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Praise for SOG A Military Book Club Main Selection


“Unbiased and sober . . . reveals an astonishing record of valor and sacrifice . . . the most compelling account of the missions to date. . . . An engrossing and thoroughly exciting account of this unknown aspect of the Vietnam War.”


—Library Journal


“Some of the achievements [Plaster] limns would be rejected by the editors of action-filled war novels, but it is time that they—and the men, living and dead, who performed them—are properly chronicled. . . . Indispensable.”


—Booklist


“A combat-heavy, laudatory accounting of the SOG’s little-known role in the Vietnam War. . . . Those action-filled accounts are based on the author’s personal war-zone experiences and on interviews he conducted with dozens of former SOG operatives. . . . The most comprehensive examination of widespread covert American actions during the Vietnam War.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“The enormous contribution of SOG in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos is a story that needs to be told.”


—Henry Kissinger


“SOG played an important role during our operations against the communist enemy in Vietnam. SOG is a superb and compelling account of their dedication and heroism.”


—Gen. William C. Westmoreland, U.S. Army (Ret.)


“At last, a quarter century after their top-secret deeds, we can recognize the Vietnam War’s greatest unsung heroes, SOG’s covert warriors. The dramatic true stories in SOG fill a major gap in special operations history.”


—Maj. Gen. John K. Singlaub, U.S. Army (Ret.)


“A magnificent book of enormous power and a milestone in the literature of special operations. SOG is an excellent account of secret warriors who gave their all for country, for mission, and for each other.”


—Col. Robert Howard, Medal of Honor Winner, the Vietnam War’s Most Highly Decorated Soldier


“Authoritative and insightful . . . does much to illuminate this frequently misunderstood group and its extraordinary participants. . . . A true insider’s account, this eye-opening report will leave readers feeling as if they’ve been given a hot scoop on a highly classified project.”


—Publishers Weekly
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To today’s U.S. Army Special Forces soldiers, who continue the great tradition of MACV-SOG
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Preface



Larry Trimble held the pen and pad, sitting there in the Bamboo Lounge with his recon buddies, Jim Lamotte and Ricardo Davis. They’d been drinking most of the day and felt the glibness that comes with alcohol. But they still weren’t getting it quite right.


On a week-long break between missions behind enemy lines on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, this afternoon the three Green Berets reckoned it was time their unit, SOG, had a motto—but it had to say it just right, had to capture the flavor of taking on deadly risks to bring back intelligence under circumstances some people might find suicidal. It was hard to explain, even to themselves, the euphoria after each mission, and the gambler’s daring that stirred them to go again. Camaraderie held them together, for there was no fanfare for their covert actions. It had to say that, too.


As the night mellowed and the balls of discarded paper piled up, they almost had it—a few more changes, then, yes! That was it, that explained it! Larry Trimble read it aloud:


You’ve never lived till you’ve almost died.


For those who fight for it,


Life has a flavor


The protected will never know.


Lamotte and Davis agreed. It was perfect.
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I have fought a good fight,


I have finished my course,


I have kept the faith.


2 Timothy 4:7





Author’s Note



There was a chill in the northern Wisconsin air, that October afternoon of 1998. Bayfield County’s apple harvest was underway, and colorful leaves converted my roadway into a sublime cathedral through which I drove to the Iron River post office. On Main Street, I waved to neighbors who as readily waved back. Inside her tiny office, the postal clerk, Peggy, handed me a small package.


Postmarked, Quantico, Virginia, it was from FBI Special Agent Barry Subelsky, a friend and—like me—a former Green Beret. This was curious—I hadn’t expected anything from Barry. After an hour running errands, I drove home with the box on the seat beside me. Retrieving it from my truck, I opened it to find an old cassette tape and Barry’s note: “John, here’s a recording of radio messages, apparently a recon team in trouble in Laos. Where and when isn’t certain.”


He’d recently found the tape among some forgotten Vietnam War memorabilia. Barry couldn’t remember how he got it. “Maybe you can tell from the jargon,” he continued, “if this was SOG,” meaning the Studies and Observations Group, which ran top secret missions along the Laotian Ho Chi Minh Trail. He’d been stationed at Ben Het, a remote camp near the border, so that was entirely possible.


Digging around, I found an old cassette player, slipped in the tape, sat back, and pushed “play.”


A radio voice called breathlessly, “Prairie Fire! Prairie Fire!”—SOG code words for a team in such terrible straits that they were about to be overrun.


The voice raised the hairs on my neck.


Then came a calmer voice, “This is Delta Papa-Three . . .”


It was my own voice.


And I realized exactly what this recording was. I turned off the lights, and sat in the dark, listening.


It was, I knew, 29 January 1971, the day we lost David Mixter and almost lost his teammates, Pat Mitchel and Lyn St. Laurent. That was Pat’s voice calling, “Prairie Fire! Prairie Fire!”


Recon Team Colorado’s eight men had been hit by a North Vietnamese forty-man platoon near a major enemy supply road in Laos. But ten miles away, Recon Team Hawaii, with my old teammates Les Dover, Regis Gmitter, and John Justice, also had been hit and declared a Prairie Fire Emergency. I could not go to the aid of both teams. Hearing my own voice, it was as if I was back there, when there was no time, but I had to make decisions.


And live with them.


Closing my eyes, listening to the lead gunship, Panther 36’s radio voice, I could actually see his Cobra gunship down on the deck, dodging green tracers to fire rockets and strafe. Then the White Flight (rescue) Hueys were driven off by ground fire, and we’d brought in A-1 Skyraider attack planes.


It was all on the tape, exactly as it had happened.
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I could not sleep that night.


The memories were fresh again, of that operation, of many operations, inspiring a thousand other recollections that swept across me—anguish, humor, fear, pride, and memories of the fine men I’d known and served beside. They were hilarious days, horrifying days, unforgettable days.


The years had passed, but my memories of those men seemed as fresh as on the day it all had happened.





PART I






Fort Bragg





1
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Like many young men graduating high school in 1967, I went directly into the Army, much as our father’s generation had done during World War II. In blue-collar, northeast Minneapolis, it was assumed that you served your country; the only question was whether you waited to be drafted for two years, or enlisted for three, choosing what you wanted to do. Along with several gung ho classmates, I followed the latter course, enlisting for Airborne-Infantry—paratroopers.


After Basic Training that sweltering summer at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, we were shipped to the pine forests of Fort Gordon, Georgia. There, in a cluster of Quonset huts called Camp Crockett, we trained to be Airborne-Infantrymen, bound for Vietnam and elite units, such as the 173rd Airborne Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, and the 1st Air Cavalry. In addition to lots of instruction on patrolling, weapons, and small unit tactics, we underwent tough physical training. Soon we found ourselves running five miles each morning in heavy jump boots, followed by hours of physical exercise. Our trainers, themselves Vietnam Airborne veterans, cut no slack. We expected none.


All that running and calisthenics later enabled us Camp Crockett graduates to skate through Jump School at Fort Benning, Georgia, while most Airborne trainees struggled and one quarter washed out. Then we got our great payoff—we jumped from airplanes, just like the World War II paratroopers we’d grown up admiring. Descending gracefully onto the Fort Benning drop zone among those billowing canopies, I forgot about all the harrassment and physical agony. I loved being a paratrooper.


One morning, in our final week of Jump School, a rugged figure in a green beret appeared. He just stood there, watching our company while we underwent morning exercises. Afterward, he addressed us; anyone interested in volunteering for Special Forces could meet with him that evening. My neighborhood buddies had had enough training—I was the only one of them to go with twenty-five other Airborne students to listen to the Special Forces sergeant.


Unlike any other job in the Army—such as an infantryman or military policeman—you could not enlist to be a Green Beret. To be considered for Special Forces, the recruiter explained, you had to be a qualified paratrooper, with an intelligence test score high enough to attend officer candidate school, and meet the Army’s highest physical fitness standard. All of us met these requirements, but there was still a special aptitude test, the recruiter explained.


Could I be a Green Beret? The Green Berets were gods. Only one year earlier, in 1966, the largest selling 45-rpm single was not recorded by the Beatles or the Rolling Stones—it was “The Ballad of the Green Berets,” sung by Staff Sergeant Barry Sadler. Before that, the Vietnam War’s first Medal of Honor had gone to Roger H. C. Donlon, a young Special Forces captain, while Robin Moore’s novel The Green Berets had hung on the New York Times best-seller list for more than a year. Only five years earlier, over the protests of Pentagon bureaucrats, President John F. Kennedy had authorized the green beret to these superb warriors, declaring their headgear “a symbol of excellence, a badge of courage, a mark of distinction in the fight for freedom.”


During my childhood in Minnesota, I’d heard Scandinavian neighbors speak in awe of the Norwegian Resistance and their inspiring fight against the Nazis. I read books about them, and the French Resistance. Such gallant guerrilla fighters had shown that small groups of dedicated men operating behind enemy lines can have effects far beyond their numbers—just like America’s Special Forces. And now, as a freshly trained paratrooper, I had a chance to volunteer for the Green Berets—at least maybe.


Originally, Special Forces accepted only experienced soldiers—at least twenty years old, with a minimum rank of specialist four. Heavy casualties in Vietnam had compelled lowering the age to nineteen, and the rank to private first class, neither of which I met. I was only a private, and three months past eighteen. “But I’ll be nineteen by the time I finish training,” I tried to persuade the recruiter.


The Green Beret sergeant looked me over, then announced, “You can take the Special Forces Qualification Test with the others. Let’s see how well you do.” Designed by RAND, a defense think tank, this was the strangest test I’d ever taken, resembling the opening scene in the TV series Mission: Impossible, with tape-recorded instructions, exotic scenarios, photos to study, then a series of questions offering only imperfect answers. I could not tell how well I’d done.


The next afternoon, the Special Forces sergeant called back eight of us. I had a 477 out of 500, the highest score in our group. I was in—I had a chance to earn a green beret. An hour after graduating and pinning on our silver paratrooper wings, I said goodbye to my neighborhood buddies, and boarded a chartered bus for the 450-mile drive to Fort Bragg, North Carolina.


It was after dark when I awoke to see the bus headlights illuminating a sign—“Headquarters Company, Special Forces Training Group.” At Basic Training we’d been greeted by shouting drill instructors; at Camp Crockett’s Airborne-Infantry school it was more screaming drill instructors; at Fort Benning the black-hatted Airborne cadre had shouted and dropped us for push-ups. How much worse would it be here?


Momentarily, the headquarters company door opened, out strolled a lone Special Forces sergeant first class with a clipboard. The eight of us trotted dutifully before him, but he just let us stand in a cluster while he pulled out a pipe.


After puffing it to life he announced, “We’ve kept the mess hall open for you. Stow your duffel bags inside the hallway. After chow, I’ll issue you bedding. Any questions?” His tone was relaxed, almost friendly. Until now, we’d been housed in World War II-era wooden barracks or crude Quonset huts, with forty men bunked in large open rooms. Here at Fort Bragg the sergeant ushered us into modern brick buildings resembling college dormitories, with just eight men per room. Our quarters were immaculate, with brightly painted walls and tiled floors.


Yes, Special Forces was different. Now we’d have to prove ourselves in the six weeks of Phase One, the initial and most difficult portion of SF training.


Where would we start? Learning to master explosives? Sabotage? Raids?


“To accomplish your missions,” an old master sergeant told us during orientation, “you must be both a warrior and a teacher. Therefore, the first subject that will make or break your future in Special Forces is MOI—methods of instruction.”


What! A teacher? We wanted to kill the enemy and blow things up. Instead, we faced a whole week of MOI. “If you cannot learn to teach,” the master sergeant warned, “there’s no room for you in SF.” He was serious.


That first week was devoted to teaching skills, instructed by the sharpest group of Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) I’d yet encountered in the Army—bright, devoted, well spoken, and just rough enough around the edges to make them Special Forces. All were combat-seasoned with plenty of first-hand experience to make teaching points.


Our most unforgettable instructor had to be Sergeant First Class Morris Worley. Recovering from serious combat wounds, rather than convalesce at home Worley sat in a chair in front of us, lecturing on effective teaching techniques. Despite his clumsy cast and bandages covering much of one leg and his face, he never even hinted he was in pain, though we could see ugly red scars beneath his right sleeve from which his hand hung stiff and almost unusable. He struggled to write on the blackboard, but did so legibly, pretending it was entirely normal.


Unknown to us, each morning another instructor, Sergeant First Class Bob Franke, helped Worley dress, then put him in the back seat of his car and drove him to our classroom. Before we arrived, Franke and a third instructor, Sergeant First Class Bob Jones, put Worley in a chair, then carried him to the podium.


Truly, Worley was a man of humility and indomitable spirit—and, we learned one day, of great courage. During a break, a fellow student told us Worley had been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, America’s second highest heroism award, just below the Medal of Honor. Worley had been in something called, the student thought, SOG. None of us knew what those letters stood for, and when one student asked an instructor, all he got was an angry glare. Whatever SOG was, we were not to inquire about it.


That week of MOI opened our eyes to the reality of Special Forces. One morning Worley noted, “Montagnard tribesmen can only reason up to an arithmetic value of three—‘One-two-three-many.’ How,” he challenged us, “do you teach him that an M-16 has a twenty-round magazine?” Yes, we had to pull off our boots and show him fingers and toes.


Or, you’re to teach a class on the M-72 Light Antitank Weapon, and you won’t get your first M-72 air-dropped for another week—What do you do? We handcrafted a model from wood, string, and wire, and instructed on that. From hand-making our training aids to using a sandbox and pine cones to teach tactics, our instructors encouraged improvisation and field expedients. For our final test, each of us had to teach a class to the instructors (acting as foreign guerrilla students), with one playing the role of interpreter, further complicated by a few invented “cultural taboos” that we would discover only during our class. It was hilarious to figure out our guerrillas were offended by a pointed finger, or the word “the,” but the lesson was well learned.


A few men failed, and that was the last we saw of them. For the rest of us, it all made more sense now—of course, to be Special Forces we had to be teachers.


The rest of our Phase One training focused on Unconventional Warfare—landing behind enemy lines to recruit, train, and lead local guerrilla bands, and through them create intelligence networks and organize underground railways to assist downed pilots and escaped POWs.


We learned much from the World War II experience of the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services, a quasi-military U.S. secret agency, whose veterans went on to found both the Central Intelligence Agency and U.S. Army Special Forces. Just like the OSS, we studied how to survey an aircraft landing site in an occupied country, set up encoded marker lights, then quickly move away with the arriving supplies and personnel before enemy security forces reacted. Or how to hold a message aloft on wire and poles, to be snatched up by a low-flying airplane. To communicate with our agent network, we employed a dead letter drop—a concealed message left at an agreed-upon spot, so we’d never have to meet face-to-face.


If the Soviet Union invaded Western Europe, dozens of Special Forces teams would parachute behind Russian lines—to recruit Czechs, Poles, East Germans, Lithuanians, Latvians, even Russians—and especially ethnic minorities—to create an immense resistance movement throughout Eastern Europe. Already, our instructors hinted, more than adequate stockpiles of weapons, radios, and supplies had been secretly cached from Norway to the Swiss frontier of Germany so that still more Special Forces teams could stay behind as the Russian invaders surged westward, adding dozens of additional teams in their rear, and thousands more guerrillas.


To fulfill this role, the twelve-man Special Forces A-Team was structured to operate autonomously for extended periods. Led by a captain with a lieutenant assistant, the A-Team’s ten NCOs possessed an ideal combination of technical skills—two medics, two communications men, two weapons men, two demolitions men, and two operations and intelligence men to plan training and operations. Not only did this mean an impressive force multiplier—500 foreign combatants for the investment of twelve Green Berets—but it put these local guerrillas in direct support of the U.S. armed forces. What better way to integrate a guerrilla movement into U.S. military operations than to have it trained and led by Americans, communicate with American forces, and coordinate their operations? It was brilliant.


During the fourth week of Phase One, everyone’s attention switched to Vietnam, where the news was not good. Two North Vietnamese divisions had encircled the U.S. Marines at Khe Sanh, who were pounded day and night by heavy incoming fire. Then came the Tet ’68 Offensive, an unexpected countrywide attack and temporary seizing of most major towns in South Vietnam. And especially ominous, for the first time in the war, enemy tanks struck, overrunning the Special Forces camp at Lang Vei, only six miles west of Khe Sanh. This was close to home—there were NCOs in Training Group who knew the Green Berets at Lang Vei, or had even served there themselves. There was genuine doubt about the direction the war was taking.


Grim as this sounded, at Training Group there still were light moments.


One morning, the acting first sergeant of our company, Sergeant First Class Ernie Fant, was pacing before the morning formation when he noticed one man lacking the requisite pistol belt and canteen.


“Just where is your pistol belt, trooper?” Fant demanded.


Of course he’d lost it or forgotten it somewhere, but that would have been admitting a foolish mistake—for sheer originality, utter genius under stress, this guy deserved an award. Standing at perfect attention, he responded, “The moles took it.”


Fant didn’t know what to say. He eyed that young trooper up and down in amazement. “Moles?”


The young soldier lifted his hands to his mouth and flexed his fingers sideways, the way a little furry mole digs. “You know, Sergeant, moles.”


Fant fought back a smile. “Well, do you s’pose the moles will bring it back?”


“I sure hope so.”


He got away, clean, and everyone admired him for it, including Fant.


By now, a month later, we had only one more week of Phase One to go, then the worst would be over. Just a seven-day field exercise—why, we could skate through that as easily as we’d skated through Jump School at Fort Benning, we thought. Then, during a cigarette break, a grizzled master sergeant told us, “We only want men who really want to be in Special Forces.”


In the early 1960s, he recalled, the 77th Special Forces Group faced a reduction, with his company finding it had only fifteen slots for thirty NCOs. “So the sergeant major took us behind headquarters to a sawdust pit used for parachute training, and told us, ‘The last fifteen of you in that pit, you’ll stay in Special Forces. The other fifteen, the ones who end up outside the pit, you’ll go over to the 82nd Airborne Division.’


“Twenty minutes later,” he concluded “we knew who really wanted to be in Special Forces. By the end of next week, we’ll know which of you really want to be here.”


A hint of what was coming was a detailed inspection of our gear just before we left. The instructors went through our pockets, through our rucksacks, even unrolled our dry socks, to ensure we carried no food. Then we rode to Pope Air Force Base, donned parachutes, and climbed aboard a C-123 transport. Well after dark, we jumped into Camp Mackall, a separate training base that adjoins Fort Bragg.


After forming up on the drop zone, we force-marched a few miles—to “escape” enemy security forces—then established a perimeter in thick forest. This was no campout, but a tactical situation in which we pulled perimeter security and practiced noise and light discipline. But we had at least eight hours sleep, so it didn’t seem very difficult.


At dawn, we met the NCO who ran Camp Mackall, Sergeant First Class Manuel Torres, a matter-of-fact sort who neither cajoled nor cursed us. Either we would meet his standards and become Green Berets, or fail. It was up to us. To put us in the right mood, he began with a “stroll” on the Torres Trail, a quarter-mile of waist-deep swamp that we trudged in full rucksacks. Filthy, soaked, and winded, at the end we were greeted by instructors with spit-shined boots, a knife-sharp crease in their starched fatigues, and a clean green beret. Rotated twice per day, the instructors always looked parade ground sharp, in contrast to the students’ steadily declining appearance. Their instruction was excellent, especially classes on raids, patrols, and ambushes, using bare dirt as a chalk board and a tree limb as a pointer.


Our survival instructor, an old Cajun chicken thief, covered everything from serious skills to amusing animal lore. City boys were fascinated by how he put a live chicken to sleep: Fold the bird’s head under a wing, grip her firmly and rotate the bird in a slow, arm’s length circle, then gently sit her on the ground and release your grip—the bird would sit there, perfectly asleep, until he clapped his hands. To hypnotize the chicken, the old Cajun sergeant held the bird’s beak to the dirt, then drew a line with his fingertip, from the beak outward about four inches, over and over, slower and slower, until the chicken’s pea-brain became so mesmerized that everything beyond that dirt line faded into oblivion. The bird just stared, bug-eyed, until the sergeant clapped his hands.


“You know why they call SF ‘snake eaters’?” he asked. “Back in ’62, when JFK come down here, our committee gived the demo-stration. One a my sahgants, he hold up the rattlesnake, ready to cut it up for dinner, an’ Pres-dent Kennedy, he say, ‘What do yah do when you got no knife?’ An’ that sahgant, he just bite that snake’s head clean off, yessir! An’ duh Pres-dent, he just laugh and laugh. That sahgant, he promoted next day, yessir! Ever since, we be ‘snake eaters.’ ” He stuck his chest out.


It was all very funny. Then he handed us lunch—live chickens and rabbits. From then on, we no longer received canned C rations—all our food was on-the-hoof. If we couldn’t start a fire, or proved too slow skinning, gutting, and cooking our rabbit or chicken or goat, we simply did not eat. And if you didn’t like it, the instructors offered, “Just quit and you’ll have all the delicious fried chicken you can eat!”


Initially when there was downtime we had talked about women. Now we talked about food, only food—barbecued ribs, thick juicy steaks, you name it. For Charlie Pesten and me, this grew into a blueberry pie obsession. When we weren’t ambushing or marching or digging, Charlie and I fantasized over blueberry pie, taking turns describing our mother’s recipes, recalling memories of berry picking, and deciding upon the perfect ice cream complement.


We also studied land navigation, beginning with an old Special Forces instructor who delicately poked a map with a needle-sharp pencil. “That’s where we are,” he indicated with such precision that, literally, he pinpointed the spot where we stood, pointing to the landmarks and terrain features by which he’d reckoned so exactly. After his class we attempted to mimic his precision on our compass azimuths and pace counts as, day and night, we trudged through swamps and waded swift streams to find specially numbered 55-gallon drums on what was as much an obstacle course as a compass course. An all-too-easy 5 percent error in direction or pace count led you to the wrong barrel—a few wrong barrels and you were washed out. Just as we began to achieve some success, the instructors added time pressure—bring back the right barrel number, and be back before the deadline! This was another make-or-break skill because a Special Forces soldier often operates alone on unfamiliar terrain, requiring excellent land navigation skills.


Our instructors dealt a constant dose of mental stress and physical exhaustion, but not a drill sergeant’s in-your-face shouts and silly harassment, which don’t actually mimic combat conditions. No, these imaginative Green Beret NCOs simulated combat to make the stress sensible; for instance, when a road surveillance team employed sloppy camouflage, instead of screaming profanities and dropping the soldiers for push-ups, the instructor shouted, “You’ve been spotted!” The resulting wild dash to the rally point, then quick march with rucksacks up and down hills to escape taught us the unforgettable consequences for being spotted. Stupid tactics, discipline infractions, bad field craft—each transgression instigated an aggressive enemy action that wore us down while teaching us tough lessons and inspiring the weak at heart to quit.


Whenever the going got especially tough, the instructors all but bribed us to quit. “Hot food,” they’d offer, “cold sodas—it’s yours if you want it. Just quit.” Or, an instructor would indignantly advise, “You don’t have to put up with this bullshit. I’d quit if I was you.” For many trainees, quitting was the simple solution. Good riddance. As for the rest of us, we’d have starved, gone without sleep, died, to wear the green beret. Our creed became, “You may kill us, but you cannot make us quit.”


One evening my team foolishly allowed a barbecue atmosphere to overtake us while roasting a goat, and our chuckling drew an instructor’s attention. “Air raid!” he screamed and tossed an artillery simulator. We had to rush off, tearing away raw goat flesh, which we munched as we ran, leaving the carcass behind.


Food and sleep deprivation, combined with almost constant marching and climbing, quickly wore down men’s social veneer. What was left was our soul, which the instructors incessantly tempted with offers of comfort, food, and rest. We began to lose track of time, finding our team again plodding through the waist-deep mud on the Torres Trail until each leg felt like it weighed 100 pounds, and we couldn’t remember what infraction put us there.


It became especially difficult to stay awake when pulling your hour on guard while your teammates slept. And that led to my team’s worst night in Phase One. With only one more day to go, a teammate on guard duty failed to challenge an approaching instructor; he’d probably fallen asleep but wouldn’t admit it, and the instructor himself wasn’t sure. The angry instructor led him and the three men closest to him—including myself—to a small clearing illuminated by the full moon. “Four good men were killed tonight,” he seethed, “because this man failed to do his fucking job. Do you know what you have to do now?”


He studied our blank faces. “You’re going to bury your dead.” With his heel he scraped a square on the ground. “You’ll dig six feet deep, six feet wide, and six feet long.” Each of us knew that with our small entrenching tools we’d be digging all night. The guilty man quit on the spot. Maybe he thought he was helping us by taking responsibility, but that left only three of us to dig—and the instructor wasn’t backing down. He’d return at dawn to inspect the grave.


There was no use crying about it. My teammate Bill Copley suggested that two men dig and one man rest, rotating on the half-hour. It was steady work, all night long, but we kept going with the knowledge that there was just one more day—by this time the following night, we’d be aboard Hueys flying back to Fort Bragg.


We finished a half-hour before sunrise, but we’d expended far more energy digging than we’d replaced in those half-hour naps, so we were more exhausted than ever. There was just one more day, one final exercise, we kept telling ourselves. With the end of the ordeal in sight, we were tapping into reserves of spirit and body to keep going.


That final exercise was a night raid to rescue POWs. All day we marched toward the POW camp, then performed recons, and after dark infiltrated to within sight of it. At midnight, all eight trainee teams converged to assault the camp, which we achieved to the satisfaction of our instructors. Then we split and made our separate ways to the landing zones, where helicopters would lift us back to Fort Bragg.


My team made that two-mile march in only an hour, arriving there at 0125 hours, a full fifteen minutes before the choppers were due. Lying in the bushes, I dreamt of hot food, a cold beer, a shower, then clean sheets. Life was good—we’d made it! We would be Green Berets!


Then headlights appeared and we pushed our faces to the ground to avoid being seen. A two-and-a-half-ton truck halted nearby and out stepped Sergeant First Class Torres. He walked directly to where we lay. “Your helicopters have been shot down,” he announced. “You must walk out.”


I wanted to scream. I’d squeezed through the pain, the exhaustion, inadequate food, sleep deprivation, pushed myself to make it to today—and it wasn’t over! One man began to weep. “Of course,” Torres offered, “you can quit. I’d understand, that’s OK. We have hot chow in the truck.” Several men from another team already were in there, eating and smoking cigarettes.


Like my teammates, my enthusiasm was spent, leaving only cold resolve to die or succeed. We would not quit—you can kill us but you cannot make us quit. No one on our team took up Torres’s offer.


On our map, Torres pointed to a destination twenty-two kilometers away—about fifteen miles cross-country, through swamps and streams. The intervening ground was patrolled by instructors and 82nd Airborne soldiers riding jeeps. Get caught by them, and we’d be brought back here to start again. “Be there by noon if you want to wear a green beret,” Torres warned. “One minute late is a fail.” He drove away.


We had ten hours, meaning 1.5 miles per hour, cross-country, with no allowance for breaks. Our acting team leader, a staff sergeant, had our only compass and map, so he got us headed in the right direction. Instead of bypassing obstacles, his unimaginative straight-line route sent us directly through deep washouts, swamp, and thick undergrowth, which wore us down and slowed us. The last straw came when he had us ford Big Muddy Creek at a terrible spot where the current almost swept us away. Barely dragging himself from the water, he sheepishly admitted that he’d lost our only compass in the water. Without announcing it, his spirit spent, he quit.


How could we possibly find our way? Another trainee, Jim Godwin, took the map and studied it. “We can follow the landmarks,” he suggested, an idea seconded by Sergeant Cletis Sinyard, a combat veteran of the 1st Air Cavalry. We’d travel landmark to landmark, staying close to roads—they’d be our compass—and somehow we’d evade the 82nd Airborne troops trying to hunt us down. The odds were terrible but there was no other option and no time for talk.


We were off.


I’d never been so exhausted in my life. At times I had to tell my legs to move. As quickly as we sat down for a break, we’d fall asleep. I began hallucinating, talking to a bush I imagined was a teammate. Then the helmet tied on my rucksack came loose and kept slapping my leg but I couldn’t concentrate enough to retie it. I threw it away. Whenever we heard jeeps on the roads, we’d lie down and instantly fall asleep, yet somehow someone always got the rest of us up, and we kept moving.


Time was a blur, though it flowed swiftly. One moment it was 9:00 A.M., then another moment it was 11:30, and we only had thirty minutes left. We jogged that final mile with rucksacks, and arrived at the rendezvous with three minutes to spare. Then I was gobbling down a C ration can of ham and lima beans, the most delicious meal I’d ever eaten.


For the next hour we watched others straggle in, collapse, and weep—they’d given it their all and come up short, But there was nothing they could do. The standard was the standard, and Torres enforced it.


Only once did Torres waver, I later learned from a buddy who went through another Phase One cycle. When a team arrived totally spent less than a minute after noon, Torres learned they had carried a sick teammate, and left him behind only when they reached a road where medics could find him. They’d done their absolute damnedest; these were the kind of men who should be in Special Forces. Yet the standard was clear. “I’ll tell you what,” Torres offered. “It’s forty-five kilometers (twenty-seven miles) back to Smoke Bomb Hill. You can climb aboard the trucks and ride back with us, and that’s the end, you’re terminated. But if you walk out, I’ll still give you a go.” Totally drained, their feet blistered, bloody, and swollen, three gave up.


But two determined-to-the-death men put one wobbly leg in front of the other, and started to walk toward Fort Bragg. The trucks pulled away. They walked a hundred yards to a curve, and there waiting for them was Sergeant Torres and his jeep. “Get aboard, Green Berets,” he announced. And off they rode.


The following Monday, about twenty-five of us, less than half our original class, stood formation in front of the JFK Center Chapel. Upon order, we removed our Army baseball caps and threw them away. Then, to the order “Don berets,” we placed green berets on our heads, knowing our lives would never be the same. There were still months of training ahead of us, but, as the old master sergeant had said, now we knew who really wanted to be in Special Forces.


Our graduation speaker, the Training Group sergeant major, kept his words few and his point clear: “A green beret is a hat. It’s hot in the summer and it’s cold in the winter, and it doesn’t have a bill to keep the sun out of your eyes. You do not want to be a green beret, you want to be a Special Forces soldier. And that means a lot more than any hat you may ever wear.”


Later that day, we lined up outside Training Group headquarters to be interviewed personally by the commander, Colonel George Callaway, and learn whether we’d train to be medics, commo specialists, weapons men, or demolitions men. Most of us wanted Weapons School, so we could fire dozens of exotic U.S. and foreign firearms. This was also the shortest speciality course, getting you out of training and into a real assignment the quickest. I’d crammed from Small Arms of the World, memorizing weights, lengths, and cyclic firing rates of all sorts of weapons. I told the man behind me, Glenn Uemura, a Hawaiian who’d carried our heavy .30 caliber machine gun during Phase One, “When the colonel hears what I have to say, he’s sending me straight to Weapons School!”


Indeed, I presented my case well, despite Callaway being the first full colonel I’d ever spoken to. He listened to everything I had to say, nodded thoughtfully, then announced, “I think you’ll make a much stronger commo man, with all that weapons knowledge. You’re going to Commo School.” And that was it. Glenn Uemura, too, was going to communications training, along with Jim “Mule Skinner” Pruitt, Jack Damoth, and Bill Copley, with whom I’d dug that six-by-six-by-six grave. Two thirds of our Phase One class went to commo, which just happened to fill all the vacancies in the next commo course.


Uemura, predictably nicknamed “Pineapple,” became my closest comrade in commo training, which turned out to be much more technically difficult than we’d anticipated. Not only did we have to learn all the complexities of radios and custom-made antennas, but we had to master sending and receiving Morse code, and encryption techniques. Like any other part of Special Forces training, academic failure here meant termination.


All day long, five days a week, we listened to tape recordings of Morse code “dits” and “dahs” overlaid with a human voice reciting words of similar syllable lengths. This word association system, invented by a civilian, Judson Cornish, matched a voice saying A-long with the tapped dit-dah for A, and Brake Cyl-in-der (dah dit-dit-dit) as B, and so on. As the course progressed, the Morse code volume steadily increased, and the human voice faded from our earphones. By the end of eight weeks, the human voice was gone, and we could send and receive code to Special Forces standards.


During Morse code training, one sound booth was occupied by a middle-aged master sergeant from the 3rd Special Forces Group. A qualified weapons man, what was he doing there? “Oh, I’m a team sergeant, nothing going on for a month, so I thought I’d come over here and learn Morse code.” He couldn’t have had more than three or four years left in his career, yet here he was, struggling through mentally agonizing code school, with a bunch of twenty-year-olds. A basic ethic of Special Forces, he explained, was to train and to learn. Training never ended. If you knew more than your teammates, your job was to teach them, and vice versa. I noticed that he constantly carried a paperback book tucked in his back belt, like many another Special Forces sergeant. All these NCOs were inveterate readers—from Zane Grey to Aldous Huxley, from Caesar’s Conquest of Gaul to Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land. Mostly Southern boys and largely self-taught, Special Forces NCOs, I found, were quick studies, to be intellectually underestimated at great peril. Only in Special Forces might you find a dirt-poor Mississippi boy who spoke fluent French, had graduated from a CIA lock-picking course, and was attending night school to earn his graduate degree in history from Duke University.


One night during Morse code training, while passing our company day room, I noticed a throng of men watching TV. President Lyndon B. Johnson had lost the New Hampshire primary, and now we watched him announce that he wouldn’t seek another term. As a conciliatory gesture to Hanoi, he ordered a partial bombing halt, ending air attacks against two thirds of North Vietnam. U.S. planes were now restricted to the southernmost panhandle, where supply roads led to Laos and the Demilitarized Zone. A few men thought this might end the war; most, including all the older SFers, thought it was a wasted gesture, that Hanoi would exploit it to the hilt and give nothing in return. They were proved correct.


Our communications training continued, unaffected by political developments. We learned how to operate most radios in the Army system, plus a few others unique to Special Forces. Chief among the latter was the AN/GRC-109, designed during World War II for use by secret agents. Its two waterproof black boxes—each the size of a bread loaf—could be powered by anything from flashlight batteries to the hand-cranked generator included in its air-dropped kit. Its Morse code signal could bounce off the ionosphere and transmit halfway across the world.


Every time we transmitted on the AN/GRC-109, we cut a wire antenna of different length according to the metric length of our signal frequency. To calculate this length, we learned algebraic formulas. After mastering this, we learned about all kinds of antenna variations so we could fine-tune for a particular frequency, or reduce its size, or, importantly, make its output directional to minimize the chances of the enemy finding our team by triangulating our signal.


Signal security became our most important subject, whether learning how to encrypt messages or how to avoid enemy radio direction finding. The greatest vulnerability for a force operating behind enemy lines, we learned, is its connections with the outside world, against which an enemy will mount his greatest detection effort. Find the radio, and you’ve found the team! Break his code and you’ll know his plans!


Therefore, we learned how to mask our radio signal by exploiting topography—transmit from a deep ravine or valley whose long axis points toward your receiving station. The earth will absorb the 345 degrees of radio waves emitting right, left, and to your rear, so an enemy intercept station must be along that narrow 15 degrees to your front in order to catch your signal.


An instructor told a humorous tale of an SF team on exercise in Germany that drove an American radio intercept station crazy. The signal intercept unit pretended the Green Berets were Soviet commandos, to be triangulated and attacked. Ingeniously, the SF commo men connected their transmitter to the barbed wire fence that surrounded the intercept station. Inside, the signal technicians could not understand what was wrong—according to their instruments, the team’s transmitter was everywhere! Desperate, they phoned other intercept stations to help them fix the transmitter’s location. All of them perfectly fixed the site right at the signal intercept station. The intercept team had to ante up cases of cold beer before the Green Beret commo men would explain how they’d done it.


In message encryption, we learned how to employ various grids of letters and numbers to scramble a message or substitute for letters. Then there were book codes, in which the sender and receiver agree upon using a certain book—the Bible, a Shakespeare play, an obscure book of verse. Then each Morse code message would refer to a particular page and line as the encipherment grid. With enough computer time, a sophisticated enemy could crack a book code or the various scrambled and substituted codes by comparing millions of possible solutions until they began to see understandable sentences. Therefore, these offered only limited security.


The most secure encryption, we learned, resulted from one-time pads, which use randomly generated letters to preclude any kind of pattern. As its name implies, each pad was used only once, then destroyed. So long as the encipherment employed random letters, no amount of computer analysis could find a pattern and crack the resulting messages.


Finally, we learned about duress codes, something we hoped we’d never need. A duress code is a word or group of letters that a radio operator slips into a message to let a receiving station know he’s sending the message under duress—I’ve been captured, a gun is to my head, so beware of what I report or request from you.


The twelve-week commo course wrapped up with a week-long field exercise. Students divided into four-man teams, backpacking their radios into the spectacular mountains of Pisgah National Forest. Three times a day, each team erected a custom wire antenna, then tapped out an encrypted Morse code message to Fort Bragg, some 250 miles away.


While we attended the communications course, other Special Forces students were being trained as weapons men, demolitions specialists, and medics. The entire weapons course was held right at Fort Bragg. The demo men trained there and at Fort Belvoir, Virginia, where Army engineer instructors taught them as much about building things as blowing them up. Special Forces medic training, by far the most academically demanding, put its students through training at Fort Bragg and Fort Sam Houston, Texas, where their green berets sometimes brought them into disfavor with conventional Army officers.


During one training cycle at Fort Sam Houston, the Special Forces medics were stuck in the post’s least desirable barracks, an isolated building across the street from post headquarters. The SF guys suspected they were isolated to keep their mischief in check. They ignored the affront, but could not ignore the room-jarring explosion each morning at 0600 hours when an MP honor guard fired a 37mm howitzer in front of post headquarters. The post commander—who conveniently lived miles away—thought this an inspiring way to start the day, and cared not one hoot about the effect on those Green Berets across the street.


Eventually, the medics took matters into their own hands. Expropriating a bucket of golf balls from a local driving range, the Green Beret medics stuffed an old mop head down the howitzer’s bore as wadding, then poured in the balls. When the MP honor guard next fired the gun—KABOOM!—the golf balls shattered almost every window in the post headquarters building. There was hell to pay, but no one was able to prove a thing. And it did end the early morning explosions.


Whether medics, weapons men, demo specialists, or commo men, after finishing our respective speciality training we had a few weeks of downtime before we all got back together for the last portion of SF training, Phase Two. Of course, we couldn’t be left to our own devices, so the Training Group cadre generated make-work details to keep us out of trouble.


Every morning, just after the 0800 hours formation, those of us awaiting Phase Two were greeted by a master sergeant with a clipboard, who issued assignments to clean out classrooms, or paint walls, or sweep parking lots, or pick up pine cones. By the third morning, my classmate Bill Copley arrived at formation with a push broom; while the master sergeant was assigning details, Bill started sweeping the sidewalk, gradually working his way around the corner of the building. He was gone. He spent the rest of the day sitting in the nearby woods, reading a book. Several of us later duplicated Copley’s feat, a practice we called “ghosting”—making yourself invisible, disappearing. As long as we stayed out of trouble, the Training Group cadre didn’t try very hard to find us.


The most extreme case of ghosting had to be a guy from Boston who had two months to wait for the next medic course. To stay busy, he was told to monitor coal furnaces in a dozen old buildings on Smoke Bomb Hill. During his first morning’s rounds he came upon a civilian employee doing exactly the same thing. So he went home to Boston and every few days phoned a buddy at Fort Bragg. He was never missed.


For most of us, though, a few days of ghosting and we were ready for something challenging, so we volunteered to be aggressors for the current Phase One class, supporting Sergeant Torres and his Camp Mackall instructors. Some fifteen of us trucked out to Mackall, where we lived under the stars, far from the formalities of Training Group, led by three older NCOs who’d just finished Weapons School—Sergeant First Class David Higgins, and Staff Sergeants Ricardo Davis and Earl Savage.


Day and night we were the bad guys making life difficult for Phase One students who, just like us three months earlier, were encouraged to quit whenever the going got tough. It wasn’t nearly so tough for us, as aggressors, though we ate the same food as the students. By now it had become second nature to dress and roast chickens and rabbits on an open fire. When my buddy Walter Horion and I cooked, we even coated our birds with the barbecue sauce we brought along.


One evening, sitting around the fire, we speculated on where we’d be assigned after graduation. Everyone wanted combat with the 5th Special Forces Group, the Green Beret unit serving in Vietnam. Many 5th Group men were assigned to A-Camps, remote outposts where a twelve-man Special Forces A-Team recruited, trained, and advised Vietnamese peasants or Montagnard hill tribesmen. Most A-Camps overlooked the border or sat astride major infiltration routes, where they became burrs under the enemy’s saddle. Some of the heaviest Special Forces fighting had been defending besieged A-Camps.


Another possibility was serving in a Mike Force, or Mobile Strike Force. Led by a nucleus of Green Berets, these companies and battalions of Chinese Nungs or Montagnards were America’s counterpart to the British Gurkhas. Developed as reaction forces for A-Camps that had been attacked, they’d become conventional light infantry, fighting as much as any American unit in the war. It was not unusual for an NCO to command a 100-man Mike Force company, and when short of officers, NCOs ran the whole battalion. Imagine, a Green Beret sergeant first class commanding as many combat troops as a U.S. Army lieutenant colonel!


Project Delta, too, was a coveted assignment, running reconnaissance in some of the enemy’s most heavily defended enclaves in South Vietnam.


Sitting around the fire, one man started to weigh which of these would be the best assignment, when a voice cut him off.


“That’s not all there is,” Ricardo Davis interrupted. “There’s something else.” An amiable New Mexico native with an easygoing spirit, Ricardo had already done one Vietnam combat tour, with the 101st Airborne Division. While waiting for Hueys to lift his company from an airfield near the Laotian border, he said, he’d witnessed something very odd, like nothing he’d seen in Vietnam. “These guys got off some unmarked helicopters. They were dressed in North Vietnamese uniforms. And they carried silenced weapons—British Sten guns. I saw ’em myself.”


“Well,” another NCO asked, “who were they?”


“I don’t know. But I’m sure they were SF.”


Another man added that during weapons training he’d heard vague references to men running for days on end deep behind enemy lines, even getting B-52 bombers in support. These things were so closely held we couldn’t tell how much of it was real. No one knew exactly who these secret operatives were, or where they were, or how to get to that unit. But we’d all heard fourth-hand accounts, incredible stories of wild missions and names like Mad Dog Shriver, Moose Monroe, Billy Waugh, Jason T. Woodworth, Skip Minnicks. There wasn’t a man in Special Forces who hadn’t been told Mad Dog’s amazing rejoinder when an officer had radioed him, concerned because his encircled team might be overrun. Shriver replied, “No, sweat. I’ve got ’em right where I want ’em—surrounded from the inside.” Six weeks earlier, Skip Minnicks and Major George Quamo had led two dozen men into Lang Vei, the Special Forces camp overrun by tanks, and had rescued the survivors. These were legendary deeds, and legendary men.


All of this had something to do with SOG—but we could not even find out what those letters stood for. It remained a great mystery.


Peace talks had begun in Paris, but at Fort Bragg we were too busy in Phase Two to pay much attention. Reassembled now as qualified medics, weapons men, demo men, and commo men, we were led by already qualified SF NCOs acting as team sergeants. In Phase One we’d been trained as guerrillas; now, in Phase Two, based on the “it-takes-a-rat-to-catch-a-rat” philosophy, we would be trained for counter-guerrilla operations.


The weeks flowed swiftly, and soon we were parachuting into North Carolina’s Uwharrie National Forest for our week-long final exercise. This culminated in my team simulating the destruction of a major highway bridge. Although we escaped clean, the exercise controllers turned us over to the aggressors, so their military intelligence interrogators could practice on us, and we’d have some experience at resisting interrogation.


There was no real torture, per se, but we were softened up by being kept in small cages, or forced to kneel in a pit full of water for hours. At one point, an interrogator laid a handkerchief over my face and slowly poured a canteen of water across it, giving the uncomfortable sensation that I was drowning. Within a day, we were liberated by another A-Team, then just a forced march and that was it. Training was finished.


After the graduation ceremony in the JFK Center headquarters auditorium, many of us posed for family photos beside the just installed Special Forces memorial stone, dedicated on 4 July 1968 by actor John Wayne. As brand-new Special Forces soldiers, we hoped to prove worthy of its simple inscription: “In Tribute to the men of the Green Beret, United States Army Special Forces, whose valiant exploits will ever inspire mankind.”


About half our men immediately received orders for Vietnam, to the 5th Special Forces Group. The rest of us were sent to other groups, though we knew it would not be long before we, too, would be off for Southeast Asia. I was assigned to the 7th Special Forces Group, only a few blocks from my Training Group barracks.


That summer of 1968, the 7th Group seemed a holding force—half the men were just back from a Special Forces tour in Vietnam, expecting another tour; and the rest of us were awaiting orders for our first tour in Vietnam. We trained, and cross-trained in other specialties, but Vietnam was always on our minds.


By mid-September my patience was gone. I could wait no longer. A senior NCO had given me a Pentagon phone number used by old hands when they wanted a Special Forces overseas assignment. I dialed it from a phone booth. A woman with a pretty Southern accent and a friendly voice answered. Mrs. Billy Alexander listened sympathetically, then promised to do her best to get me to Vietnam.


Sure enough, less than a month later I had orders to the 5th Special Forces Group. I couldn’t believe it was that easy! I could have kissed her.


On the eve of the 1968 presidential election, I was home on leave when President Johnson ordered a complete halt to bombing inside North Vietnam, an accommodation to spur Hanoi’s Paris negotiators into serious discussions, and to boost election prospects for Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey. Hanoi gave nothing in return.


On election night, I was in the Hall of States at the Learnington Hotel in Minneapolis, Humphrey’s national campaign headquarters. Admitted by a ticket from my father’s labor union, all night I drank free liquor, ate free food, and listened to Peter, Paul and Mary. I couldn’t have cared less about politics—it all seemed a great lark. But it was a historic occasion, and I listened there in the ballroom to Humphrey’s concession speech, wondering what the future would bring.


Three weeks later, I was at Fort Lewis, Washington, among thousands of replacements shipping out for Vietnam, everyone from cooks to helicopter mechanics and infantrymen. Organized into 150-man planeloads, we faced a three-day wait before our charter flight departed, during which time the Fort Lewis cadre would keep us out of trouble with endless trash pickups and pointless formations. As we formed for yet another keep-busy detail, a Green Beret sergeant first class stepped before our 150-man formation and called authoritatively, “All Special Forces personnel! Fall out for PT!” A Fort Lewis NCO objected, so the Green Beret sergeant offered, “Anyone else want some physical training, just fall in right here. We’re starting with a five-mile run, then an hour of Army Drill One.”


No one else joined the nine of us standing in our own little formation.


“Attention!” the Green Beret sergeant ordered. “Right face! Forward march!” No sooner were we out of sight than he commanded, “Halt! Left face! At ease.” He grinned. “OK guys, you’re on your own.”


So we avoided the silly make-work, instead hanging around bars and coffee shops until our plane departed. Then it was a twenty-hour flight to Vietnam, during which we Green Berets sat together, wondering where we’d be assigned. Several men wanted to be in the Mike Force, a couple others wanted to try out Project Delta, and one said he’d try to go back to the same A-Camp where he’d served an earlier tour.


I thought about that mysterious outfit Ricardo Davis had mentioned, the guys who wore enemy uniforms and carried silenced weapons. The mysterious guys called SOG.
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Was there really a SOG? You sure couldn’t tell looking around Nha Trang, the seaside resort town where the 5th Special Forces Group was headquartered. No office bore that title, and SOG was not listed anywhere among 5th SFG elements. Maybe it really was a myth—after all, I’d never seen or heard any confirmation of those whispers at Fort Bragg. After two days of snooping around, I got nowhere.


Even worse, I hadn’t volunteered for any other unit, such as the Mike Force, so an in-processing clerk told me I’d been designated for the 5th Group’s Signal Company. The eight men I’d arrived with would go their separate ways the next morning, and I’d be stuck in Nha Trang as a rear echelon radio operator. I detested the prospect.


That evening, I sat in the NCO club, complaining about my plight. Then, as fate would have it, in strolled Bill Gabbard, a teammate from Phase Two who’d been in Vietnam about three months. Over drinks we recalled the exciting adventures we’d talked about back at Fort Bragg. Then Bill’s companion, an SF sergeant, nodded an “OK” to him, a gesture that caused Bill to slide his chair closer to the table and lower his voice. “John, do you want to do the real shit? The shit you came into SF to do?” Of course I did. “Go to CCN,” he advised. “Don’t ask, we can’t tell you. Just go to CCN—Command and Control North.”


“Well, at least tell me what it’s like.”


“Oh, it’s dangerous, dangerous as shit,” his companion interjected. “But it’s really a good deal. You’re going to get killed anyhow. May as well come up to CCN and get a good deal out of it.”


That cinched it. The next morning I attempted to volunteer but it was too late. The in-processing clerk passed out assignment slips to the nine of us, mostly mid-grade NCOs, along with my old friend from Training Group, Glenn Uemura, and an African-American weapons man, Reinald Pope. Both their slips said, “CCN.” Mine read, “Signal Company.”


“Does everyone have an assignment?” the clerk asked. I palmed the assignment slip, then raised my hand. “I didn’t get one,” I lied, “but I’m supposed to go to CCN, with Uemura.” Hurriedly, he scribbled “CCN” on a piece of paper, handed it to me, and that was that.


So instead of Signal Company, I was processed for CCN, whatever that was.


Glenn and Reinald knew as little about CCN as I did. Like me, they’d been advised to volunteer without knowing where or what it was. The following morning, we boarded the strangest C-130 transport plane I’d ever seen. Nicknamed a “Blackbird” because of its distinct black and forest green paint scheme, the plane’s nose bore a folded yoke, part of a special apparatus for extracting secret agents from the ground. Its U.S. insignia were painted on removable metal plates, so they easily could be taken off. Inside the C-130, the cargo compartment’s forward third was curtained off with a warning: TOP SECRET. Squeezed into the remaining seats was a smorgasbord of passengers—Chinese, Vietnamese, Americans in civilian clothes, armed and unarmed Green Berets, and nondescript Asians whose nationality I could not even guess.


An hour later, we touched down at the sprawling Da Nang airbase, the busiest military airfield in the world. Then we rode aboard an open truck onto the CCN compound, past several armed guards and a RESTRICTED AREA sign that forbade photography. Situated on a sandy beach on the South China Sea, CCN’s barbed wire compound measured about two square blocks, overshadowed by 1,000-foot-high Marble Mountain jutting from the sand a quarter-mile away.


Still, no one told us anything. The CCN administrative NCO assured us that all our questions would be answered in the morning.


Thus, there was quite a sense of anticipation the next day when Uemura, Pope, and I sat in a CCN conference room dominated by a wall-size red curtain boldly labeled TOP SECRET. We could not tell what was on the other side. Minutes dragged by.


Then the CCN commander arrived in all his magnificence, garbed in a black windbreaker over jungle fatigue pants and shower shoes, his head topped by a green beret. From his lips he pulled a cigarette holder, tapped off an ash, and announced, “Hi. I’m Jack Warren.”


With practiced flair, Lieutenant Colonel Warren swept aside the top secret curtain, then watched our amazed faces as reality sunk in. It was a large map. Examining it, I looked for familiar South Vietnamese place names, but they were way, way over on the right edge. In a few seconds, I understood—this was a map of southern Laos.


“Gentlemen,” Colonel Warren continued, “welcome to Command and Control North.”


He pointed his cigarette holder to a grease-penciled box on the map, at least a dozen miles inside Laos. “We have a recon team here monitoring truck traffic on Highway 922.” Not far away, he tapped two other boxes. “This one is watching a river ford over the Xe Kong River. And these guys are looking for a regimental base camp, so we can hit it with a B-52 strike.”


Down south about 100 miles, where Laos ended at the border with Cambodia, another five teams were in place, having inserted from a CCN forward operating base at Kontum, in the Central Highlands of South Vietnam.


This program, Warren boasted, was the first in American military history in which a prolonged special operations effort was supported exclusively by air—for insertion, extraction, and fire support.


“Mostly,” he explained, “we gather intelligence.” But when the opportunity presented itself, “We do to them what they do to our troops in South Vietnam.” This meant that CCN teams mined enemy roads, ambushed units, and called air strikes on hidden bases. “We make them pay a price for each pound of supplies they bring south, for each mile they travel the Ho Chi Minh Trail.”


Ho Chi Minh Trail? I’d seen press photos of Vietcong coolies pushing bicycles and assumed the enemy hand-carried supplies along small footpaths. This map displayed an intricate highway system—a spiderweb of red lines depicting hundreds of miles of road—maintained not by peasant guerrillas but by many thousands of North Vietnamese regulars—the North Vietnamese Army, NVA—using heavy engineering equipment. Some 10,000 trucks rolled nightly on the Trail. The scale of it astonished me. Hanoi’s troops had pushed the Laotian inhabitants out of an area the size of Massachusetts, then occupied it as if it were their own territory. From there they were supporting and running the whole war in South Vietnam. “Last year alone,” Warren noted, “the enemy brought 235,000 men down the Trail.”


Into the sanctuary of this neutral territory, along with Cambodia down south, entire enemy divisions withdrew for safety and rest between battles in South Vietnam. Once across the border there, they were immune from American ground action, Warren explained. “Except by us.” For diplomatic reasons above my level of comprehension, the U.S. government had chosen to disavow these cross-border missions, so they were classified top secret and officially denied. The North Vietnamese insisted they had no troops in Laos or Cambodia, so the United States did likewise.


Dedicated Special Forces soldiers, not one of us even looked to each other or whispered. If those were the conditions under which we must fight, we accepted it.


“You will not keep a diary or journal,” he ordered. “Your letters are subject to censorhip. You are forbidden to tell anyone outside here what you are doing. We train Vietnamese and Montagnards, that’s all. On paper we belong to the 5th Special Forces Group. In reality, we work for SOG, that’s the Studies and Observations Group, down in Saigon. Even that relationship is classified secret, so if anyone asks, you don’t even know what SOG is. Any questions?”


I had to keep from laughing. As hard as I’d tried to find SOG, I had stumbled into it without even realizing it. Pope, Uemura, and I each signed a nondisclosure agreement, committing us to keep the secrets of SOG or face ten years in federal prison, a $10,000 fine, or both. That done, Colonel Warren shook our hands, wished us well, and left as quickly as he’d appeared.


So, there really was a SOG. And now I was in it. Excitement swept over me. As I walked across the CCN compound, I kept seeing in my mind movie images of the Norwegian Resistance ambushing German convoys and disappearing into the friendly forest. This was going to be great!


A voice behind me called, “Hey, so now you know!” It was Bill Gabbard, grinning. I grabbed his hand and thanked him for getting me to CCN.


In Bill’s team room, I was drawn to a silencer-equipped British Sten gun hanging over his bunk. I hefted it and observed, “This confirms it.” Bill looked to me curiously. “Back at Bragg, a guy named Ricardo Davis told me he’d seen guys in NVA uniforms carrying silenced Sten guns. Sure enough, this is the unit.”


Gabbard chuckled. “And a hell of a coincidence, ’cause Ricardo Davis is here, too. He’s on Recon Team Copperhead, with Jim Lamotte.” Another friend from my commo course, Jim “Mule Skinner” Pruitt, was on Recon Team Asp. Special Forces was a small world.


Bill and I spent the afternoon firing his Sten gun down on the beach, watching its 9mm slugs splash into the waves, but so quiet you couldn’t hear it above the rolling surf. After chow, we sat in the NCO club, where Bill offered valuable advice, like, “Only drink in bars with chicken coop wire inside the windows.” Why? “So grenades can’t be thrown through the glass.” That made sense. “And when staying at House 22,” CCN’s safe house in downtown Da Nang, he continued, “always take a top bunk.”


“In case a grenade rolls in the door?”


“No!” Bill laughed. “So the guy in the top bunk can’t puke on you.”


Gabbard walked me back to my room in the transient billet, where Glenn Uemura and Reinald Pope already had climbed into their bunks. I sat on my bunk, and noticed bullet holes in the plywood wall. Pope pointed to a dozen more holes and asked, “Say, did some fool fire a weapon in here?”


Bill’s smile evaporated. “Sapper attack.”


“Sappers?” For the first time I noticed brown stains in the floor—old blood-stains, big ones.


“North Vietnamese commandos,” Gabbard explained. “A hundred of ’em came across the beach, hit the camp back in August. They blew guys up in their bunks with satchel charges or shot ’em when they ran out the doors. That’s why a lot of us ended up here, replacements for those guys.”


We slept uncomfortably that night, in other men’s deathbeds.


Dawn brought Christmas Eve day, and a promised meeting with the CCN sergeant major, who would give us our individual assignments. We never met him. Instead, we repacked our bags and caught another C-130 Blackbird; along with a staff sergeant from Da Nang we’d been reassigned to the CCN forward operating base at Kontum.


By noon, the populous coastal plain was far behind us, replaced below by an endless carpet of jungled hills, the Central Highlands of South Vietnam, home to the country’s mountain—or, in French, Montagnard—hill tribesmen. Soon, we touched down at Kontum airfield, rolled past a wrecked World War II-era C-46 transport plane, there since God knows when, then the pilot reversed engines, and we taxied to a waiting flatbed truck. Uemura, Pope, the staff sergeant, and I climbed onto the flatbed while a forklift transferred freight. That’s how we rode through Kontum city, sitting atop cargo boxes, an M-16 rifle I’d drawn at Da Nang resting in my lap.


The capital of Kontum Province, with perhaps 10,000 population, Kontum had architecture that reminded me of a Mexican border town, except many buildings still bore bullet pockmarks from the heavy fighting of the Tet Offensive, when 600 North Vietnamese Army soldiers had been killed here. As our truck passed civilians along the unpaved streets, I kept my M-16 ready, alert for anything. But there was no real threat.


We had to drive two miles south of Kontum to reach CCN’s Forward Operating Base Two (FOB-2), like the Da Nang compound, about two square blocks of single-story, mostly clapboard buildings. FOB-2 straddled Highway 14, Kontum Province’s main north-south road, which cut the compound into halves. Each half was encircled by a perimeter of outward-facing sandbagged bunkers, then three rows of stacked barbed wire.


At the east gate, we were halted by security guards who inspected our truck’s underside for bombs hidden by VC terrorists. Then we were waved inside, into an ant heap of humanity. We passed Vietnamese soldiers in red berets and camouflage uniforms, then more Vietnamese in plain uniforms bearing no rank. Men with darker skin, apparently Montagnard tribesmen, squatted in a circle, smoking cigarettes. Still more Vietnamese, identifiable as helicopter crewmen by their gray flight suits and aviator sunglasses, walked toward the helipad where five H-34 choppers sat. I saw dozens of Vietnamese women—cleaning women and cooks in white blouses and black pajama pants with conical straw hats, or other women in more fashionable silk Ao Dai tops, marking them as higher-caste clerks and nurses. There was a hustle in this place, and purpose in everyone’s walk.


Just ahead, Special Forces NCOs and officers clustered around a cement block building, the Tactical Operations Center, their clean uniforms and shined boots a sure sign of staff duty.


Then as we climbed from the truck and grabbed our bags, I noticed three Green Beret NCOs with scruffy boots talking to nine dark-skinned Montagnards, all of them heavily armed, their web gear draped with live grenades and loaded magazine pouches. Beyond them stood a single-story clapboard building, a sign hanging over its door, “Recon Company.”


Moments later, the four of us were standing before the FOB-2 sergeant major’s desk, while he delivered a predictable welcome. After finishing, he asked our assignment preference; Pope, Uemura, and I all requested recon. As quickly, he announced, “OK, you’re in recon company.” He looked to the staff sergeant who’d flown in with us. “And you, Sergeant?”


Sweat had formed on his forehead. “I can best serve the unit, I think, Sergeant Major, in the Communications Section. I have experience as a commo supervisor.”


“We can use a commo chief. We’ll give you a shot.”


Relief swept over his face. For the remainder of his year at Kontum, he so fastidiously stayed in the underground Commo Center that I hardly ever saw him again.


Our in-briefing here at Kontum wasn’t nearly as dramatic as Lieutenant Colonel Warren’s had been in Da Nang, the major difference between the two compounds being the cross-border areas in which these SOG units operated. As the FOB-2 operations captain explained, CCN forces based at Da Nang and Phu Bai roamed the DMZ and southern Laos from about forty-five miles northwest of Khe Sanh southward for perhaps 100 miles, to where Laotian Highway 165 entered South Vietnam. Our Kontum-based FOB-2 forces picked up Laos from Highway 165 southward, then extended another fifty miles into Cambodia.


Thus, from Kontum we were penetrating a 100-mile front of Laos and Cambodia, to a depth of about eighteen miles to the west, an area half-again the size of Rhode Island.


South of our area of operations, we learned, another SOG unit, CCS, or Command and Control South—based in Ban Me Thuot—ran missions into Cambodia.


The U.S. State Department demanded a higher level of deniability for operations in Cambodia because its ruler, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, had convinced much of the world his country was truly neutral, despite the presence of many thousands of North Vietnamese and Vietcong soldiers. This political sensitivity increased our restrictions: SOG teams going into Cambodia had to be sterile, that is, armed with foreign weapons and untraceable gear, and no matter how dire your situation, no tactical air support would come to your aid. You were practically on your own.


There was no debate; these were the rules and we accepted them.


The combat forces at FOB-2 were made up of recon teams—of which we had about eighteen fully manned, though twenty-four were authorized—and three Hatchet Force companies. Each recon team was assigned three Americans and nine native soldiers, although the team leader likely took only six or eight men on most missions. Teams at Kontum were named for states—Recon Team Ohio or Recon Team Texas—while those at Da Nang were named for poisonous snakes and those at Ban Me Thuot for tools. Kontum’s 100-man Hatchet Force companies were organized much like Mike Forces, with a nucleus of four Green Berets leading each forty-man Nung or Montagnard platoon, adding three more Americans to lead each company of three platoons. Recon teams almost always operated independently, with five or six constantly on the ground in Laos and Cambodia. The larger Hatchet Force companies and platoons, however, required extensive helicopter support, reducing how often they could be fielded.


After the briefing, Pope, Uemura, and I carried our bags to the recon company office where the first sergeant, Lionel “Choo-Choo” Pinn, chewed on his unlit cigar and grumbled to himself. As the wreathlike patch on his right shoulder attested, Pinn, a large, half-Seminole veteran, had served in World War II with an Airborne-Ranger battalion. His Combat Infantryman’s Badge, sewn over his right shirt pocket, bore two stars, meaning he’d seen combat in three wars—World War II, Korea, and Vietnam.


Since Sergeant Pope was older and already an NCO, Pinn could deal with him, immediately assigning him to a team. But Glenn Uemura and I were young, not even sergeants yet, and Pinn wasn’t sure where to send such tender-feet. In Glenn’s case, the problem solved itself when the team leader of RT Hawaii, Sergeant First Class Bill Delima, heard that a fellow Hawaiian from Hilo had arrived. He scooped up Glenn like a long-lost brother, and off they went to their team room.


While Pinn mulled over my team assignment, he told me to go unpack and draw my field gear from supply. That proved a snap because the supply sergeant was Dave Higgins, who’d been on aggressor duty with me at Camp Mackall. Dave already had served on the Hatchet Force, then came here to supply. He couldn’t do enough to help, fixing me up with all my standard gear, plus SOG’s unique off-the-books items, such as a black windbreaker like Colonel Warren had worn, along with a special SOG knife, a Swiss Army knife, and a commercial Seiko wristwatch. As Higgins told me, those were mine to keep, courtesy of SOG.


I’d completely forgotten it was Christmas Eve until I walked into the NCO club and discovered the crazy culture I’d fallen into. Despite Kontum’s out-of-the-way location, these resourceful Green Berets had recruited a major band, the Surfaris, famous for their top ten hit “Surfer Joe.” Just about every one of our 225 Green Berets was squeezed into an NCO club half the size of a basketball court where the rock band’s amplified music shook the roof. How could this little club possibly afford the Surfaris? Simple, we sold quality liquor to underage U.S. 4th Infantry Division soldiers and other Americans in defiance of official rationing rules. Therefore, while the typical Vietnam NCO club was a plywood and tin firetrap, ours looked like a nice Stateside cocktail lounge, complete with handmade teak furniture flown back from Taiwan aboard a SOG C-130 Blackbird. In addition to a first-class stereo system, we even offered flush toilets, an unheard-of luxury in Vietnam.


Peering through the heavy cigarette smoke, I couldn’t believe the variety of attire. In one corner, an eccentric NCO in a camouflage tuxedo swapped stories with friends, while in another corner a drunken pilot danced on a table, wearing only cowboy boots, a helmet, and a pistol belt arranged so his holster covered his crotch. Other men wore everything from cutoff jeans to bowling shirts. A lot of booze had already been consumed, and the night was still young.


When finally I got a beer and found a seat, it was beside several Vietnamese women, one of whom spoke with a heavy whiskey voice. Known as “Helen,” she patted my knee and smiled. “You new guy,” she said, “you cherry boy.” An NCO behind her called above the loud music, “Hey, Helen, show him your pussy!” Exactly as asked, she hefted her skirt to her naked waist, threatening, “My monkey gonna catch you!” I backed away, only to be tongued in my ear by another Green Beret, which caused a cluster of recon NCOs to snicker at my shocked reaction. They had me marked as a new guy. At their urging I downed a few shots of liquor, but they kept up the harassment until I tongued the ear of the man who’d tongued mine. After that we all listened to the Surfaris’ renditions of Beach Boys hits and Johnny Rivers songs—“Secret Agent Man” was especially well done, eliciting enthusiastic cheers.


The partying might have gone on much longer, but about midnight someone emptied an M-16, full-auto, not far from the club, instigating a full alert. When that klaxon sounded, the club emptied in ten seconds, everyone scrambling to get his weapon and go to his assigned alert locations. The shooter turned out to be an inebriated Montagnard, who’d fired his weapon in the air to celebrate Christmas. The club didn’t reopen.


It was difficult sleeping those first nights, difficult adapting to the heat, adapting to mortars firing illumination flares, and adapting to 175mm guns two miles away at Firebase Mary Lou, whose concussion rattled my building each time they fired.


Then there was the Cobra alarm clock. Every morning, around 0700, my mind detected a distant buzz that grew and grew until a noisy WHOP-WHOP-WHOP-WHOP! roared overhead, a pair of Cobra gunships buzzing the compound. Momentarily six Huey helicopters joined them, then all landed on our helipad for the pilots to attend the FOB-2 daily mission briefing.


Those first days passed slowly. Like every first sergeant in the Army, Lionel Pinn felt obliged to keep his soldiers busy, so while I awaited my team assignment he sent me over to help our club manager recover from the Christmas party. The manager, an immense sergeant first class, “Big Bob” Barnes, could have been an NFL defensive lineman, but, I learned, he had been a recon team leader.


Big Bob had once slipped into an NVA battalion bivouac area and stolen a 100-pound Chinese-made radio set—complete with codebooks—by just hefting it over his shoulder and running off with it. The problem was, few men wanted to go to the field with him, concerned that were he wounded, they couldn’t carry him. Eventually that stark reality ended his recon days, putting him here, in the club.


But that recon background made Barnes a better club manager, because he understood the stress-relieving antics of men just back from combat. I watched a half-dozen drunken men stumble into the club demanding drinks—it was hardly 11:00 A.M.—but Barnes served them, and then ignored them when they attempted to guzzle flaming shots of brandy, setting themselves and their clothes on fire. Instead of threats or shouts, he just waved his hand and explained, “Aw, they’re just recon guys on stand-down. Don’t pay ’em no heed.”


“Stand-down”—a week to unwind after each mission—was one of CCN’s privileges.


On my way back to the recon company office, I paused as an eight-man recon team—three Americans and five Montagnard tribesmen—filed out the front gate, headed for the chopper pad. Led by a Montagnard, or Yard, as they were known, in NVA uniform carrying an AK, they were an imposing sight: Except for two indigenous soldiers with grenade launchers, the rest bore CAR-15s, the folding stock, submachine gun version of the M-16, and lots and lots of ordnance. Just looking at the way they walked and carried their weapons I could tell they were damned good. I wished I was going with them.


In the recon company orderly room I found First Sergeant Pinn and our company commander, Captain Edward Lesesne, a very impressive Special Forces officer. Already on his second SOG tour, he was as much a gunfighter as any of the NCOs. A few months earlier, when recon men grumbled that it was becoming too dangerous to snatch enemy prisoners from the Ho Chi Minh Trail, Captain Lesesne didn’t criticize or cajole them—he accompanied a team into Laos and snatched an NVA himself, SOG’s first Laotian prisoner in nine months. Prior to his SOG service, Lesesne had been on the classified Special Forces mission in Bolivia that led to the capture and execution of Cuba’s infamous revolutionary Che Guevara.


Lesesne had good news. “First Sergeant Pinn and I have assigned you to Recon Team New Mexico. They’re in training right now, because the assistant team leader is gone to school. The team leader is on his way over here to meet you.” At last, I was a full-fledged recon man.


Specialist Five Larry Stephens, my new team leader, arrived, shook my hand, and led me away. Like me, Stephens was a commo man, but months in the FOB-2 commo section had added unwanted pounds to his frame. He was glad that now, with me aboard, he had a complete team.


Our RT New Mexico team room measured maybe ten feet by twenty, enough to accommodate the three Americans, while our nine Vietnamese were housed separately, in their own team room, about 100 yards away. After helping me move in my gear, Stephens explained, “Our third man, Billy Simmons, is down at One-Zero School.” This was a SOG course, named for the recon team leader’s code number—One-Zero. The most prestigious title in SOG, recon team leaders were always called One-Zeros, and commanded automatic respect.


Likewise, an assistant team leader had a code number—the One-One. On RT New Mexico, the absent Sergeant Billy Simmons was the One-One. And me? I held the third slot as One-Two, or radio operator, the newest man, stuck with carrying the heavy team radio, a PRC-25. But I didn’t mind that one bit, now that I was on a team.


Stephens explained that each recon team had indigenous soldiers of the same ethnic group—Chinese Nungs, or Montagnard tribesmen, or, as we had, Vietnamese. Our men were not soldiers but mercenaries, hired and paid by SOG, which also got them a draft deferment. SOG duty was more dangerous than service in the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), that is, the South Vietnamese Army, but our men received much higher pay, better living conditions, and less regimentation than the ARVN.


When I met them, our nine Vietnamese mercenaries seemed a cheery lot, smiling a great deal, which they apparently thought compensated for their lack of English. I found myself doing the same, nodding and smiling to demonstrate goodwill, but completely unable to communicate until I learned to speak through the team interpreter. I managed not to offend anyone, so at least initially I thought I was doing all right.


It was my proudest moment thus far in Special Forces, that next morning, to stand formation with RT New Mexico. Just before formation, First Sergeant Pinn’s stereo blared with Kate Smith’s “God Bless America,” then he marched out before us and called, “Atten-shun!”


Our recon teams stood in files, with the One-Zero at the head. I was behind Stephens when he saluted and called, “Recon Team New Mexico, present!” Behind me stood our nine Vietnamese, in order of their mercenary rank. After all the teams had reported, Pinn called, “At ease,” stuck his cigar back in his mouth, and began his administrative announcements.


Only eight teams stood formation that morning. I was surprised to notice that some One-Zeros were not their team’s highest-ranking man. Ralph Rodd, for instance, One-Zero of RT Colorado, had to be five years younger and one stripe shorter than his One-One, behind him. Here in SOG, rank did not determine leadership; experience and ability meant far more than the stripes or bars a man wore.


I was also struck by how few Green Berets and how few teams actually comprised recon company. There were then six teams in the field, plus four teams on stand-down, which combined with the teams here in formation yielded eighteen total teams. These fifty-four Green Berets were targeted across a 100-mile-wide stretch of the Cambodian and Laotian border, an area occupied by at least 40,000 North Vietnamese soldiers. So much was expected of so few.


Yet these small numbers were deceptive, for these ranks concentrated some of the finest talent in American special operations. RT California under the lanky One-Zero Joe Walker constantly ran the toughest targets in Laos, because SOG headquarters knew he’d succeed where others might fail. I envied Glenn Uemura, standing there with RT Hawaii, a first-string team led by Bill Delima, with Lonnie Pulliam, a former Florida state trooper, as One-One. RT Delaware, with One-Zero Joe Van Diver and One-One Robert Van Hall, could take on any target, as could RT Kentucky, led by Robert “Squirrel” Sprouse, or RT Wyoming with One-Zero Jon Davidson and One-One Craig Davis.


The rest of us were teams that hadn’t yet proven themselves—like RT New Mexico—or teams recovering from losses, or a few teams that fell somewhere in between. There wasn’t a set pecking order, but everyone pretty well knew the best teams by their results. Still, any target behind enemy lines could prove hazardous beyond expectations, so every team had to be ready for the toughest situation.


After formation, the Americans gathered around the recon company training NCO, Sergeant First Class Robert Howard, the most impressive man I ever met in Special Forces. Physically imposing, he stood just six feet, but every ounce of his 170 pounds was solid muscle, backed up by an attitude that didn’t take much lightly. Already on his third tour in Vietnam, he twice had been recommended for the Congressional Medal of Honor, only to have it downgraded to a Distinguished Service Cross and a Silver Star.


Despite his well-known combat prowess, he spoke humbly, matter-of-factly, in a smooth Alabama accent, as he reviewed that day’s training with the One-Zeros. Most team leaders had planned range firing, or tactical exercises in the nearby jungle, some of which sounded suspiciously like sleeping under the trees. That didn’t much bother Howard. “Oh, if y’all screw off, don’t worry ’bout Bob Howard catchin’ you. No, sir, the NVA’s gonna kill you, then you’ll know you should’a trained harder.” He squinted an ironic grin, looking much like Clint Eastwood playing Dirty Harry. But Howard wasn’t playing.


More than anything, he was pleased because he’d been the acting recon company first sergeant until Lionel Pinn had arrived a week earlier. Though Howard was now the training NCO, he knew this was only temporary, and he’d soon be back where he preferred to be, in combat.


RT New Mexico, by contrast, would not soon be in combat. Larry Stephens had me and the Vietnamese grab our weapons and web gear, and we spent the morning walking along a dirt road and through a friendly Montagnard village.


From time to time, we reacted to simulated enemy contacts by jumping for cover and pretending to fire back. Stephens sweat profusely, halting our training several times to drink water. During a break, I examined Stephens’s custom-made web gear, five canvas claymore mine bags he’d had a local seamstress sew in a circle, with a tie in the front. He could carry lots of magazines and grenades, he showed me. But the rig didn’t seem very rugged.


Training would be better, Stephens promised, when Billy Simmons got back from One-Zero School. An extra week or two of training with Simmons, and we’d be ready for our first target.


That afternoon a passing NCO knocked on our team room door and hollered, “A team’s coming in—got shot out!” He didn’t hang around, just left straightaway for the helipad. Stephens was gone, so I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. Another passing NCO saw me standing in the door, waved, “C’mon,” so I followed him.


By the time we got to the helipad, there must have been 100 men up there, looking to the west, where a flight of Hueys was slowing to land. I turned my face from the flying dust, then looked back to see a recon team climb from a chopper. They looked drained, physically and emotionally, with dirty, unshaved faces and twisted, sweaty hair. The One-Zero’s face hung a ghostly pale beneath smudged camouflage stick. Dried blood streaked across his fatigues.


Bob Howard wrapped an arm around his shoulder, and a dozen One-Zeros surrounded him, put a beer in his hand, and patted his back. In the background, I felt awkward, like a gawker at an accident scene. I asked the man beside me, “What happened?”


“Scherdin is missing,” he said. He meant Private First Class Bob Scherdin, a young Green Beret from New Jersey, the other American on this mission. Their team had made contact with a vastly more numerous enemy force. The NVA had hotly pursued and almost overrun them, hitting them so hard that Scherdin, the One-One, became separated. A Montagnard, Nguang, saw him fall, hit by an AK slug in his right side; he tried to help him but Scherdin only groaned and couldn’t lift himself. Then an AK round hit Nguang and he had to leave or die. It was surprising anyone had escaped.


The mood in the club that evening was gloomy. Then, at sunset, a USAF forward air control (FAC) plane overflew the Laotian hill where Scherdin had gone missing and heard an emergency radio beeper but no voice contact. It could have been the enemy using Scherdin’s radio to lure a rescue force into a trap. Or it might be Bob Scherdin, unable to speak, grasping for his last chance to live.


The next morning a throng of us watched as a forty-man Hatchet Force platoon filed past us, on their way to the chopper pad. They were going to try to locate and rescue Scherdin. Among them, a foot taller than the Montagnards, walked Bob Howard in a floppy jungle hat, accompanying them as their acting platoon sergeant. When it was time to go after a fellow recon man, you simply could not hold Howard back. Walking with Howard was a youthful, blond-haired lieutenant, Jim Jerson, the platoon leader. Following them were Sergeants Jerome Griffin and Robert Gron—two squad leaders—and First Lieutenant Terry Hamric, who’d volunteered to go along.


It would be a momentous day.


About mid-afternoon, 30 December 1968, as they climbed the hill toward Scherdin’s last known location, the enemy tripped a horrible ambush. Every half-hour, someone came into the NCO club with another update.


Lieutenant Jerson is almost dead . . . Howard has been badly wounded, too, but he managed to save Jerson . . . The enemy has used a flamethrower on our men . . . The shattered platoon is barely holding together . . . Lieutenant Hamric is wounded, too . . . Just before dark, Howard got the survivors into a defensive perimeter . . . They can’t last until morning . . . Howard called gunfire from an AC-130 Spectre gunship right across their position.
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