of the tight little group was PFC Joseph Kosoglow, a Yankee from Pennsylvania with dark brown hair and a bit more nose than even Moore. He liked to laugh. He laughed loudly and often through a nasal eastern accent. Moore joked that everybody ought to own a Yankee.

Then there was PFC James McKinney, a quiet Cajun boy from Louisiana with a southern bayou accent and the perpetually surprised air of someone who hadn’t been long out of the swamps. McKinney became our tag-along, treated as kind of a kid brother by the rest of us. He was skinny, dark-tanned, and more than a bit of a pessimist. He amazed and pleased us all when he made it through RIP. The kid had a tough inner core.

Together, we were cookie cutouts off a Marine recruiting poster—lean, a bit taller than the average kid off the block, more aggressive than the ordinary Joe. We were, after all, Marine Recon.

McKinney went straight to the First Reconnaissance Battalion and prepared to ship to Vietnam while the other four of us in the group reported for sniper training.

“Nothing strikes terror into the enemy and demoralizes him like an unexpected bullet that can come with deadly accuracy from nowhere, at any time,” instructors drilled into us. “There’ll be two of you on each sniper team. You’ll go out into enemy country for four or five days at a time where you’ll hunt targets of opportunity and waste them.”

McKinney licked his lips and looked anxious when he learned how we would be working. “Jeez! Just two of you?”

I had to admit it also seemed rather daunting to me.

“Out there by yourselves? What if you get in trouble?”

Kosoglow brushed it off. “We just won’t get in trouble.”

McKinney still looked anxious.

The sniper school was still in its infancy, an ad hoc affair at best. More of a “shooting school” than the true sniper training it would later become under Captain Land and Sergeant Hathcock. The 7.62mm M-14 main battle rifle with which we trained didn’t even have a scope, although we were promised 30.06 Remington Model 70s upon completion of the course.

Each day, it was the same routine. Stalking and shooting at ranges of up to one thousand yards. At the end of two weeks, we were fine marksmen, no doubt, but in reality nothing more than super grunts modified by a few additional shooting skills. The promised Model 70s failed to materialize. So did the Winchester Model 40s that were supposed to be a substitute. Instead, we ended up being issued M-1D Garand rifles left over from World War II, each equipped with an inexpensive 2X scope likely lifted off a commercial shelf. We got them on the last day of sniper training. We sighted them in, fired for familiarization, and cleaned them just in time to clamber aboard ship with the First Reconnaissance Battalion replacements to ship out for Vietnam.
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U.S.S. Whitfield County, a World War II LST (landing ship, tank) that doubled as a troop transport, left Okinawa on 20 March 1966 packed with young fodder bound for the killing fields of Vietnam. Our destination, I learned, was a place called Chu Lai in I Corps where we would link up with the rest of the First Marine Division. From the time I enlisted a year ago until now, Vietnam had gone from a footnote to a steady Walter Cronkite dinner fare of body bags and firefights on TV sets across the U.S. of A. America went to war big-time—and was taking me with her.

Vietnam did not begin like World War II with a Pearl Harbor or like Korea with a communist invasion. The United States slipped gradually into war through the thin crust of quicksand, one step at a time. Successive presidents beginning with Harry Truman believed communists were trying to take over the globe domino-style. China went communist in 1949. Communist revolts rocked Malaya and the Philippines during the 1940s and 1950s. North Korea invaded noncommunist South Korea in 1950.

The Viet Minh, backed by North Vietnam and the international communist movement, defeated French colonial forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. U.S. Marines became involved in the war soon thereafter, in 1955, by aiding in the evacuation of 300,000 refugees from North Vietnam. Like Truman, President Dwight D. Eisenhower believed it was America’s duty to stop the dominoes from falling. Vietnam was the mountain he and the next three Presidents— Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon—chose to defend.

By 1956, U.S. Marine drill instructors were training South Vietnamese recruits. U.S. Army Special Forces were “advising” Viet units. Navy SEALs arrived in-country in 1962. The war’s first real impact on America, however, came with the landing of the Ninth Marine Expeditionary Brigade at Da Nang in March 1965. Two battalions of Marines, about 3,500 men, began serving as security troops for the Da Nang air base. Secretary of State Dean Rusk said the Marines would shoot back if fired upon. Although the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution of August 1964 gave President Johnson full authority to repel attacks against U.S. forces, this was the first time ground forces in Vietnam were openly authorized to engage the enemy.

When Marines landed at Da Nang, a single 3,000-yard runway on the golden beaches of the South China Sea cut between bunkers left by the Japanese in 1945 and old blockhouses abandoned by the French. The adjoining city of Da Nang was Vietnam’s second largest city and boasted a population of 200,000, including refugees. It was one of the few secure areas in the north of South Vietnam. The land out in the countryside belonged to the Viet Cong. ARVN troops—Army of the Republic of Vietnam—rarely ventured outside a few outpost garrisons of bamboo stakes and mud walls.

At first, Marines stuck to patrolling the air base perimeter, only gradually venturing into the highlands west of Da Nang. The first Marines to die were killed there by “friendly fire” when a three-man patrol got lost, separated, and mistakenly fired upon each other. Two were killed.

President Johnson continued a steady commitment of troops. By January 1966, U.S. forces in Vietnam totaled 184,000, of which 38,000 were Marines committed to the northernmost provinces. The American air base at Da Nang was rapidly becoming one of the three busiest airports in the world.

For planning and strategic purposes, South Vietnam was broken down geographically into what were called Corps Tactical Zones. Four of them. I Corps, the northernmost of these, consisted of 10,000 square miles starting in the Annamite Mountains and spreading north to the DMZ with North Vietnam. I Corps, pronounced “eye,” was the U.S. Marines’ TAOR, tactical area of responsibility.

It was perfect guerrilla country. The enemy infested it like fleas on a stray dog. Rich rice land provided the VC with food. The coastline afforded easy resupply of weapons and war materiel by sea. A dense population allowed the VC in their anonymous black pajamas to “swim like fish among the people,” as Mao Tse-Tung put it.

U.S. Marines manned three coastal enclaves in I Corps, for which they were responsible, along with the adjacent TAORs. Da Nang, centrally located in Quang Nam Province, was the largest. The headquarters of III MAF (Marine Amphibious Force), Third Marine Division headquarters, and First Marine Aircraft Wing were all located there. Two regiments—the Third and the Ninth, each consisting of three maneuver battalions—operated out of Da Nang, supported by the artillery of the Twelfth Marines.

Ten kilometers south of the ancient city of Hue lay the smallest Marine enclave at Phu Bai in Thua Thien Province. Small units of Marines were stationed there primarily as security for the small air base.

The third enclave at Chu Lai near Hoi An came into existence on 7 May 1965 when the Third Marine Amphibious Regiment came ashore on a barren beach seventy kilometers south of Da Nang to secure it for the construction of a new airbase to relieve the growing congestion at Da Nang. The base was named after a Marine general named Krulak, Chu Lai being his name in Chinese characters. The airfield went into operation on 1 June 1965 with the arrival of four A-4 Skyhawks from Cubi Point in the Philippines. By January 1966, two battalions of the First Marine Division were committed to Chu Lai. Two regiments of the First—the Fourth and the Seventh—arrived shortly thereafter, with supporting artillery.

The division was responsible for the two southernmost provinces of I Corps, Quang Tin and Quang Ngai, a TAOR that covered more than 300 square kilometers with a known population of 100,000 people. What was unknown was how much the population was expanded by enemy soldiers. American and ARVN troops at Da Nang and Chu Lai actually controlled only their own base area and the nearby cities. Outside these areas, small outpost district headquarters existed in a hostile sea of VC and NVA forces.

In late 1965, VC overran the small ARVN garrison holding Hiep Duc in Quang Tin Province. Hiep Duc, located at the western end of the Hiep Duc Valley (also known as the Que Son Valley), was the district capital and one of the most strategic areas between Da Nang and Chu Lai. General Lewis W. Walt, commander of III MAF (Third Marine Amphibious Force), launched Operation Harvest Moon. Skirmishes in the valley throughout November and December claimed 45 Marines killed and 218 wounded. First Lieutenant Harvey C. Barnum received a Medal of Honor for exceptional courage at Ky Phu.

Marines undertook a near-constant pattern of patrolling the Hiep Duc Valley in advance of search-and-destroy operations. During the first three months of 1966, Marines conducted a number of operations in the TAOR. Operations Double Eagle I and Double Eagle II resulted in 24 Marines killed and 156 wounded. Seventeen were killed and 120 wounded in the Da Nang TAOR. Another seventeen were killed east of Phu Bai. In early March, only two weeks before U.S.S. Whitfield County set sail, Operation Utah lost 98 Marines killed and 278 wounded.

The Marines might be kicking ass, but they were also suffering.

The Hiep Duc Valley and the Que Son area would remain bitterly contested throughout the rest of the Vietnam War. I didn’t realize it at the time, knowing little of the overall strategy (I was, after all, a low-ranking grunt), but fate was drawing me toward my destination as inexorably as a magnet attracts steel shavings.

What with all the combat training I had undergone, beginning with boot camp and ending with sniper school, it took me nearly a year to get ready to go to Vietnam. It took five days to actually get there from Okinawa. It was hot and miserable below decks of the U.S.S. Whitfield County. Hundreds of raw-green leathernecks bound for the First Division crammed ourselves into steamy bays like spoiled sardines in a tin can. We played cards, chess, listened to music on Armed Forces radio—“Help” by the Beatles and “I Can’t Help Myself” by the Four Tops—and talked a lot of macho bullshit about Vietnam to hide our true apprehensions.

Several roll calls were held each day to keep track of the troops. I didn’t know where the officers expected us to go on a boat that was less than 350 feet long in the middle of the Pacific. Norman managed to get himself into trouble when he curled up in a six-by (two and a half ton truck) to watch a live fire exercise by the ship’s big guns and missed roll call. As punishment, he had to scrape paint in the bilges with the swabbies for an afternoon.

An LST was slow, flat-bottomed, ungainly, and rough-riding. Flat cargo decks took up most of the ship from the far-forward superstructure to the fantail. The boats had played major roles in some of the bloodiest battles of the twentieth century. Troops and equipment carried aboard them established beachheads in World War II during the Allied invasions of Sicily, Salerno, and Normandy in Europe; and in the Philippines, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa in the Pacific theater. Many saw action at Inchon during the Korean War.

The idea for the ships is said to have come from British Prime Minister Winston Churchill after the battle of Dunkirk in 1940, when British troops were forced to leave behind tons of equipment because they had no vessels capable of approaching the shore closely enough to retrieve it. The United States, at the request of the British government, designed a ship—the LST—that could take on water ballast for stability at sea and discharge it to produce a shallow-draft ship capable of a beach landing.

Rumor had it that we on-board Marines bound for Vietnam were going to make a combat beach assault once we reached our destination. In my imagination I saw another Salerno or Iwo Jima with Marines storming ashore under heavy enemy fire. The thought was both exciting and scary.

Because of the sweltering below-decks heat, some of us escaped by sleeping topside on the fantail. I lay sleepless under the Pacific stars with the ship’s wake making a silver path in the moonlight, my throat raw from the diesel stench, and counted off the days until we reached Vietnam. McKinney and Kosoglow curled up on their ponchos nearby.

“Ray?” McKinney said. “What do you reckon it’s gonna be like?”

The Cajun accent sounded strained, uncertain, the way I sometimes felt but would never admit to. McKinney was more open, more revealing.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

“Are you afraid, Ray?”

I didn’t answer him.

“I am,” he said. “Sometimes. Jeez …”

On the fifth afternoon, shouts started at the bow of the ship and echoed all the way to the stern and below decks.

“Vietnam! I can see Vietnam!”

Eager, excited, scared shitless, we scrambled to catch a first glimpse of this dreadful land about which we had heard and thought so much during the past months of training. Moore, Norman, Kosoglow, McKinney, and I crowded the rail and strained to see details. We watched speechless as a finger of shit-brown land on the horizon emerged from the low haze of early afternoon and drew nearer and nearer. Everything we had to say about it had already been said. Now the reality of Vietnam came within view.

The South China Sea appeared oily as it rose and fell without breaking its crest. There was a slight tinge of tan to the blue-green water as the ship neared shore. A dead fish floated next to an abandoned dugout sampan with a hole in it. A sailing junk with a dried blood-colored sail made its way north along the coast. From the land blew a wave of heat saturated with strange odors.

“It smells like human shit,” Moore finally decided.

“Vietnam is the asshole of the world,” Norman said.

Kosoglow laughed his loud, nasal laugh. “If it’s the asshole and we’re going there, what does that make us?”

McKinney looked more tense than usual, but tried to hide it.

I thought there should be a musical overscore, “The Shores of Montezuma,” some fanfare to welcome the troops. Instead, there was only an eerie hush, broken by someone’s portable radio tuned to the Armed Forces station. Playing Nancy Sinatra’s “These Boots (Are Made For Walking).”

… and they’re gonna walk right over you.

Two silver specks high in the distant sky caught my eye. I watched, mesmerized, as they quickly materialized into a pair of Marine A-4 Skyhawk fighter jets. Wasplike, rocket-laden wings catching the glint of the sun. They swept down and roared low overhead, buzzing the ship so that our battle blouse utilities flapped in the jet wash. I felt like cheering.

Somebody was watching over us.
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U.S.S. Whitfield County landed on hostile shores on 25 March 1966. New meat lined the rails as the LST approached the beach as though intent on ramming it. I smelled cooking fires, dead fish, rot, and human shit. Beyond that expanse of shimmering water were the enemy, the gooks, Charlie, Viet Cong, or VC as they were being called. LBJ said they were commies trying to take over the world and needed their asses kicked. The Marines could do some ass kicking.
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