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Success is not final.

Failure is not fatal.

It is the courage to continue that counts.

—Winston Churchill








Preface

It was 7 February 2019. We had just finished the presidential daily briefing session in the Oval Office with the director of National Intelligence. The sensitive and highly classified topics covered in these briefings included information available to only the most senior decision makers.

The president asked me how things were going, and I stayed behind while the others (including the vice president, the White House chief of staff, the director of National Intelligence, and the director of the Central Intelligence Agency) walked out. The only other person remaining in the room was Pat Cipollone, the White House chief counsel. I told the president I was “living the dream.”

He smiled and said, “You realize you’ve been with me three years: from the New Hampshire primary to two years here in the White House. You’ve seen it all. You should write a book.”

I laughed and replied, “I don’t do books,” and walked out.

But the president’s comment that day gave me pause. There had already been many books written about President Trump, but they never seemed to portray the man I knew: a patriotic man with uncanny political instincts, unfailingly loyal to those he felt were loyal to America first.

Donald J. Trump is a fighter. Maybe it would be more accurate to say he is an unashamed brawler when it comes to defending America and Americans. As a soldier, I never found his blunt, belligerent patriotism offensive, as some did. I am proud to have been part of his team and to have worked for his agenda. I am honored to know his family. I am confident that he and his policies will be vindicated by the judgment of history.

During my four years of White House service, I had the privilege of flying on Air Force One and Air Force Two, Marine One and Marine Two; going to Camp David; meeting with numerous heads of state; and even having a private audience with the pope. I visited every continent, save Antarctica, and every war zone involving American troops in the Middle East. I participated in every major national security decision made during the Trump administration, covering issues from the war in Afghanistan to our response to COVID-19.

I spent 1,461 days in the Trump White House. No one in the national security apparatus, as they call it, was there longer. Driving out of the White House complex on 20 January 2021, I asked myself the question every good soldier does after a hard fight: “Was it worth it?”

This book is my answer.






PART ONE A SOLDIER’S LIFE







CHAPTER ONE The Education of a Soldier


I grew up in Long Beach, California, part of an upper-middle-class family. My father was an executive in a family-owned oil-drilling business, and my mom was an active member of the local community. My mom was kind and compassionate, but also energetic, direct, forthright, and a fierce competitor, as anyone who played bridge with her would soon discover.

My dad was the only college graduate on his side of the family, so he ran the business operations for K.L. Kellogg and Sons Drilling, his family’s oil-drilling business. It was a stressful job, and part of my belief in “America First” economics comes from watching, as a teenager, Canadian drilling companies outbid American oilmen for lucrative California offshore drilling contracts.

Like our mother, we Kellogg siblings were all very competitive. My older brother Mike graduated from the University of Santa Clara and played professional football for the Denver Broncos. Later, he went to law school and became a superior court judge in California. My sister Kathie was an off-Broadway stage actress and lived in the famous Rehearsal Club in New York City. She eventually earned a PhD in psychology. My younger brother Jeff went to the University of Oregon on a football scholarship and later became a councilman and vice mayor for the city of Long Beach, California.

I attended Long Beach Polytechnic High School, a sports powerhouse, where I played football and ran track. I was the only white sprinter on our league-winning mile relay track team, and our varsity football team was one-third white and two-thirds minority, but it never occurred to me that this was unusual (this was in the early 1960s). We played in fully integrated sports leagues, and we all just assumed sports was a giant meritocracy: the best players, the fastest runners, started.

Politics seeped into family discussions when John F. Kennedy ran for president against Richard Nixon in 1960. One day, riding the bus home from school, someone passed me a leaflet stating that if you voted for Kennedy, a Catholic, you were voting for the pope. As part of a Catholic-Protestant family, I thought this would make for a lively Kellogg family dinner discussion, and it did, because our family dinner discussions needed little excuse to become verbal bar fights.

My goal in high school was to receive a congressional nomination to West Point, and that required a series of competitive exams in English and mathematics that would help guide our congressman, Craig Hosmer, in his choice. I took the exams thinking they were something of a formality. My dad had been a campaign manager for the Republican congressman (and navy veteran and Long Beach Polytechnic alumnus) in the days of true retail politics. In the end, my English scores were very good, my math scores were very average, and the nomination was not mine. I became the “first alternate,” and the primary selection went to a high school classmate, Richard Doty, which turned out to be a good thing for both of us. Richard graduated from West Point, became an Army doctor, and retired as a colonel.

I needed a new path into the military and picked the University of Santa Clara, which at the time was a small conservative Jesuit school with a solid Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) program. There were family connections there too: my older brother was there; and the dean of the political science department, Dr. Barney Kronick, was a family friend, having attended the University of California with my mom, dad, and aunt.

I majored in political science while taking many American history classes. I also played football and learned that not everyone felt the way my family did about race. When we arrived at the beautiful northern California campus, Pat Malley, the head football coach, pulled my parents aside and asked if they minded my being assigned a black roommate, namely, fellow freshman Bobby Miranda. My parents were shocked. The answer was, “Of course not.” My mother was insulted that he had asked.

Bobby was a high school All-American running back from Encinal High School in Alameda, California. We instantly became great friends—and remain so today—but he was so well liked that he became the most sought-after roommate in the school, and the administration decided to move him around. I never got to room with him again after our freshman year.

Playing football and pursuing other academic interests pushed me from a spring to a winter graduation date, which turned out to be fortunate. I didn’t graduate at the same time as most West Pointers, and I was a designated Distinguished Military Graduate, so I figured I had a better chance of getting a military assignment I wanted. What I wanted was the infantry, and I was stunned when I was informed that I had been assigned as an air defense artillery officer. I walked into the office of our professor of military science, U.S. Army colonel Robert O’Brien, told him of my assignment, and asked how I could transfer to the United States Marine Corps. O’Brien, a World War II glider troops veteran, got the message, and I was soon commissioned as an infantry officer.

On my initial assignment request I volunteered for service in Vietnam. That request put me on an exclusive list, a real live volunteer. It also helped land me an assignment with the 101st Airborne Division, the Screaming Eagles, one of only two active-duty parachute divisions in the army, and one which already had a brigade in Vietnam.

On a sunny Saturday morning in early January, I was helping my dad and older brother in the front yard when the mailman delivered my orders. I opened them up and saw the confirmation that I was going to the 101st Airborne Division at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. I should have looked at the back side of the orders. I proudly showed my mom and dad, but mom did not appreciate the notation on the back side: “Officer is a Vietnam Volunteer.” She told me, rather forcefully, as only moms can, that volunteering for a war in a far-off land was not a good idea—especially given that, among other possible opportunities, I had been offered a professional football contract with the Montreal Alouettes in the Canadian Football League. The monthly pay of the Alouettes was four times what I would be paid in the military. But my interest was in a military career—and serving in Vietnam.



My first stop, in early February 1967, was Fort Benning, Georgia, for infantry officer basic training. Named after a Confederate general, Benning housed the army’s infantry, Ranger and airborne schools, and an officer candidate and basic training school. Home for the next few months was a small on-post Bachelor Officer Quarters (BOQ) room with an adjoining bathroom.

My initial entry into the “real” army (as opposed to ROTC training) was attending the infantry officer’s basic course with two hundred other newly commissioned lieutenants. Our classes were held in Infantry Hall. In front of the building was a larger-than-life infantry officer statue holding a rifle in one hand and signaling “forward” with the other; the infantry motto, “Follow Me,” was carved into the statue’s base. Corridors were lined with infantry officer candidate students standing at attention, doing “knowledge training,” memorizing all sorts of essential infantry information, covering everything from field orders to weaponry.

While the focus was on book learning (it was assumed we’d get field training with our home units or at Ranger school) our instruction, for the most part, was similar to that given the officer candidate students, minus the harassment. School was five days a week. Weekends, for me at least, were spent in the gym.

After six months, I graduated from the basic course and began Ranger school. That was a shock to the system. All the military services send their best, brightest, and toughest to attend the course. It is meant to test your leadership at the point of mental and physical exhaustion. In our course, all the Ranger tactical training officers who evaluated our performance were combat veterans recently returned from Vietnam.

Students wore no rank, only name tags and U.S. Army tags. We were just “Rangers.” I learned that immediately when I reported in to the school’s senior noncommissioned officer, saluted, and said, “Sir….” That is as far as I got before I rapidly assumed the push-up position and started knocking out push-ups while he reminded me that he was not a “Sir” and that he worked for a living. That was my welcome to Ranger school.

Before I started Ranger school I had moved into an apartment off-post. My neighbor was Major Barney Gill, who turned out to be the Benning Ranger camp commander. I had just taken my place in a student class formation when Major Gill called out my name and announced that I would be the “student company commander for this phase of Ranger school—or until you screw it up.”

Fortunately, I had a senior noncommissioned officer, also a Ranger student, as my student first sergeant and some pretty good student platoon leaders. The training was hard, exceptionally hard. Sleep was at a premium, meals too, which you ate on the go. The mental and physical pace was intense, and some just could not make it. In the first two weeks, before we even made it to the evaluated phase of the course, our class had suffered 50 percent attrition.

To earn the coveted black-and-gold Ranger tab, a Ranger student had to pass a majority of his graded patrols. Everything, and I mean everything, in the course was evaluated.

After almost four weeks at Fort Benning, we were moved by military trucks from the Camp Darby phase of the training to the Mountain phase in Dahlonega, Georgia. These were the days before GPS, which is why when you found a good “compass man,” someone who could really navigate, you kept him in that position. We had no night vision devices except our exhausted eyes. On more than one occasion, maneuvering at night, I waited for the person in front of me to move, only to realize I was standing behind a tree.

Normally, moving to a different Ranger camp means a change in the student chain of command, but I was retained as company commander. Because we kept the same chain of command, we became a cohesive unit.

The final phrase of Ranger school was the Florida Ranger Camp at Eglin Air Force Base. Its commander was Major Charlie Beckwith, who later became the founder and first commander of the Army’s elite Delta Force. Simply put, he was a hard ass. Beckwith gave us what he considered an orientation. His style of leadership was, shall we say, different. Pugnacious and aggressive, he framed the course as man against man, a pure survival of the fittest competition that would determine who would be awarded a Ranger tab. Then he spoke separately with me as the company commander. I told him my men weren’t going to operate that way; we were a team and we would pull each other through. Beckwith glared at me and didn’t reply, but needless to say he had already marked me down for special attention.

We slept on the ground in Florida, with poncho liners as blankets. Early the next morning I was awakened by a Ranger instructor in my face asking me what time I thought it was. We had missed the first formation. We immediately assembled and formed as rapidly as possible. That was the end of my tenure as company commander, though Beckwith, in his typical gruff style, later announced that I would serve as first sergeant.

Ranger school was just that—a school focused on leadership and tempered by physical and mental hardship. It was physically punishing, but also full of tutorials. We had an especially interesting class on snakes—how to handle them and how to know how poisonous they were. One of our instructors was struck by a poisonous snake and carried on as if nothing had happened until a helicopter arrived with a medical evacuation team. We were told that if we were ever struck by a poisonous snake, we should be as calm as our instructor had been while waiting for evacuation. Andy Sendry, a Force Recon Marine lance corporal who was my Ranger Buddy during the course, gave me a look that said, “Who are these guys?”

They were Rangers.

In Florida, I no longer led patrols but usually served as a compass man or carried the heaviest support weapon, the M60 machine gun. I was unaware that coming out of Dahlonega I had already successfully passed enough patrols to be awarded the Ranger tab so I was now constantly in support positions. The last event—after thirteen weeks of tough training—was a twelve-mile forced march back to camp. For three months, we had been on a virtual starvation diet. Waiting for us at the end of the march was the largest barbecue you could imagine, but no one could eat much; our stomachs had shrunk. I had lost at least twenty pounds during the Ranger course and looked emaciated when we graduated. But, needless to say, I stood proud and tall when Barney Gill, Benning camp commander, pinned the black-and-gold Ranger tab on my uniform and said, “Great job.”

We were the only Ranger class to have no “Darby Award” winner for the top graduate. The award is based on peer assessment, leadership grades, academic ratings, and a unanimous vote by the camp commanders. Major Gill told me that I had been the top candidate, but that Beckwith had voted no.

Next for me was airborne school. After Ranger school, it was a breeze. Physical conditioning was not an issue, but jumping from a perfectly fine airplane at twelve hundred feet was. The first jump wasn’t the hardest; it was the second, when you knew a hard landing might be in store.

After the first week, I ended up in the infirmary. My feet were shot from walking through the swamp water at the Florida Ranger Camp. I still had raw blisters. The medics told me to stay off my feet for a week, and I was given a week’s leave. I went to Destin, Florida, sat in the sun, and soaked my feet in the ocean. A week later, I came back, restarted week two, and went into the third week, jump week, where I made the five parachute jumps that qualified me for the silver parachutist badge.

Finally, after eight months of schools and training, I was ready to join the 101st Airborne Division. When I reported in to Colonel Larry Mowrey, commander of the division’s 3rd Airborne Brigade, he informed me that the entire division was deploying to Vietnam. I was assigned to the 2nd Battalion (Airborne), 506th Infantry, the “Currahees,” signing in the same day as the new battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel David E. Grange, a World War II and Korean combat veteran. Grange, who would eventually retire as a three-star general, was a true professional, a great leader, and a stickler for doing things right. With Grange, I learned what “right” really looked like. The lesson started that first afternoon in battalion headquarters, when Grange came in. I was there with two other second lieutenants. I stood up, but the other two kept their seats. Grange, acting very personable, asked a few friendly questions; then, just before he left the room, he turned suddenly and said, loudly and authoritatively, “The next time a senior officer comes into a room—you stand up as a courtesy!” The two seated lieutenants jumped to attention.

Soon after leaving the small conference room, Grange summoned me and asked what I wanted to do in the battalion. I said I wanted to be the battalion’s reconnaissance platoon leader. He didn’t respond, which made sense, because that position normally went to the most experienced lieutenant in the battalion. The next day, I discovered he had other plans for me and the two other second lieutenants. He called the three of us into his office and announced that in lieu of other assignments we were going to Jumpmaster school. I was excited but had no idea what I was getting into; I was a lieutenant.

So the following Monday, bright and early, the three of us reported to the 101st Airborne Division Jumpmaster school. We sat at the back of the room and tried not to be noticed. Jumpmaster school is usually reserved for paratroopers with experience, and is a rite of passage: an airborne officer is not allowed to command at company or higher level in a parachute unit unless he or she is Jumpmaster qualified.

The crusty old army chief warrant officer, who ran the school, told us what to expect and then asked how many of us had twenty-five jumps, twenty jumps, and so on down the line. He looked at us in the back, and said, “How many jumps do you have?”

“Five.”

“Five?”

A silence came over the room. He left for a moment, as if to check why we were there, but he didn’t kick us out. We remained in the class.

The three-week course was demanding. We did a parachute jump almost every day. We learned how to pack and rig equipment and deliver “door bundles” so a “stick” of troopers would have equipment, beyond what they carried, on the drop zone with them. Paratrooper safety was paramount. To graduate, a student had to pass a written test, the notoriously difficult Jumpmaster Personnel Inspection (a timed test to identify any parachute or rigging deficiency of three rigged students), and an “actions in the aircraft” test, where the student simulates the actions of a real jumpmaster in flight evaluated by a “Blackhat.” Blackhats are airborne instructors who are the demigods of parachute training. In the 101st, they were exceptionally experienced, were all generally twice my age and, to them, a second lieutenant was something to be barely tolerated. The evaluated actions in the aircraft covered everything from how well you observed and identified drop zones, to your safety inspections, jump commands, and confidence.

We three lieutenants passed the written test and the Jumpmaster Personnel Inspection test, but on graduation day, the warrant officer informed us that we had all failed the actions in the aircraft test and therefore failed the course. We returned to battalion headquarters and told Grange what had happened. He showed no emotion, but said, “What are you all doing next week?” None of us said a word. He filled the silence: “You are going back to Jumpmaster school.” As Yogi Berra once said, it was déjà vu all over again.

This time we sat in the front row and proudly raised our hands when he asked how many jumps each of us had (fifteen). The course went fine (though on one night jump, I landed almost square on a skunk), and we passed all three tests. After graduation, the chief called us into his little office and admitted that we had in fact passed in the first course, but he was damned if he would let “five-jump cherries” graduate from his school. Lt. Col. Grange, he said, had agreed with him and thought we’d benefit from an extended Jumpmaster course.

At battalion headquarters, Lt. Col. Grange offered his congratulations. We were now the most experienced parachutist lieutenants in the battalion with more than twenty-five jumps.

Soon after, the battalion had a “Hail and Farewell” gathering where new officers and their ladies were formerly welcomed into the battalion (Hail) and officers leaving the battalion were sent away with appreciation (Farewell). A tradition of the service, it is designed to foster comradery and bonding. It was during this evening that Lt. Col. Grange announced, on formally welcoming me into the battalion, that I was going to be the battalion’s reconnaissance platoon leader. That made me something like a scout in the early days of the cavalry, only we would be doing our scouting in the jungles and highlands of Vietnam.

Days later, when the battalion formed up for morning physical training, Grange had me move to the right of the formation and announced we were forming a recon platoon. He asked volunteers for that platoon to move to the right of the formation (where I stood). We had twice as many volunteers as necessary, and it was left to me and my platoon sergeant, Wendell Coursey, to interview the volunteers and make our selections. None of these new troopers had combat experience, so we looked for physical and mental toughness, which we found in abundance. My platoon sergeant and the three NCO (noncommissioned officer) squad leaders we were assigned were all combat veterans from earlier tours in Vietnam.

Lt. Col. Grange convinced the brigade commander, Colonel Larry Mowrey, to send the brigade’s reconnaissance platoons to Fort Benning for a one-month mini–Ranger course. I thought to myself, at least this time I’m going back wearing “the tab” and leading troops. Still, it turned out to be almost as hard as the Ranger course itself. It was more than just a four-week tune-up for combat; it was a leadership evaluation as well. After three weeks, our platoon’s Ranger department NCO liaison sat me down and explained that the instructors were evaluating the leadership of our platoons. He told me that our platoon was the best and that I was the best of the four platoon leaders (I was one of two who had already earned the Ranger tab). I accepted that compliment for our entire platoon—and that training was a great bonding experience. I remember every soldier of that platoon—most especially those who were later killed in combat—because I selected them to be part of our team.

When we returned to Fort Campbell, we were tremendously confident. A few days before we boarded the C-141 StarLifter to fly to Vietnam, many of the lieutenants had the bright idea to get tattoos. I declined. Grange—who, like me, did not have a tattoo—chuckled at the young lieutenants with their sore and festering arms on the flight over. Tattoos never had any attraction for me. As my platoon sergeant said, noting my lack of one, “Smart move, Lieutenant.”






CHAPTER TWO Vietnam


We flew from Fort Campbell to California’s Travis Air Force Base in large USAF C-141 StarLifter aircraft, then to Wake Island for a refuel stop, and finally to Bien Hoa Air Base, just north of Saigon. Never before had most of an army division been moved by air, and it allowed us to arrive in Vietnam in a matter of days, not weeks.

We spent our first night in Vietnam sleeping on the concrete floors of an aircraft hangar, continually awakened by outgoing “friendly” artillery fire. New guys, like me, couldn’t yet tell the difference in sound between “outgoing” and “incoming.” The veteran sergeants laughed, and said we’d learn soon enough.

Early the next morning, UH-1 Huey helicopters airlifted us to our initial base of operations. It was a base camp near an old French rubber plantation next to the town of Phouc Vinh. South Vietnam’s III Corps held this area, which was heavily infested with the enemy. During our stay, we were variously within enemy rocket and mortar fire from War Zone D and the Iron Triangle. We replaced elements of the 1st Infantry Division, the Big Red One, whose division commander, Major General Keith Ware, would be killed months later flying low in his helicopter over the battlefield at Loc Ninh. The division’s reputation mirrored that of its commander, a World War II Medal of Honor recipient: fearless.

We lived in large sandbag-fortified tents, sleeping on army cots with mosquito netting hanging over us. The shower water was brackish but wet, and our daily rations included powdered eggs, which I daily declined. We lived as teams, there was no officer housing or NCO housing. I lived with my platoon. The Hilton Hotel it was not.

In early January, we began local tactical operations and by mid-month had full “search and destroy” missions in War Zones C and D. My job, as the battalion’s reconnaissance platoon leader, was to find and fix the enemy until larger troop formations could enter the fight.

In mid-January, our battalion was airlifted to Firebase Cahill near War Zone C, a Viet Cong stronghold. The firebase was cut out of the jungle, and its 105mm howitzers, meant to provide fire support, gave us an operational range of about seven miles for our patrols.

The day after we arrived at Cahill, helicopters took us to a small landing zone north of the base, at about the limit of our radio and artillery range. When we went on patrol, I relied heavily on Platoon Sergeant Wendell Coursey, who had been awarded the Silver Star, our nation’s third-highest award for valor, for gallantry in action during his previous tour of duty in Vietnam. My point men, Joe Hulse and Kevin Maguire, were the best of the best. Military units are like sports teams; you know when you are good. We were good.

After hitting the landing zone (LZ), we picked up some likely Viet Cong trails, and traveled on a parallel route.

Late into the afternoon, Coursey whispered, “I smell them.” Charcoal cooking fires were the giveaway. We were deep in the jungle and forward visibility was limited. We moved slow and cautiously. Suddenly the jungle exploded with Chinese-made Claymore anti-personnel mines. Intense enemy rifle fire cut through the air.

I used the radio to contact the battalion’s tactical operations center at the firebase. I yelled to be heard over the gunfire: “Contact! Contact! Contact!” The battalion commander, Lt Col. Grange, was immediately on the radio and I told him we were in a hell of a fight but were holding our own. I told my young radio telephone operator, Dan Close—who by coincidence had gone to high school with my sister in Long Beach, California—to keep the battalion informed, while I led the fight. We were in double-canopy jungle where our gunships and artillery support were next to useless, so I knew we had to fight our way out. By the sheer volume of fire coming at us, I knew the enemy formation was significantly larger than we were. Moving forward, I realized we were on the edge of a line of fortified enemy bunkers. Moving by inches and yards, we fought our way forward. If we got through the first bunker line, we would be inside their perimeter. Outside the bunker line, you just got punished with their interlocking fields of fire. Getting inside would limit their ability to put accurate fire on us. We fought through the first bunker line only to find more bunkers and more interlocking fields of fire. We were in a fight larger than our recon platoon could sustain.

Then Wendell Coursey shouted, “I’m hit!”

“Where?”

“My back!”

I looked—and laughed. An enemy bullet had hit one of his metal canteens, shooting warm water up his back. I told him he was fine, but needed a new canteen.

I knew we had to keep moving, so I yelled, “Stay with me!” as I moved forward with Coursey and my point men, Joe Hulse, Pat Russell, Jimmy Snow, and Dan Close.

By this point, I had already lost two squad leaders (one killed, Staff Sergeant Harold Stanton; and one badly wounded, Staff Sergeant Larry Ferrill, shot in the face and would lose an eye); one point man (Private First Class Kevin Maguire, killed right at the start); and several more troopers (wounded). I radioed Lt. Col. Grange that we were inside the enemy’s perimeter, doing well, but in a much bigger fight than anticipated. He said that two rifle companies were heading our way. He told me to break contact and secure a landing zone for their arrival.

We slowly withdrew, not realizing that the enemy was also withdrawing. We moved into a nearby open area, set up a defensive perimeter, and soon had “Hogs,” Huey C model helicopter gunships, overhead. Sergeant Pat Russell popped colored smoke to identify the landing zone, and, as expected, enemy gunfire broke out. But it ended as soon as it began, and reinforcements arrived.

Leaping off the lead helicopter was the battalion commander, Lt. Col. Grange. It was the battalion’s first fight in Vietnam, and he wanted to be there. Two of the battalion’s rifle companies were airlifted in. First to land was Bravo Company, under Captain Freddy Rankin. We had trained a lot with B Company; they were very good and were Lt. Col. Grange’s “go to” guys. One of my friends, Joe Hillman, a graduate of North Georgia Military College, was a B Company platoon leader. His platoon was first on the ground. (Months later, Joe was killed leading his platoon in battle. He received a posthumous Silver Star for gallantry in action.)

After the second company was in, Lt. Col. Grange got the leaders together and gave us our instructions. He turned to me and said, “Kellogg, you guys have done enough and are done for the day.” I told him no. We knew where the Viet Cong base camp was and where there was a gap in the bunker line. We also needed to recover the body of Staff Sergeant Harold Stanton, who had been killed in the opening seconds by a Chinese-made Claymore. One-third of my platoon was either killed or wounded, but I knew my men did not want to leave the fight. Their eyes were determined; they wanted to see it through.

By the time we made it to the bunker line, the enemy was gone. They left behind their dead, which was rare; a huge cache of weapons; and food still cooking on the fires. They had left in a hurry.

That night we laagered in the field. Coursey paid me a sergeant’s highest compliment: “You did good today, Lieutenant, you did good.” His simple words granted me peace of mind that night. I fingered the religious medal attached to my dog tags that I wear to this day: a medal of the Blessed Virgin Mary superimposed on a parachute with the encircling words, “Our Lady Queen of Angels Defend Us in Combat.” That day, she had.

Years later, I received an unexpected letter from one of my platoon point men, Pat Russell. Living in Idaho with his wife, he wrote about that day and what it meant to him. I am glad he remembered it. I do too.

We later learned that the enemy we had fought were not mere guerrillas but a veteran Viet Cong main force unit, the thousand-strong Dong Nai Regiment, at a major base camp. They had withdrawn because they were trying to stay concealed from U.S. intelligence. During the Tet Offensive, weeks later, they were one of the main force units attacking the Saigon/Bien Hoa area.

We were sent back to Phouc Vinh to recover and reconstitute the platoon. We had no trouble pulling troopers from the other companies, got back to full strength rapidly, and kept training to stay sharp. Despite local patrolling, the next two weeks were quiet with no enemy contact. This was by the enemy’s choice, not ours. Unbeknownst to us, they were preparing for the Tet Offensive, which was to be the turning point of the Vietnam War.



For years, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, Tet, had been observed with an “unofficial” temporary cessation of hostilities. Most South Vietnamese troops went on leave; U.S. forces spent the day grilling hamburgers and hot dogs. In 1968, however, the North Vietnamese and their Viet Cong allies had other plans.

Early on the morning of 30 January 1968, North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops launched a massive, simultaneous surprise attack on Saigon and more than thirty South Vietnamese provincial capitals. The infamous Tet Offensive had begun. I got an early and unexpected wakeup.

Battalion headquarters was a beehive of activity. Lt. Col. Grange ordered me to lead my platoon to Bien Hoa Air Base, the site of our division headquarters. There was a major firefight near the base. He wanted me to “head to the sound of the guns” and report what was going on. He warned me that we might be on our own for a while.

My platoon saddled up and boarded helicopters. We were inserted where it was assumed the enemy was likeliest to launch their attack on the airfield and division headquarters. We came under enemy fire immediately, with bullets pinging off the Hueys. As we jumped off the helicopters, the rounds were close enough to crack the air, way too close for comfort.

We moved rapidly, passing several dead enemy sappers who had been killed in an earlier failed assault on the airfield. I moved my men into a covered blocking position. We were under constant rifle fire that forced us to crawl the last fifty meters. Facing us was the small village of Dong Lach. The enemy’s forces had concentrated there. I radioed Lt. Col. Grange with our position and what I thought was the best path for rifle companies to reinforce us and launch a counterattack. There wasn’t much cover available. Captain Freddy Rankin’s Bravo Company was again first in. His men moved to link up with the nearby 11th Armored Cavalry (Black Horse) Regiment. Their mission was to assault Dong Lach, reduce the enemy positions, and relieve pressure on the airfield. We had the supporting mission of cutting off any enemy withdrawal from the village.

I radioed for two nearby Cobra gunships to take out a couple of enemy machine gun positions that had us targeted. We popped smoke so the gunships knew where we were, but when the rockets left the gunship tubes, I knew they had targeted us, not the enemy position. I shouted, “Incoming!” and grabbed the radio and dove into a small fold of ground as the rockets exploded around us. I immediately radioed them to cease fire, telling them they had hit us and to clear out; we didn’t need any more of their “help.” I lost two great young men killed in action due to friendly fire, including Sergeant Phil Germain, the last of my original squad leaders. In thirty days, I had lost them all.

By the end of the day, we had cleared our targets and held the field. Second Lieutenant Sam Galloway from B Company was killed leading his platoon. For his actions, he was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, our nation’s second-highest award for extraordinary heroism. That opening day of the Tet Offensive had been a tough fight. More Distinguished Service Crosses were awarded that day than for any battle in American military history.

Our enemy had been the same Dong Nai Regiment that we had fought earlier—only this time, we eliminated them as a combat force. The fighting we did in Vietnam was at close range, rifle and even pistol range, and I felt no remorse for killing such a brutal enemy. After two days of intense fighting, we were pulled offline and given a rest.

The Tet Offensive proved to be a major battlefield defeat for the enemy. In the following weeks, our troops punished the North Vietnamese regulars and Viet Cong with unremitting attacks as they tried to retreat to their base camps or flee into Cambodia. The Viet Cong were virtually eliminated as a fighting force after Tet, and for the rest of the war North Vietnamese regulars carried the bulk of the fight. We paid a price as well. In the first two weeks of our counteroffensive, one thousand Americans were killed in action and more than six thousand were wounded. Over the course of the next several months, nearly five hundred soldiers would be killed in action each week, and more than 20 percent of the battalion officers I deployed with became casualties, including every other recon platoon leader in the brigade. I was the last recon lieutenant left standing. Our losses were heavy, but the enemy suffered worse, with more than thirty thousand killed or wounded.

Despite the successful results on the ground, what we did not realize at the time was the profound psychological effect the Tet Offensive had on people in the United States, where the media portrayed the enemy offensive as a massive defeat for us and the South Vietnamese. The message was, if we were winning the war, how could this major enemy offensive happen? Were our South Vietnamese allies, caught so apparently unaware, worth the sacrifice of American lives? That message was seemingly affirmed by rising American casualties, terrifying combat footage on American televisions, and the shocking execution of a captured Viet Cong leader by South Vietnamese national police chief Nguyen Loan. Loan summarily executed the man because he had allegedly led a Viet Cong murder squad and was dressed in civilian clothes rather than in a uniform. But the gruesome visual was captured in a dramatic photo (and video) that stunned the world (and which I never saw until I had returned home from Vietnam).

In Vietnam, occupying terrain or capturing cities and villages did not necessarily equate to “winning,” which was why the war was increasingly seen as a war of attrition, where “body counts” of estimated enemy dead became the primary indicator of success. But attrition was a hard way to win, especially when the Communist forces had sanctuaries not only in North Vietnam but also in Cambodia and Laos to which they could retreat, where they could refit, rearm, and then re-enter the fight.

After six months in combat, Lt. Col. Grange called me in. I was now a first lieutenant, and leadership positions in Vietnam rotated every six months. Lt. Col. Grange said it was time to rotate out. Wendell Coursey, my platoon sergeant, had been given a battlefield promotion to second lieutenant and had left the platoon.

Lt. Col. Grange told me I was the brigade’s nomination to be the division commander’s junior aide. I was not sure what that meant. He said I was going to division headquarters for an interview with the division commander. I packed a bag for an overnight stay, just in case, and flew to division headquarters.

Reporting in to the commanding general’s outer office, I sat with several others to be interviewed. There was one nominee from each brigade in the division. When it was my time to be interviewed, I reported in to the division commander, Major General Olinto M. Barsanti. Not large in physical stature but quite large in reputation, Barsanti had been in combat in World War II, Korea, and now Vietnam. No one could question his bravery. He had won the Distinguished Service Cross and had also been awarded five Silver Stars for gallantry in action and six Purple Hearts for wounds received in action. He was a warrior general, and his valorous awards proved it.

His first question was direct: “Why do you want the job?” I told him I didn’t. There was a long pause. Then I explained that I had been ordered here by my battalion commander; no one had asked my opinion. There was another long pause—and a long stare—and then a brief discussion about what I had done and where I came from.

As suddenly as the interview had started, it ended. I was told to wait in the outer office until a helicopter could return me to my base camp. Soon the other lieutenants were gone, and I was still waiting. I was surprised when, after a couple of hours, Lt. Col. Grange walked into the office. He said he wanted to talk to me. I said I had told the division commander I didn’t want the job. Lt. Col. Grange said Maj. Gen. Barsanti had called him soon after my “interview,” and, in a decidedly one-way conversation, proceeded to tell me why I had been nominated. He said I was living on borrowed time, as I should have realized by the fact that I had lost all my original senior NCOs, I was the only original reconnaissance platoon leader in the brigade still alive and not wounded and rotated out, and I had been decorated several times for bravery under fire. The aide position brought recognition and, yes, even honor, to the battalion. He said, “You are a proven fighter and would be associated with a proven fighter in Barsanti and that is what Barsanti wants.” He also said, “Barsanti knew he wanted you the moment you said you didn’t want the job.” Lt. Col. Grange’s final comment brought it all home. He said if I came back to the battalion, I would be assigned as the battalion dining facility manager, counting spoons. I got the message. He said, “Go back into Barsanti’s office and tell him you would be honored to take the position, if it is still available.”

After Lt. Col. Grange left, Maj. Gen. Barsanti called me into his office and asked if I wanted the job. I told him yes and would do the best I could. He laughed and asked about my discussion with Lt. Col. Grange. I told him how much I respected the lieutenant colonel; he was the reason I did not want to leave the battalion. Maj. Gen. Barsanti nodded. “Grange is the best fighting battalion commander in the 101st Airborne Division.” He got no disagreement from me—or from the army. Grange retired as a lieutenant general, and the army’s best Ranger competition is named after him.

Soon after I took the job with Maj. Gen. Barsanti, we moved our division headquarters to I Corps near the city of Hue. While marines secured the area north of Hue, we performed intensive search-and-destroy missions to the west. We established two large base camps: one to the south and an even larger one to the west, from which we led missions into the twenty-five-mile-long A Shau Valley that bordered Laos, where North Vietnamese forces infiltrated into South Vietnam. In the early days of the war, the army had positioned three Special Forces camps in the valley. But in 1966, the area had become overrun with North Vietnamese regulars, and our small Special Forces units had to withdraw.

The North Vietnamese regulars were much better armed and led than the Viet Cong. They were supported by Soviet-made PT-76 tanks, 85mm Soviet-style field guns, and Chinese-made twin-barreled 23mm anti-aircraft guns, which were very effective against helicopters.

Every day, Maj. Gen. Barsanti, the division command sergeant major George Dunaway (who later became second sergeant major of the army), and I flew over the I Corps tactical zone in Barsanti’s UH-1 Huey command aircraft, visiting commanders, overlooking units in action, and inspecting our positions from the South China Sea to the Laotian border. We did not travel with a “chase aircraft,” so we had no backup aircraft in the event of an emergency, and part of my job was to keep headquarters aware of our location. We made a large target. No other aircraft in the division had such a giant Screaming Eagle insignia on its nose. And Barsanti liked to fly low, to get a close-up view of the action.

Early in July we flew out to see Lieutenant Colonel “Chargin’ Charlie” Beckwith, commanding the second battalion of the 327th Parachute Infantry Regiment. I was shocked when Beckwith looked at me standing next to Barsanti and said, “You look familiar, have we served somewhere together?” I mentioned casually that I had graduated from Ranger school when he commanded the Ranger camp at Eglin in Florida, and let it drop.

As Barsanti and Beckwith were talking, we were suddenly caught in the middle of a firefight. Enemy mortar rounds struck around the perimeter. Barsanti ordered me into the air to locate the enemy. It took us only a few minutes to find the enemy firing positions. They opened up on us with AK-47 rifles and we responded with our M60 machine doorguns. We dispersed them and then called in artillery fire for good measure. The sturdy Huey took a couple of rounds but was fine, and neither I nor any of the crewmen had been hit.

It’s not often that a commanding general’s aircraft is used as a modified gunship, but that’s how Barsanti liked to do things, and it impressed Beckwith. Before Barsanti and I took off again, Beckwith turned to me and said, “Good job, Ranger; I’ve got a job for you here if you want one.” Remembering events in the past, I said nothing. Maj. Gen. Barsanti later awarded me and our four-crew member Huey crew the Air Medal with “V” for valor for our actions that day.

A week later, as we flew low near the A Shau Valley, salvos of enemy rifle fire hit our Huey multiple times, and Maj. Gen. Barsanti was shot through his left calf. When I returned to division headquarters (after getting the general evacuated to the army medical unit at Phu Bai), the division chief of staff, Bill Tallon, asked me what happened. I said, “Sir, don’t ask,” and he laughed, because he knew exactly what I meant: Maj. Gen. Barsanti was a flying bullet magnet—and he wasn’t the only one. A few months later, Major General Keith Ware, the division commander of the 1st Infantry Division, was killed in action when his command-and-control aircraft was shot down. As for Maj. Gen. Barsanti, he was awarded his seventh Purple Heart.

Soon after, in a normal rotation of commanders, Barsanti was replaced by Major General Mel Zais, and I was assigned as a Pathfinder platoon leader with the 160th Combat Aviation Group of the 101st Airborne (Air Assault) Division.

The army’s first air assault division was the famed 1st Cavalry Division and now the 101st Airborne Division had joined them. Each of the two divisions had an assigned Pathfinder company. The motto of our Pathfinder company was “First In, Last Out.” We led the helicopter assault formations, set up helicopter landing zones for follow-on assault forces, and arranged recovery zones for the extraction of troops.

My first Pathfinder assignment was to lead the way for a massive divisional assault into the A Shau Valley. Two infantry battalions, carried on more than one hundred helicopters, would be our initial lift, with reinforcements to follow. A daylight landing of one hundred helicopters—with gunships and jets in close air support—is hard to miss, but we planned on using multiple landing zones so that we weren’t a single target. Nevertheless, every landing came in hot, under enemy fire. As the lifts came in, the enemy fire intensified, and a U.S. Air Force F-4 Phantom providing close air support was shot down by North Vietnamese anti-aircraft fire above the landing zone I was responsible for. As the day wore on, though, the enemy realized that trying to fight it out with us was a losing proposition, and withdrew.

Over the next couple of months, our troops advanced, the enemy retreated, and our assignments involved small unit fighting as a matter of routine.

The “routine” changed when we were charged with making the first night air assault in Vietnam. We had no night vision goggles, no GPS, no advanced avionics, and our target was believed to be a North Vietnamese army stronghold. My Pathfinder team was to set up the landing zone for the initial wave of aircraft.

We used white phosphorous artillery rounds to pinpoint our landing zone and were inserted an hour prior to the assault. We set up lighted “Ts” to indicate touchdown points and then guided the lead assault aircraft in with a shielded, very high-intensity flashlight “light gun” about four feet long. Fortunately, we drew no enemy fire, and the operation proceeded without a hitch. Today, night assaults are routine, but ours was the first, and was done so well that my team was awarded Bronze Star Medals for Meritorious Achievement for a single night mission.

Shortly after that, my tour ended, and I headed stateside. I fully expected, as a regular army officer, that I would be heading back to Vietnam in a year. So I decided to ask for an assignment on the West Coast, at Fort Lewis, Washington, where I’d be involved in training troops. It was close to home and a nice post. I was ready for a regular bed, regular meals, and a regular existence with no one trying to kill me.



I flew home in mid-December 1969 aboard a Pan Am Boeing 707 “Freedom Bird.” On lifting off from Tan Son Nhut Air Base in Saigon, the flight was mostly subdued. We refueled once in Japan before landing at Travis Air Force Base in northern California. I spent the evening with relatives in San Francisco and then took a Pacific Southwest Airways flight from San Francisco to Los Angeles/Long Beach and home.
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