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During the Vietnam War, the CIA created and

trained small teams of elite fighting men for

reconnaissance and covert combat patrols in areas

where the American military were forbidden to

operate. These patrols operated in North Viet-

nam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and even main-

land China. Cryptically, they were known as

FRAM 16, and their super-secret story has never

before been told. CIA/Naval Intelligence veteran

Warner Smith tells the remarkable, true account

of a secret soldier’s twenty-month combat odyssey

through Southeast Asia.

Smith’s memoir begins in July 1964, when 227

U.S. Navy officers—top college graduates and

prime physical specimens all—are gathered at

Naval Air Station, Pensacola, Florida. Smith, be-

lieving he would be assigned to an aircraft carrier’s

intelligence staff, learned that the CIA had very

different plans for him and fifteen others of this

select group.

Months of rigorous training taught Smith and

the other fifteen men of his unit what it takes to

become a CIA covert warrior. Adapting skills

developed hy their special operations brethren,

Navy SEALs, Army Green Berets, Marine Corps

Force Recon, and Air Force Ravens, these shadow

warriors operated in black pajama “uniforms” or

camouflaged fatigues with no identification mark-

ings, routinely engaging unsuspecting North
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To my teammatesfrom FRAM 1 6 who have passed

ad astra and into the arms of God.



Think where man’s glory most begins and ends.

And say my glory was I had such friends.

William Butler Yeats
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Preface

The United States military commitment in Vietnam began in Febru-

ary 1955 and lasted until the evacuation of all Americans in April

1975. The involvement began with the establishment of the U.S. Mil-

itary Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), which provided training

for military forces from South Vietnam in their defense against the

Communist aggressors of North Vietnam. The North Vietnamese

Army (NVA) was supported largely by the Communist governments

of Russia (USSR) and China. The support from these two nations

consisted of military equipment, as well as medical, economic, and

training aid of all kinds. They also supplied manpower to the North

Vietnamese in the form of military advisors and some fighter air-

craft pilots.

Early intelligence data-gathering in Vietnam was conducted by var-

ious U.S. special operations groups, or “study and observation

groups,” (SOG) attached to MAAG, and related groups attached to

the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The intelligence data

was given to South Vietnamese military and political leaders with

recommendations for its use in planning tactics and strategy. Both

the MAAG and the CIA operatives were quite active with covert mil-

itary actions in Laos and Cambodia from 1963 until the final U.S.
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withdrawal in 1975. The first large American combat units from

elements of the 3d Marine Division arrived in Da Nang in early

March 1965. Prior to that event the United States involvement was

relatively limited, in recognition of the truce between Vietnam and

France, which finally ended when the French were defeated at Dien

Bien Phu on 7 May 1954.

Through the years of fighting against the French and South Viet-

namese, the NVA had developed excellent tactical and strategic fight-

ing experience. They were fortunate enough to have the time and

manpower to develop an amazing system of military storage reserves

throughout western and south central South Vietnam, eastern Laos,

and eastern Cambodia. These reserves were sometimes grand net-

works of tunnels beneath the jungle canopies. The most common
evidence of tunnel works was the discovery of small air vents pro-

truding from the jungle floor; but even these were skillfully camou-

flaged, and construction of tunnels went on under a great shroud of

secrecy. Access paths through the jungles to tunnel entrances were

amply guarded by NVA point guards, who could ring out the alarm

in advance of discovery of the tunnels by U.S. or ARVN (Army of the

Republic of Vietnam) soldiers.

The tunnels were built, expanded, and replenished over twenty

years, and frequently contained vast inventories of food, water, am-

munition, weapons, fuel, medical supplies and facilities, and troop

resting places. U.S. and ARVN aerial and foot reconnaissance rarely

identified the locations of these reserves. Enemy NVA troops, ma-

neuvering either offensively or defensively, were able to magically dis-

appear, rest, recuperate, rearm, reinforce, and reappear to fight. The

immense reserves gave the NVA an enormous tactical advantage over

the defenders of South Vietnam. It is most difficult to fight and de-

feat an enemy that you cannot find. Many of the NVA hid out in Laos

and Cambodia,jumping over into North and South Vietnam at will.

Laos and Cambodia were out-of-bounds for U.S. forces after the

Geneva Accords were signed in 1962.

With their many years of fighting experience, using Russian- and

Chinese-made weapons, and possessing a detailed knowledge of the

often difficult terrain and weather, the NVA had substantial tactical

advantage over many of the less experienced U.S. troops, who had
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been drafted, given a minimum amount of training, and shipped to

the war zones of Vietnam. Americans had the might, but the NVA
had the experience.

The mission statement verbally promulgated to most troops, in-

cluding the members of FRAM 16, as justification for the United

States military commitment to South Vietnam, is recalled as follows:

The peaceful nation ofSouth Vietnam is engaged in a civil war

with neighboring North Vietnam, which is supported militarily

and economically by the Communist Chinese and Russians.

Should the North Vietnamese conquer the South Vietnamese,

this will open up the “rice bowl” of the agriculturally fertile south-

ern part of South Vietnam. It will further expose the nations of

Laos and Cambodia to Communist incursion and potential

Communist rule. The Chinese, in particular, are experiencing

great population explosion and are having difficulty providing

the population with its major food staple: rice. If the North Viet-

namese troops prevail in this war, the door will then be opened

to the hordes of Chinese to take over the rice paddies and other

agricultural areas of southern Vietnam. They can be expected

to leapfrog from these areas to Indonesia, Sarawak, Borneo, and

eventually up into the intensely fertile Philippine Islands, our

longtime ally, beginning with the southernmost island of Min-

danao, on up into the capital city of Manila, on the island of Lu-

zon. Our mission, therefore, is to prevent the exploitation of

South Vietnam by Communist elements, thereby preserving the

peace throughout Southeast Asia. Our mission is to support the

South Vietnamese in the defense of their nation.

In the early to mid-1960s this mission statement was sufficient to

gain support and commitment from the U.S. Congress, active-duty

military personnel, and most of the American people.

Some U.S. military historians and other writers about the Vietnam

conflict have claimed the United States lost the fight in Vietnam. For

many U.S. military men and women who served in Vietnam, Laos,

Cambodia, and Thailand, the statement that the U.S. lost the war is

difficult to accept. In my own opinion, the U.S. did not lose the war
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in any sense of the word lose. The U.S. troops were ordered by our

government to train and equip the South Vietnamese to defend

themselves—ultimately to permit U.S. troops to withdraw. In reality,

however, our troops frequently engaged the NVA without the pres-

ence of South Vietnamese military. In the end, after nearly twenty

years ofwar, and the loss of thousands of South Vietnamese troops

—

and perhaps their loss of a keen will to fight and defend their na-

tion—the South Vietnamese military was unable to defend South

Vietnam, and the nation eventually fell to the Communist North Viet-

namese (after antiwar sentiment in the U.S. demanded the with-

drawal of U.S. forces).

Further, in my opinion, the U.S. troops were not allowed by our

civilian government leaders to fight to win. Our gradual troop com-

mitment and the unbelievable restrictions (called Rules of Engage-

ment) largely precluded fighting to win. Some of our politicians and

military leaders firmly believed that if U.S. military actions were con-

strued by the Russian and Chinese governments as genuinely fight-

ing to win, we might trigger World War III. (The appearance of fight-

ing to win might have been a commitment by the U.S. of well over a

million troops, together with unrestricted bombing of the city of

Hanoi—capital ofNorth Vietnam—and the entire North Vietnamese

port of Haiphong, where Russian and Chinese supply ships filled ev-

ery dock.) This was combined with the fact that beginning in the late

1960s, the Russians and Chinese could read and hear about the an-
*

tiwar sentiment among certain politicians and nationally recognized

Hollywood movie people, which began to have an effect on Ameri-

can liberals. In effect, the war was being won for the enemy in the

United States, if the North Vietnamese could hold on long enough,

which they did.

In the final analysis, I believe that U.S. leaders totally underesti-

mated the will of the North Vietnamese to fight, endure, retreat, and

fight again until they broke the will of the United States and the

South Vietnamese to fight.

This concern about, or fear of (on the part of U.S. politicians and

military leadership) committing a million troops perhaps avoided

World War III; however, the Rules of Engagement lengthened the

period of involvement of U.S. fighting forces resulting in a loss of
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over fifty-eight thousand American men and women in Southeast

Asia. The question ofwhether the U.S. government ever should have

committed troops to the defense of South Vietnam, beyond serving

in a limited advisory and support role, will be debated for many
decades to come.

There were few major battles fought in South Vietnam that in-

volved several thousand troops fighting in a defined area. Rather, the

fighting typically involved smaller groups of five to one hundred com-

batants. Usually the small teams were able to collect intelligence data

and disrupt enemy communications and logistics more effectively

than large numbers of troops could, and with fewer lives exposed.

This book recounts a handful of missions of a special operations

group, directed by the CIA and the Military Assistance Command
Vietnam (MACV)—as it was later called—as viewed by one man who
was there. The time frame is May 1965 through January 1967. Dur-

ing this period, U.S. troops were in the field and in the air in in-

creasing numbers, with and without ARVN involvement in combat

missions. These troops experienced true guerilla warfare in thejun-

gles, valleys, mountains, grassy plains, and in the marsh areas and

rivers of the Mekong Delta region. The battleground was often sim-

ilar to the military battles on the islands of the South Pacific in World

War II. However, it was unlike the battles in Korea (early 1950s), in

many instances. It was a different type of tactical and strategic action

than many of our troops had been trained for in U.S. camps in the

States. Certain military equipment in the U.S. inventory was ill suited

to jungle fighting. Our troops experienced physical, psychological,

and mechanical disadvantages during most of this military action.

The carpet bombing by our Air Force and Navy aircraft never suc-

ceeded for long in dissuading the NVAfrom pursuing its fight, as U.S.

leaders believed it would.

The U.S. war managers adopted a troop rotation plan whereby

tours of duty in the Vietnam theater were typically limited to thirteen

months, unless an extension was requested by the military person.

For a military soldier directly involved in combat with the enemy,

some four to five months were required for him to become experi-

enced and effective as a fighter against the highly seasoned NVA
troops—if he lived that long. Then, with about two months of time
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in country remaining, “short-timer” combat troops were typically

held back from operations in which direct enemy contact was an-

ticipated. Most unit commanders felt that combat troops with little

time remaining in a combat zone might be less aggressive, take fewer

chances, and therefore be less effective in combat conditions. Hence,

there was a period of only about five to seven months during which

the average, first tour U.S. soldier could be considered experienced

and therefore effective against the NVA and the Vietcong.

All of the U.S. military branches trained small reconnaissance

teams. The U.S. Navy had the UDT (Underwater Demolition Teams)

,

formed in WWII, and in 1962 they created the SEALs (Sea, Air, Land

teams) . The Marines had their LRRPs (Long-Range Reconnaissance

Patrol teams)
;
the Army had its Rangers, and Green Berets or Spe-

cial Forces. The Air Force created the Butterflies, the Steve Canyon

program, and later the Ravens, serving as Forward Air Controllers

(FACs) and operating out of airfields in Laos and Cambodia. The
CIA had civilian Air America pilots, and Mike Force units operating

with the mountain tribes (montagnards) in western South Vietnam.

It also created and trained its own small teams and military opera-

tives for reconnaissance and covert operations in areas important to

their needs in Laos and Cambodia. FRAM 16, my team, was in my
opinion one of best.

To the rest of the world FRAM 16 did not exist. I believe that what

we accomplished was sometimes incredible, but is still largely un-*

known by the American public and military. I have never read or

heard any mention of our team, its missions, or results.

But the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong knew who we were.



Introduction

The Wall: Fourteen Missing Names

It was mid-June in 1990. 1 was in the Washington, D.C., area on busi-

ness. The meeting I had been attending at a law office in Crystal City,

near Arlington, Virginia, ended shortly after lunch in a private din-

ing room at the Marriott Hotel-Crystal City. Having thought the

meeting would last longer, I had made plane reservations for around

7:30 P.M., and now had six hours to kill before my departure from

Washington National Airport. I had enjoyed a visit to the National

Air and Space Museum in 1977, so I decided to spend a few hours

there before flying home. At the curb in front of the Marriott Ho-

tel, I hailed a taxi and asked the driver to take me to the museum.

The taxi driver was a chatty fellow of Italian heritage, formerly

from West Orange, New Jersey, but born in Queens, New York.

Within the first ten minutes, and without any prompting from me,

I learned more than I wanted to know about his background, fam-

ily, hometown, prior businesses, political opinions, and lifestyle.

During a brief pause in the delivery of his curriculum vitae, I casu-

ally asked the driver where the Vietnam War Memorial “The Wall”

was located. He replied that we could drive by it on the way to the

museum by going slightly out of our way. I consented, but had no

conscious reason for wanting to drive by.
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I had seen the Wall on television, and during those scenes I always

felt twinges of anxiety, because of my experiences in Southeast Asia.

I never dealt with those feelings when they occurred, and they usu-

ally passed without causing me any lingering emotion.

Several minutes later the cabdriver interrupted himself and

pointed out our approach to the Wall. Motivated by some unknown
stimulus, I asked him to pull over to the curb and let me out, ex-

plaining that I would forego the museum and visit the Wall instead.

As I walked away from the taxi, down a slightly inclined sidewalk

toward the Wall, I experienced a sudden, strong, debilitating emo-

tion that I could not recall feeling before. About twenty yards from

the Wall my head and lungs abruptly became congested—similar to

what has been described to me as an asthma attack. It became diffi-

cult for me to breathe deeply without coughing. My heart was pound-

ing, but there was no associated pain. I began to feel weak in my legs,

and dizzy, as though I might faint. My breath came in short gasps and

I coughed frequently, attempting to relieve the congestion. Being

rather frightened by all this, and wondering if I might be experi-

encing heart failure, I sat down on a bench beside the walkway that

led to the memorial. Moments after sitting down I convulsed with

choking cries. My nose began to run though I had not had a recent

cold or flu. Coughing hard, I hung my head between my knees, chok-

ing up some clear mucus and sometimes gasping for breath between

coughs.

Within moments, as if viewing an ill-focused movie, the faces of

some of my teammates floated before me. It seemed like a living

nightmare. Shortly, someone approached and sat down on the

bench beside me. He placed his arm across my back and gripped my
shoulder lightly. My nose was still running onto the pavement, my
head was still between my knees, and my weeping was muffled but

audible as I strived for self-control.

“It’s okay, buddy, let it all out. It’s gotta come out. You’ve held it

inside too long. Let it all out now, son. It’s okay. It’s okay. Get it all

out and you’ll deal with it better from now on. That’s it, that’s it. I

know it’s tough, but you have to come to grips with it. Then it will

all be better.” The words were delivered in a soothing and confident

baritone.
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My sobbing and labored breathing subsided after several minutes.

The man who had given me solace and encouragement finally gave

me a couple more pats on my back, then got up and quietly walked

away. I did not look up. I never saw his face. About ten more min-

utes passed before I could regain composure and become confiden t

I was not experiencing something life-threatening.

I began to contemplate that if my current situation was not

brought on by a medical cause, it must have been caused by my see-

ing the Wall for the first time. Emotionalism of this depth, however,

was rare for me. I always had excellent self-control, and I hadn’t re-

acted like this even when we had buried my father in 1978. That I

had “lost it” both angered and mystified me. Seeking an under-

standing ofmy emotions and condition, I mentally retraced my steps

from the point of leaving the taxi to sitting down on the bench, try-

ing to discern what had overpowered me.

Finally I gazed down at the Wall, and the probable cause became

clear. The setting, the polished black marble of the Wall and the great

size of it was austere and awesome from my perspective. When I had

first taken in the enormity of the Wall from the walkway, embracing

almost 58,000 names of American military people killed in action

(KIA) and missing in action (MIA), I realized I had been subcon-

sciously deeply struck by the fact that none of the names of my four-

teen teammates was etched in its black marble. None would ever have

their names remembered along with the other American men and

women who paid the ultimate sacrifice for the United States ofAmer-

ica and the defense of the Republic ofVietnam. They were not listed

as “military”; therefore, like the news correspondents and other

American civilians killed in action, their names are not eligible to be

etched on the Wall.

My teammates and I wore no identification in Southeast Asia. Our
uniforms were unmarked, being sometimes black pajamas, some-

times blue jeans or a camouflaged material. We were operatives of

the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and were engaged in a secret

part of the war in Southeast Asia that, to my knowledge, has not been

revealed to the public.

Sixteen of us, all volunteers, ages twenty-two to twenty-five, had

been sent to Vietnam in 1965 after extensive training in a variety of
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skills. Only two of us returned alive. None of the others were believed

to have been captured, and I had heard statements that only six of

their bodies had been recovered. Of the two survivors, one came

home on a stretcher, never to walk or have full use of his arms and

hands again. He was the victim of a blast of a claymore mine that sent

a piece of steel through his right lung, lodging in the cervical region

of his spine. I was the sole survivor with the opportunity to go on to

lead a full and normal life.

At my parents home, shortly after my return from Southeast Asia,

I tracked down the family ofmy surviving teammate in south Florida.

He had been wounded on the Laotian border near the Bassac River.

Since I had not been a member of his mission team, all I could re-

call was that he was treated in Da Nang, South Vietnam, and trans-

ferred to Clark Air Force Base Hospital in the Philippines. Subse-

quently he was returned to the States for further rehabilitation.

When I telephoned Robert Gomez, his mother answered, and I

explained who I was and that I believed her son and I had served to-

gether in the same unit in Southeast Asia. She listened without in-

terrupting. I asked if I could speak with Robert. There was silence at

the other end of the telephone. I thought I heard her sniffle, and

seconds later detected that she was weeping. After several moments
without a reply she was able to say in hushed tones that she did not

feel it was a good idea for me to speak with her son. She explained,

in a barely audible voice, that it would disturb him too much; that

he was experiencing respiratory problems and remained mentally an-

guished, rarely speaking as a result of his wounds and his permanent

paralysis. Sadly I concluded that to insist on talking to my teammate

was inappropriate, and, respecting her wishes, I expressed my con-

cern and apologized for the intrusion. I said good-bye after leaving

my parents’ telephone number in case events might occur that

would change her mind.

I do not know if Robert is alive today. I hope he is not still lying

there in bed like a wilted vegetable after being so vital. I believe he

would make a good soldier for the Lord, as would each of my other

fourteen comrades who have departed this life.

Twenty months and four days after I arrived in Vietnam with my
team—code-named FRAM 16— I came home with several broken
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ribs and transverse processes of the lumbar vertebrae still mending;

and a melancholy heart; but with a very private, personal pride of ac-

complishment intact. FRAM 16 was involved in covert and clandes-

tine combat operations throughout Southeast Asia. A number ofop
erations in which I took part are described in this book.

There were thousands of battles, skirmishes, and missions in Viet-

nam, Laos, and Cambodia. The ones included in this book are de-

scribed here because I believe the information should be a part of

the documentation of the Vietnam War.

For many years I have been successful in locking my experiences

in Southeast Asia away in another compartment of my brain. That

person in my image who served in the war in Southeast Asia and re-

turned home alive, as best I can describe him, is somebody else. I

can see him when I want to. I can watch him in action but I am quite

detached from him, as though he is on a movie screen and I am in

the audience. This psychological ploy, among other techniques, was

recommended to me for my mental health by a U.S. Air Force physi-

cian in the Philippines. It has worked for me. The ploy has enabled

me to survive lingering mental torment (also referred to as “post-

traumatic stress syndrome”) caused by my experiences in Vietnam.

Neither I nor my teammates were recognized as heroes. But our

efforts made a difference and saved the lives ofmany Americans and
other friendly troops. I am a very different person now, and fortu-

nately my sanity remains preserved. My experience at the Wall was

indeed the beginning of a catharsis, perhaps even a form of exor-

cism. It provided me the first impetus to write this book.

I confess that my memory is not capable of recalling the exact

words people spoke, including my own conversations, while in South-

east Asia. Nor can every detail be recalled. I kept nojournal because

there was no time for that, and I was rarely in a place where I could

record and store notes. We were an extremely mobile unit, with no

permanent base of operation to which we returned after a mission,

where I could accumulate notes. In fact, I never thought of keeping

ajournal while fighting in Southeast Asia. Therefore, the dialogues

included in this book are reconstructed to the best of my recollec-

tion, serving mostly to illustrate.

The facts related to our missions are recorded as I remember
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them. I have tried to avoid embellishment of any sort. I hope read-

ers will find this book of interest in revealing another side of the war

in Southeast Asia.

During my service in Southeast Asia, I took many enemy lives. I

cannot estimate how many, nor is the count relevant. In most cases

it came down to a choice: either my life or that of the enemy. I have

no regrets and make no apology for killing my enemies, because I

felt that I was protecting the lives of people on the American/South

Vietnamese side of the war. That was myjob. From the beginning of

my writing, I have derived much mental therapy from the effort. If

they could dig deeply into my mind, psychiatrists might categorize

me as a complex personality.

When a person is taken out of a normal life for an extended pe-

riod and directly confronted with killing, deaths of friends, lack of

sanitary facilities, festering sores, lack ofwater and proper nutrition,

a necessary shift must take place, when returning to the previous nor-

mal life, that is critical for physical and emotional survival.

My outlook on life has clearly changed as a result of the extremes

of my experiences. Material things and possessions are not particu-

larly important to me anymore. I am well adjusted socially; however,

I am easily turned off by dishonesty, as well as social gossip about peo-

ple and possessions, preferring to associate and socialize with those

who speak of concepts, ideas, and hopes.

I have always been proud to have served my country in the way

that I did. However, I deeply regret that my teammates will never en-

joy the full life which was their due. They were part of the American

sacrifice for freedom in the world.



Chapter 1

The Beginning

It was 28 May 1965.

The four-engine jet transport and cargo aircraft, a U.S. Air Force

C-135, taxied up to the parking apron 150 yards from the main ter-

minal building at Tan Son Nhut Airport, a short distance northwest

of Saigon, the capital of South Vietnam. Our team, known by its code

name ofFRAM 16, had arrived almost thirty-five hours after leaving

Travis Air Force Base near San Francisco. We had made a fuel and

repair stop at Barbers Point Naval Air Station north of Honolulu,

then continued on to Anderson Air Force Base on the Pacific island

of Guam. We picked up two members of a Navy Underwater Demo-
lition Team (UDT) in Guam who had been on R&R (Rest and Recre-

ation)
,
then we flew to Clark Air Force Base in the Philippines, about

forty-five miles north of Manila. Our plane, carrying American sol-

diers, airmen, and civilians, was only about half full.

The UDT guys were an engaging pair; not unlike ourselves in

terms of training, attitude, age, and build, though they were defi-

nitely more cocky than we. During the flight they freely related their

experiences with combat missions over the last three months in the

Mekong Delta region of South Vietnam. I was impressed with the

UDTs and was grateful to hear their various stories, about their luck,



8 COVERT WARRIOR

their losses, and particularly their personal views of the enemy. They

made light of serious mission incidents, laughed often, and used the

phrase piece o ’ cake with great frequency when describing the ease with

which they handled difficult missions, tactics, and contacts with the

Vietcong and North Vietnamese regulars. Everything was a “piece o’

cake.” I wondered if their lightheartedness, or their lack of serious

concern on returning to combat duty, was their way of maintaining

sanity during their frequently insane missions. Interestingly, I con-

cluded from our various conversations that the UDT men fought

chiefly for each other; for the care and safety of their teammates. This

seemed their primary motivation. I wondered if this would be the

case for the members of FRAM 16 as well.

One of the UDT men, with whom I spoke at great length, was par-

ticularly negative toward the new Ml 6 rifles issued for combat in

Vietnam. He told me the U.S. Marines had already rejected the

gas-operated rifle because of frequent malfunctions, includingjam-

ming. The SEALs, which had not yet been deployed to Vietnam, had

similar poor experiences with the Ml 6 and its grenade-launcher at-

tachment, especially in the wet and muddy combat practice condi-

tions of Panama. When I asked him what rifle he used, he said he

had been issued a Stoner, which was among the prototype designs

for the mass-produced Ml 6 by Colt and other manufacturers. He de-

scribed it as an awesome, heavier rifle that fired a 5.56mm bullet,

which is comparable to the .223-caliber cartridge. He said it was a far

better weapon than the Ml 6 in terms of reliability in humid and wet

jungle conditions.

The Stoner was a sturdier weapon overall, compared with the Ml 6,

and it rarely malfunctioned even in the most raw conditions of

the jungles and swamps. It was still important, however, to disman-

tle the Stoner from time to time to keep its moving parts free from

fouling. The UDT fellow told me it was exceedingly difficult to req-

uisition a Stoner, and that the cost to the military was ten thousand

dollars each.

He said, “I’ll tell you what, man, ifyou can get your hands on one,

it will save your life. If they only have Ml 6s around, use it to kill a

VC (Vietcong) and then take his AK-47—the next best choice to a

Stoner. The SEALs really liked the Stoner, I was told, and they are
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getting most of them back in the States for use during training

maneuvers.”

I took heed of these words and vowed to make a requisition for a

Stoner as soon as possible. We had been told at one point during

training that we would have our choice ofweapons for our missions.

We emerged from the C-135 at the Tan Son Nhut field at 4:30 p.m.

local time. As we reached the forward door we were met with the

piercing sounds of multiple sirens being emitted from fire engines

and an ambulance racing past our parking pad. At the bottom of our

aircraft’s ladder we scanned the airfield, which was buzzing with air-

craft of all types, but we saw no signs of a fire. I momentarily won-

dered if there was an air raid in progress.

“Man, look at that poor sucker!” shouted Tom Reed, one of our

teammates. He stretched out his arm, pointing to a single-engine

A-l Skyraider on final approach for landing. The powerful, propeller-

driven fighter-bomber appeared to yaw and wobble on its horizon-

tal axis, as if hunting for a moving runway. The left landing gear was

fully extended. The right landing gear was still retracted into the fuse-

lage of the aircraft. There was black smoke pouring from the un-

derside of the plane’s engine cowling, etching a fuzzy dark trail sev-

eral hundred yards behind the flight path. The propeller on the

plane stopped turningjust 100 yards from the end of the runway, and

the Skyraider dove for the runway and flared at the last possible in-

stant for a genuine full-stall landing.

The plane hit hard on its left main gear, bounced only once, and

settled back to the runway. Immediately the plane pivoted around

the tip of its right wing—the side on which the landing gear had not

extended. With the Plexiglas cockpit canopy slid back, the pilot’s

head was leaning out of the cockpit for a clearer view through the

black, billowing smoke. The left landing gear collapsed the moment
the A-l ran off the runway onto a grassed area between the active run-

way and a taxiway.

“It’s going to hit us, guys,” I screamed out as the momentum car-

ried the fighter plane skidding across a taxiway and on to the park-

ing apron. A few sparks flew from the underside of the plane, black

smoke continued to pour out, and the sound ofscreeching metal on

concrete froze our attention momentarily; then we all started to run
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for our lives. The plane stopped about twenty-five yards from where

we had first stood to watch the saga unfold. Black smoke immediately

enveloped the plane; however, we could see the pilot, partially ob-

scured through the smoke, scrambling out of the cockpit, sliding

down onto the wing, and springing off onto the concrete parking

ramp. The exit route taken by the pilot brought him charging di-

rectly toward us, stopping next to us, completely out of breath. He
wheeled around, panting, to see what remained of his aluminum-

and-steel steed before it disappeared in a cloud offoam coming from

a fire engine that had arrived on the scene.

“Welcome to Vietnam, fellas,” shouted the youthful-looking Amer-

ican pilot to sixteen stunned new arrivals to the war scene. Obviously

our gaping faces and clean green fatigues—and each of us clinging

to our toilet kits—were a dead giveaway that we were “newbees.” This

was the beginning of a series of initiations to the war in Vietnam. But

this event would forever be etched in our brains; especially the de-

meanor of that redheaded pilot, wearing no insignia of rank or unit,

who appeared to take the incident as a “piece o’ cake.” It was likely

he was issued a new “bird” within an hour or two so he could take

the flight back to the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) or to the Vi-

etcong (VC) (who resided in South Vietnam but sympathized and

were allied with the North Vietnamese).

In July 1964, 227 candidates for training in various specialties

within the spectrum of U.S. Navy intelligence met in an auditorium

at the Pensacola Naval Air Station, Mainside, in the western pan-

handle of Florida. Most of the men present, like me, were newly com-

missioned U.S. Navy ensigns; there were a few lieutenant junior

grades and maybe a half dozen full lieutenants. We were introduced

by a Navy commander to Captain Smyth, of the Naval Intelligence

staff, based at the Pentagon.

We learned that Captain Smyth had been a naval officer for

twenty-two years, had graduated from the naval academy at An-

napolis, and had worked for the Office of Naval Intelligence during

several tours of his career. We were given the routine, affable greet-

ing and welcome by the captain. He described the various areas of

naval intelligence into which this assembled group would ultimately
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be assigned after training. There would be other schools for ad-

vanced training for everyone to attend. I was fascinated, sitting in the

auditorium in my starched summer-white officer’s uniform, hoping

I would be assigned aboard a nice, big aircraft carrier—to ride

around the oceans of the world interpreting data brought aboard by

jet fighter pilots, preparing briefings, assessing complex situations,

and preparing tactical plans. Toward the end of Captain Smyth’s talk

he asked for a show of hands for volunteers for a special operations

team. He gave a brief list of the requirements for being selected. I

volunteered out of curiosity, along with about fifty other men.

As I volunteered, I never foresaw muddy jungles in my military

future.

My father was a career U.S. Navy officer who graduated from Har-

vard Medical School and did his internship at Massachusetts General

Hospital. He had just begun his residency at the Massachusetts Eye

and Ear Infirmary in Boston when theJapanese attacked Pearl Har-

bor on 7 December 1941. Because the U.S. government had subsi-

dized most ofmy father’s college and medical school tuition, he was

obligated to serve in the war effort during WWII, and for several

more years after the war was over, and chose to stay in the Navy Med-

ical Corps for twenty-three years. Hejoined the U.S. Navy as the ship’s

doctor aboard a destroyer attached to the Third Fleet in the Pacific

Theater. He won two military decorations for gallantry: bronze and

silver stars for going ashore with the Marines’ amphibious assaults

to care for the wounded on island beachheads. On the beaches he

performed emergency first aid on wounded Marines in spite of en-

emy bullets that occasionally hit the sand around him. There had

been a dire shortage of medical doctors in the early part of the war

and it was not uncommon to pull ship’s doctors out of their floating

operating rooms and send them ashore to care for wounded who re-

quired medical help beyond the expertise of the enlisted corpsmen.

It would not be correct to say that my father was a gung-ho mili-

tary man. But I clearly remember him telling me over and over again,

beginning when I was quite young: “When you graduate from col-

lege, you will do a tour with the military.” Then he would always add

the statement: “Every man has a basic obligation to this nation to
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serve in the U.S. military and you will put in the time.” This declar-

ative statement was accepted by me to the point that there was never

a question of whether or hot I would do some time in the military.

For me it was just a part of going through this transitory life, and I

never thought otherwise.

After WWII my father was frequently stationed at hospitals asso-

ciated with Navy and Marine Corps airfields, where I developed a

strong fascination for planes. As a youth I knew every name, model,

capacity, and manufacturer of practically every U.S. military plane

in existence. When we were stationed in Key West, Florida, I was fif-

teen years old, and I told my father that I wanted to learn to fly. He
said I was too young and that the Navy would teach me how to fly.

Being quite headstrong, I decided to find out for myself. One Sat-

urday morning early in the summer of 1957, I boarded a local bus

and rode out on Roosevelt Highway to the Key West Airport, where

I had seen private planes landing and taking off. From the bus stop

I walked over to a white wooden shack located two hundred yards

south of the little Key West Airport terminal. The sign on the roof

of the shack read flight training.

Shyly I entered the small shack and was greeted by a wiry litde gray-

haired man who appeared to be in his early sixties.

“Can I help you, young fellow?” bellowed Fred Johnson.

“Y-yes,” I stammered in reply. “I am interested in learning how
to fly.”

Mr. Fred came out from behind the little counter and looked me
up and down, paused, and asked, “How old are you, son?” I told him
I was fifteen but quickly added that I would be sixteen in another

month.

“Well, I don’t think I have ever had a student pilot as young as you

are. Do your parents approve of you taking flying lessons?”

I decided to tell the truth, and explained that my father thought

I was too young. That response appeared to challenge Mr. Fred.

He said, “Look, I’ll tell you what you do. You go home and bring

your father out here. I will explain the process and the cost to both

of you. Then you and your father can make the decision with all the

information in hand. I think that when I get finished explaining what

is involved, your father might agree to let you take lessons and earn

your private pilot’s license.”
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“How much will it cost for me to go through the training and get

my license?” I asked.

Mr. Johnson said, “Well, that depends on how good you are and

how well you learn from me in the air and in ground school. If you

really apply yourself, and we use that yellow Cessna 140 out there,

you should be ready to go through the Federal Aviation Adminis-

tration [FAA] flight test for your private license after forty hours of

flying time and twenty-five hours of ground school. It usually costs

about $850 to get you ready for the FAA exam and flight test.”

I thanked Mr. Fred, shook his hand, and said that I would try to

be back soon with my father. In 1957, $850 was a lot of money! But

my father was not as difficult as I expected him to be in giving me
permission to take flying lessons. Perhaps I was a good salesman.

However, my mother was horrified. It did not matter to her that I al-

ready had $375 saved up. Probably my mother’s unspoken concern

was over my growing independence and approaching manhood. Fi-

nally we all agreed. My father drove me out to the airfield the next

weekend to meet Mr. Fred.

My father asked to see the type of aircraft in which I would take

my training. Mr. Fred walked us down the flight line to a bright yel-

low two-seat Cessna 140, equipped with a tail wheel, and with the

wings and fuselage covered in tightly stretched, painted cloth. The
yellow paint applied to the cloth made it harden and the skin felt

like light aluminum.

Stroking his chin, as he always did when very serious, my father

said, “I’m not too excited about this plane. How old is it?”

“Well, it’s about ten years old now. It’s airworthy and easy to learn

how to fly,” replied Mr. Fred. “It went through its semiannual over-

haul about seventy-five engine hours ago.”

“What else have you got?” my father asked.

“Well, I have a newer Cessna 172. The plane has a nose wheel, and

seats four people instead ofjust two.”

We walked over to inspect the Cessna 172, and my father asked,

“How much more would it cost to learn to fly in this plane than in

the Cessna 140?”

“About $250 more for the forty hours preceding your son’s FAA
test,” said Mr. Fred.

“Okay, I want my son to learn in the 172,” my father said with
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finality in his voice. “That Cessna 140 looks a little . . . well, on the

old and tired side to me.” I was trembling with excitement.

So I began my lessons with Mr. Fred the next day, Sunday. I worked

very hard at learning how to fly, mainly because I wanted to excel at

flying, and also because it was partly my money paying for the

lessons. My father paid for the balance of the cost of flight training,

as he had promised. I progressed very rapidly, according to Mr. Fred’s

assessment. After thirty-five hours of flight training, plus ground

school, he told my father, ‘Your son has a real natural instinct for fly-

ing. Hope you’ll let him continue flight training after he gets his pri-

vate license; maybe get his commercial and multiengine rating by the

time he is eighteen. Might even get his instrument rating too.”

During my solo practice time, I was very cautious and flew by the

book, never doing any daredevil stuff. Occasionally, when practicing

720-degree turns around a point, I would really turn the plane hard

into a 60-degree angle ofbank and pull it through the turn so I could

experience the thrill of two to three Gs of force on my body. I was

always craving to do some acrobatics such as loops and barrel rolls;

however, the Cessna 172 was not built to take the kind of stress that

such maneuvers would generate. I had to limit my practice to chan-

delles, wingovers, and other simple acrobatic maneuvers, dreaming

of the day when I could try inside loops and barrel rolls and flying

upside down, like the Navy’s Blue Angels Flight Demonstration

Team.

I aced my FAA exam in the summer of 1957, and the examiner

said he had never tested nor passed anyone as young as me. I was

mighty proud. So was my father.

Pride in achievement was what motivated me from a very young

age. I was always a good student in school. But the greatest pride and

satisfaction always came from achieving something that very few

other people could achieve. In 1960 I rowed on a New England

championship high school eight-oar crew team. We went on to race

at Henley-on-Thames, outside ofLondon, for the Thames Challenge

Cup. We were all seventeen to eighteen years old, and lost in the semi-

finals to the Harvard University Lightweight Varsity Crew. Most of the

Harvard guys were in their early twenties. In the quarterfinals we de-

feated the United States National Prep School/High School cham-

pions. Our heads grew three hat-sizes with that win.
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Later that same summer, while working as a busboy at the

Wauwinet Hotel in Nantucket, Massachusetts, I was given permission

by the hotel manager to replace an injured crew member of a speedy

type of sailboat known as a Flying Dutchman. The six-race regatta

was for the United States National Championship. My summer girl-

friend had her own Flying Dutchman and she taught me to crew and

ride the trapeze in a high wind using my weight to maintain the boat

on a nearly flat keel. I was a crewman in the championship races for

the last four of six races. We placed third in the United States.

I spent four years at an Ivy League college in New England. While

in college I occasionally flew as a charter pilot for a local flight ser-

vice, having obtained my multiengine aircraft and instrument ratings

during the summer of 1963. I was able to fly charters on weekends

and still maintain an acceptable grade point average during my col-

lege years.

As a college freshman I decided not to row on the college crew. I

felt that I had achieved a very high level with the eight-oared crew. I

wanted to try new things. Flying for the charter service enabled me
to build up a sizable balance in my savings account. The summer be-

tween my sophomore andjunior year, I saved enough money to pur-

chase a two-year-old Corvette. I took the ’Vette to a mechanic who
was experienced in souping up cars, and had him install a larger en-

gine, new rear end, and beefed-up suspension. On weekends, when
not out on a charter flight, I would drive up to northern New York,

near Syracuse, and race on a track with other amateurs. That made
plenty of money for me, as I won frequently. I loved winning.

In the fall of 1963, at the airport near college, a wealthy local pri-

vate pilot brought in a homemade acrobatic plane that he called a

“Mighty Mite.” I soon met the owner/pilot, and eventually managed

to talk him into letting me fly his plane. The small, red and white,

low-wing plane had a 265-horsepower Lycoming engine: more power

than necessary to satisfy my insatiable drive to achieve whatever it was

that challenged me for the moment. I never really defined what

achievement level I was attempting to reach in flying; however, I be-

came quite proficient at flight acrobatics in the Mighty Mite, and

even participated in a regional flight demonstration and air show.

Twice in acrobatic practice and once in the air show, I erred and

nearly became an integral part of the real estate. That is, through
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miscalculation on my part I nearly crashed the Mighty Mite. These

near-death experiences had an effect on me that was perhaps dif-

ferent from that of most people. Rather than being frightened and

electing to give up flying, or taking caution to reduce the risk in-

herent in certain flight maneuvers, I grew more bold of spirit. My
near-crashes carried me to the edge of life and, perhaps strangely, I

loved it. I felt as though I had won something. Clearly, I had beaten

the odds. The boldness created by the near crashes did not push me
into more death-defying maneuvers; rather, my heart would mo-

mentarily hop into my throat, I would cuss for a few seconds as I set

up for the next maneuver, and then I would resolve to learn from

the errors of my calculation.

At my father’s firm direction, I joined the Navy Reserve Officers’

Training Corps (NROTC) in my first semester of college and re-

ceived a commission in earlyJune, four years later. On 7 July 1964,

I reported to the Naval Air Station in Pensacola. Ten months later I

arrived in South Vietnam.



Chapter 2

Training of the Team

After ten days of interviews, psychological testing, physical endurance

tests, physical examinations, and interminable waits in line, the

number of volunteers was whittled down from about fifty men to

twenty-five. The intensity of this process allowed those of us involved

no time for exchanges of dialogue on the purposes or end results of

what we were doing. Our conversations during food breaks, while

waiting in line, and prior to going to sleep at night were relatively

superficial. We did not know each other when this process began,

and as soon as a modicum of camaraderie developed between me
and another volunteer, he did not appear on the roster for the next

day’s activities. Moreover, the evaluation process was extremely tir-

ing for everyone. When there was an opportunity to sleep, we slept.

As one part of the physical examination, each of us was given an

electroencephalograph (EEG) test, which evaluated brain waves for

any indication of problems between our ears. The mechanics of this

test seemed to be right out of Civil War medical books. The physi-

cian used about ten electrodes connected to ink pens that reacted

to tiny electrical brain impulses by inscribing squiggly lines on a

rolling sheet of paper, similar to the electrocardiograph (EKG) tests

we’d all taken. The macabre part of the test was that the electrodes



18 COVERT WARRIOR

were forced through the skin of our scalps, seemingly right down to

our skulls. No anesthesia was used. The electrodes were first dipped

in alcohol to sterilize them, then forced into our scalps. Suffice it to

say that we all endured this, cleaned up our slightly bloody scalps,

and went on apprehensively with the next step in the program.

The psychiatric exams were the mental equivalent of the elec-

troencephalogram. We took batteries of written tests and were sub-

jected to the questioning of at least four psychiatrists—sometimes two

psychiatrists at a time. I used every ounce of brainpower to summon
consistent answers. I figured that inconsistent answers might lead the

psychiatrists to conclude that I was unfit to continue. However, after

a day and a half of oral testing I gave up trying to be consistent. I was

nearly burned out, mentally. I answered the questions with whatever

answer was dispensed by my brain to my lips. For me, this part of the

testing was more grueling than the physical endurance tests out on

the obstacle course.

None of us drew conclusions as to what this was all about. But the

process of volunteer elimination, as the testing progressed, became

somewhat of an ego-inflator for those of us whose names remained

on the list. Those who were eliminated were given no reason for be-

ing dropped from the list. They were just told to report elsewhere

on the naval base, and those of us who remained on the list reported

to locations for more evaluations.

Eventually we reached a point where we assumed the list had been

pared down to a final count of sixteen men. This assumption was

based on the fact that about five days went by without anyone being

cut from the list. Sure enough, one Monday morning we were in-

structed to meet in an office on the base. On entering the office at

8:00 a.m. we were met by three civilians dressed casually but conser-

vatively in short-sleeved golf shirts, khaki pants, and brown loafers.

“Gentlemen, welcome to FRAM 16,” said the older of the three

men. “It’s fairly certain you are wondering what this is all about, and

we are going to explain it to you. You are a select group of young

men of well above average intelligence; your country is going to be

placing a lot of faith in your ability and success. We and a lot of oth-

ers are going to train you fellows in a wide variety of skills over the

next eight to nine months. Ultimately you will become a study and
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observation group (SOG), also referred to by some as a special op-

erations group. You will be trained to observe the activities of the

North Vietnamese and Vietcong forces in Southeast Asia, and to re-

port your observations and conclusions. Our intent is that you not

engage the enemy—merely observe him under a variety of condi-

tions and in a variety of places. There are likely to be occasions when
engagement with the enemy is inevitable and you will be well pre-

pared to take him on if this occurs. However, your greatest value to

the military action in Southeast Asia will be to supply information to

the U.S. and South Vietnamese intelligence network.

“As you were told, this is a volunteer group. It will require your in-

volvement in intense training, which we are confident each of you

is capable of handling. However, we want no misunderstanding

here. If you wish to drop out of this team, you may do so at the end

of today and you will be reassigned. Obviously, we hope this will not

happen. But because of our team training and unit integrity re-

quirements, we stress the need for this group to remain together un-

less injury prevents it. The program is run by the CIA.

“You were selected as the brightest, the best conditioned, the most

mentally stable, and the most likely to succeed in selected missions

out of the original group of volunteers. This does not mean you are

supermen. This country has hundreds of men in elite military units

who are supermen. But in this group we have observed unique sets

of qualities, abilities, backgrounds, and other factors that, when com-

bined, cause us to believe you will be a first-class SOG team.

“We will work you to a peak of physical condition, and subject you

to stresses that are as near as we can make them to the stresses ofcom-

bat. We will train you in the disciplines of paramilitary specialties,

weapons, parachute jumping, scuba diving, languages, small- and

medium-size boat handling, demolitions, radios, climbing and re-

pelling, and a host of other techniques. Your instructors will be

among the best we have from practically every service branch as well

as certain civilian specialists.”

The one-sided dialogue went on for another thirty minutes or so

without a pause. I was aware that we were being somewhat baited by

three very smooth-talking men. The discussion certainly piqued my
interest, and I assumed the others were equally inspired to hear
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more. The bait was in the form of positive reinforcement through

affirmative statements, with the underlying assumption that we were

all already “onboard.” It was designed to have a galvanizing effect on

us early on. The best way I can explain the initial effect ofwhat I was

hearing was that I wanted to hear more. I was not yet certain that I

really wanted to be a part of this team, but my ego was being flattered

and catered to, and I definitely would not have expressed any

thought that I might possibly want to drop out. Obviously, though,

the more I heard, the more questions I had:

“Why look for a SOG team among of bunch a guys who originally

had been selected to train and become part of the usual information

intelligence side of the U.S. Navy?”

“Why not take an existing team of Rangers, Special Forces, or Ma-

rine recon people and train them for intelligence data-gathering in

the jungles of Southeast Asia?”

“What about the new SEAL teams we had heard about being

trained up in Little Creek, Virginia? Why not use those guys?”

“Why no enlisted men on our team?”

“Why us? What kind of cannon fodder are we slated to be?”

“Are there other teams being trained here or elsewhere for the

types of missions envisioned for FRAM 16?”

“What does FRAM mean or connote? Does the 16 mean sixteen

guys on the team? Why not call us the Nighthawks, Nightcrawlers,

or something more interesting than FRAM 16?”

“The CIA is a bunch of spooks and spies working their way into

the Russian government and other sensitive positions around the

world. Since when did the CIA get involved in military actions as a

separate service from the standard Army, Navy, or Air Force?”

“Who authorized the establishment of FRAM 16? Are we serving

at the ‘pleasure of the president’ or the pleasure of someone else?”

As time progressed we were able to ask many of these questions,

but I cannot say we were given correct answers or answers that satis-

fied us. Yet the CIA guys were persuasive, pushing unit integrity, con-

fidence in each other, the challenge and opportunity to make an im-

portant contribution to the world by thwarting the spread of

Communism, and money. Yes, they spoke to our wallets. We would

be earning more than twice the starting salary for U.S. military offi-
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cers, and the salaryjumps would be greater as well. We could not have

made that kind of money even with dual Ph.D.s in biophysics and

chemistry and going to work for Dow Chemical.

I was turned on by the money, the training, and the challenge.

While this was far from what I had envisioned myself doing as a young

Navy ensign, I admit to feeling rather elite at that point, and my ego

was greatly inflated. So I overlooked the lack of direct answers to

some of the questions we asked. For example, when we asked why a

group of young Navy guys had been selected for this duty, the re-

sponse was that every U.S. military service branch had its elite spe-

cialists, and that we would be working in areas where no U.S. mili-

tary were allowed. Hence, the need for us to become affiliated with

the CIA, where we would be considered civilians under certain in-

ternational agreements. I accepted this without question. Being

rather excited over the challenge, I admit to ignoring any cognitive

dissidence within myself with respect to the lack of answers to our

questions.

The training process over the next nine and a half months was

physically arduous and unremitting. In fact we had so little free

time—and we moved from training site to training site with often less

than eight hours’ notice of departure—that keeping track ofwhere

we were and what we were taught at each military base is difficult to

recall. However, with the volunteer group finally pared down to six-

teen, we found more free time to speculate among ourselves on ex-

actly what our mission was all about. We learned to be stoic about

our physical condition. Ifour instructors (there were many) became

aware of our individual physical ailments, they seemed to play on

those injuries, forcing us to perform more in spite of the afflictions

and/or deprivations.

We quickly learned that we could exceed what we previously had

believed were our physical and mental limits. The medical commu-
nity tells us that we use only about ten percent of our mental capac-

ities. I would swear that each team member learned to use twenty per-

cent of his mental capacity and could do so during extremely stressful

physical activities. Judgment and the ability to use one’s physical

senses frequently break down under stress brought about by long

marches, miles ofswimming, and varying extremes ofdanger to one’s
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physical well-being. Over time we each learned to tune out these

stresses and to become imperturbable. The particular stresses of

pain, hunger, and thirst are often debilitating with respect to deci-

sion making, tactical thinking, and using heightened senses of sight,

hearing, and smell. In short, stress can become all consuming in our

thoughts. The indispensable part ofmuch of the physical side ofour

training was that we learned to endure, to persevere, and to know

we could keep on going because we could will ourselves to overcome

the “walls” against which most human beings give up. Working as a

close-knit team, we found we could always do more than we thought

we could, and we learned to constantly encourage each other as an

important aid to accomplishing the goal. It is called developing men-

tal toughness and team cohesiveness.

For example, when all your muscles howl for oxygen, when your

mouth is totally parched from dehydration, when the poisonous

snakes have you surrounded, and when you still have three miles of

thick underbrush to navigate in order to elude the aggressors, you

have to think constantly, and be able to do so clearly without mak-

ing mental mistakes. This capability only comes the hard way,

through practice, and it often spells the difference between success

and failure. Your life and the lives of your teammates depend on it.

After the medical testing and five days of classroom training, we

were bused two hours from Pensacola Naval Air Station to Eglin Air

Force Base in the south-central Florida panhandle. This eighty-

square-mile reservation provided the backdrop for our first en-

counter with our overinflated, egotistical beliefs in our physical and

mental prowess. Our egotism emanated in large part from our be-

ing finalists in the tough selection process.

Eglin is characterized by mild topography, miles and miles ofscrub

pine forest, sandy soil, desertlike heat, and palmetto bushes housing

families of rattlesnakes. It was early August. With four Army Rangers

as instructors, we were required to complete daily (or nightly) ob-

jectives, usually seven to ten miles from the previous objective. To

make it interesting, the mission included about one hundred elite

U.S. Army Rangers whose function was to find and “destroy” the six-

teen of us. To add to the realism of the exercise, the rifles of the “en-

emy” Rangers were loaded with blank cartridges. So the sound effects
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were real. Ifone of us was “shot,” the Ranger squad or platoon leader

used a small hole puncher to punch a hole in a thin, laminated card

that each of us carried in our breast pockets. We were not told how
many lives we had, but I recall I was shot twice and Richard Shell was

shot six times, as evidenced by a comparison of the round holes

punched in our cards. Everyone on the team was shot at least twice.

This was a combination exercise—escape and evasion as well as

survival. Each team member was equipped with an empty parachute

pack, several yards of nylon parachute cord, a canteen, a K-bar knife

mounted on a webbed belt, mosquito repellent, camouflage paste,

and a poncho. Personal items such as toilet paper, toothbrush, shav-

ing razor, and fork were not permitted. We were divided into two

teams of five and one team of six. Each team was given one compass,

one first aid kit, and one machete. We were not allowed to carry guns.

Our clothing was standard camouflage, plus boots and soft boonie

hats. The purpose of the exercise was to survive and evade the “en-

emy” Rangers for twelve days.

I lost fourteen pounds during this period and my forearms and

face bubbled with blisters from sunburn. I was consumed with

hunger by the middle of the third day and could think of hardly any-

thing else but how and when I would get my next meal. There were

plenty of streams around for our water consumption, but the taste

of the water was ruined because of the requirement to add iodine

tablets to all water for purification before drinking. We snared

rabbits, flying squirrels, and one nasty-smelling skunk, which we de-

voured after cooking over fires built in hand-dug pits to avoid “en-

emy” detection. We ate only in the late afternoon. The most sought-

after delicacy were the large snakes, which were abundant at Eglin.

Normally we would have run at the scary warning sound of a rat-

tlesnake. By the fourth day we had overcome our fear of rattlesnakes

in the palmetto bushes. We frequently prayed silently that there

would be several rattlesnakes in a clump of the small palmlike

bushes. The sound of the rattle became our dinner bell. Ben White

and John “Turkey” Schneider captured the largest rattlesnake

—

seven feet long by our estimate. While eight team members ate squir-

rel meat, the snake was food for the remaining eight hungry men
that night, as we cut it into sections, boiled it, and sucked the meat
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off the thousands of tiny rib bones. It tasted like boiled chicken. We
ground up our salt tablets and sprinkled the grains on the snake

meat. We took the roots of small cacti, removed the thin bark from

the roots, cut them into thin slices, and affixed these to long green

sticks. Toasted over the pit fire, we convinced ourselves that the sliced

cactus root tasted like potato chips.

Halfway through this exercise, we came upon a beautiful stream

in the pine forest. It was late afternoon as we reconned the area and

deemed it to be safe from the lurking Rangers. Setting our lookouts

in place, the rest of us shed our clothes and took sitz baths in an area

where the stream widened into a stony shoal. The water was cooler

than the air, which was a godsend to our parched and foul-smelling

bodies. We scrubbed ourselves and our clothing with sand in the ab-

sence of soap.

Thirty yards downstream from this lovely resort amenity, the

stream split around a small island about twenty feet wide by forty feet

long. One of our lookouts happened to spot a large wild pig stand-

ing among the saplings on the island, and he passed the word to us

nudists bathing upstream. What followed would be the envy of any

Hollywood comedy film director. Calmly the bathers worked their

way over to their respective piles of clothing and picked up the K-

bar knives and machetes.

The Ranger instructors had told us that we could eat anything we

captured and killed. So we visualized having a pork barbecue with

thin-sliced broiled cactus roots that night, and to hell with the “en-

emy.” If we were attacked during the barbecue dinner, we would

make peace offerings to the Rangers of cooked pork in lieu of hav-

ing our cards punched. This was my first experience with the nega-

tive effects of real hunger on my decision-making processes.

With great stealth and cunning, eleven nude men formed a loose

ring around the wild pig on the island. It was 6:00 p.m. and still quite

light out. The large pig observed us, grunting occasionally. We kept

a vigilant eye on the beast as we closed our ring around its position,

each of us holding a K-bar knife or machete at the ready. At some
point, when our tactical ring was about fifty feet in diameter, it oc-

curred to the pig that it was in jeopardy. It made short sprints of ten

to fifteen feet, stopped, contemplated the odds of escape, turned
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about, and sprinted again. We froze in position, standing in the

stream during this part of the episode, knives poised to stab at any

moment. Shortly, the animal deduced it was time to make a break

for the safety of the other million-odd acres of Eglin Air Force Base.

She bolted between two of my teammates who, standing shin deep

on cannonball-size rocks in the stream, lunged at either side of the

escaping pig. Tommy’s knife pierced the 150-pound pig’s left

hindquarter, causing it to issue a shrill squeal that I can still hear

nearly thirty years later. Driven by hunger, frustration, and greed, and

with total disregard for our safety from the “enemy” or lounging

snakes, eleven naked men raced after the wounded pig hoping to

pick up on a trail of blood, finish the deed of killing it, and return

triumphantly to camp to feed our hungry brethren.

After running nearly a hundred yards through the scrubby pine

forest, we sadly abandoned the chase, ultimately having been out-

smarted by a fleet-footed female swine. Instead, that night we sucked

the salted meat from the fine bones of more boiled snake.

There were many firsts on this first exercise. We encountered two

deadly coral snakes, ate skunk (which we skinned underwater to re-

duce the smell), delighted in catching rabbits and flying squirrels

(which we snared)
,
and developed the seeds of team camaraderie

that would endure for the future. Learning to work as a team in all

exercises was essential to surviving what we would ultimately expe-

rience in Southeast Asia.

In the succeeding months we were trained in making and setting

all types of explosive charges and weapons; survival; first aid; land

and sea navigation; topographical map reading; power boat

handling; scuba diving and long distance swimming; demolitions;

escape and evasion; parachuting; repelling and climbing; radio

communications; hand-to-hand combat; the Vietnamese language;

heavy weapons (tanks and artillery) identification; small unit

tactics; and camouflage techniques. Extra physical conditioning be-

gan and ended each day. Our training bases included Parris Island,

Fort Bragg, Little Creek, Panama Canal Zone, Key West, Monterey,

Coronado, and Fort Benning. We also picked up some training at a

little-known base in northern Virginia; however, its name is long

forgotten.
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Beside being cruel, inhuman, mean-spirited, and completely un-

reasonable, our instructors saw to it that we developed into a tight-

knit, smart team that could outthink and outfight any enemy. The

instructors were the best of the best, members of the most elite fight-

ing units then existing in the United States, from Navy Underwater

Demolition Teams (UDT), Army Rangers, Marines, Special Forces,

and U.S. Navy river patrollers (later dubbed Riverines).

In retrospect, and having since read a few books about the train-

ing ofUDT people and Sea, Air, Land, (SEAL) teams and the Army’s

Rangers and Special Forces units, I have tried to recall the details of

our training for comparison. At the time of our training I believed

nothing could be more difficult or arduous. However, after reading

details of what these other units were subjected to in their training,

I have wondered ifwe got off a little easier in terms of physical pun-

ishment. In many situations, when we believed we had endured and

accomplished the assigned tasks and could not physically do more,

our instructors seemed to have a reserve of stamina. When we col-

lapsed, our instructors remained standing and yelling at us in spite

of their having endured the same physical requirements that we had

suffered. Now, when I read of our Delta Forces, Long Range Re-

connaissance Patrols, SEALs, Special Forces, Rangers, and other mil-

itary special ops teams who have been at the point of more recent

actions in Panama, Grenada, and the Persian Gulf War (“Desert

Storm”), I know what those people are made of, and frankly, I stand

in awe of them. I know from my own experiences that these men are

superhuman in combined mental and physical prowess.

Our training regimen left no time for family, vacations, or time

off (none of us was married). Once a month we had a Sunday off,

which we used mostly for sleeping and tending to our wounds. We
were fortunate that none of us was injured during training exercises

to the extent that we had to lay out for more than three or four days.

Some of us broke bones in our hands or feet; we had some dislocated

shoulders, bad sprains, a few deep cuts that required multiple

stitches, at least four cases of hypothermia, a snake bite, one near

drowning, and assorted cranial contusions. More important, we
learned to cope with and function reasonably well with our injuries

and not to complain, even to each other, about our physical woes.
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Ed Brown and I became dangerously dehydrated in Panama from

some form of dysentery. The dehydration, caused by incessant diar-

rhea and vomiting, caused us to be evacuated by helicopter to an

Army infirmary in the Canal Zone. We were delirious on arrival but

the doctors immediately diagnosed our conditions. We were both re-

constituted by an intravenous drip with huge hypodermic needles

inserted into the top of each thigh. The needles looked to be the size

of those used by veterinarians on elephants and horses. Within forty-

eight hours we were back with our teammates.

Robert Gomez was bitten by a snake of unidentified species in the

swamps of Parris Island, South Carolina. One of the Marine in-

structors immediately administered first aid to Robert by cutting a +

over the two fang entry points in his calf, then sucked the wound to

remove as much venom as he could. We carried Robert to dry land

where a truck transported him to the base hospital. Later, Robert ad-

mitted to us that he had been extremely frightened that he would

die from the snake bite. One of our teammates reminded him that

if he wasn’t dead in the first ten seconds from the venom attacking

his central nervous system (such as results from the bite of a coral

snake), he was probably only in minor danger. I felt that the Marine

who administered first aid was the unheralded hero of the event. If

the snake bite had contained the kind of venom that attacked the

nervous system, he might have died too, having sucked the venom
into his mouth. But the Marine obviously observed that Robert

had not quickly become comatose from the bite, and therefore he

didn’t seem to care that the snake that bit Robert had escaped be-

fore it was identified. In this case, the instructor had a man down
from a snake bite and immediately assumed the responsibility for that

man’s care and survival. This was one of several thousand crucial

lessons learned by my teammates and me.

Captain Scott O’Grady, a U.S. Air Force F-l 6 fighter pilot, was shot

down by a Bosnian Serb antiaircraft missile in late May 1995. He
was able to eject from his burning aircraft and, using his training

and knowledge, was able to escape from and evade the enemy for

six days, until being rescued by our Marines and their helicopters

from the USS Kearsage. The young pilot related to the world some

of the techniques he employed to avoid capture and death. He told
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interviewers of eating ants and grass for sustenance, and of ringing

out his socks for a few drops of moisture to lessen his dehydration.

Most people are likely disgusted at the thought of eating ants (or any

other form of insect) . Eating grass and leaves is an acceptable source

of human sustenance for short periods; however, bugs are not

thought of in the same way by most Americans. It is practically an ax-

iom that when you are starving, your body weakening from lack of

food and your thought processes becoming impaired, you will eat

anything to survive. Modern-day people have reported eating human
flesh to survive plane crashes and sea disasters. In thejungles of cen-

tral Panama, our Ranger instructors forced us to eat handfuls of live

grubs gathered from rotting trees. The first swallow of live, wiggling

bugs is the worst. The second swallow becomes a little easier. When
you find that the bugs have not commenced eating your stomach lin-

ing, the third and subsequent swallows of a handful of mustard-col-

ored, one-inch grubs become only slightly worse than eating slimy,

boiled okra. Captain O’Grady ate the ants, and he lived to escape and

survive. That’s all that counts. Admittedly, bugs (particularly roaches)

are not a food source that you ever crave or hope to see again on a

hotel buffet line, not even in a stir-fry.

On a training exercise at Fort Benning we were encamped in a

forested area. We were sleeping on ponchos with no tents, and cer-

tainly no mosquito netting. Sometime just before dawn I had been

sleeping on my back, my head resting on a roll of toilet tissue (which

I had smuggled along among my sparse toilet articles), when I

awoke, involuntarily choking. Quickly sitting up, I spit out what

seemed to be hard feathers that had become lodged in the back of

my throat. Shortly, a large mass attached to wings escaped from my
mouth as a result of my coughing and the prying of my right index

finger. I switched on my flashlight. The sight caused me great men-

tal discomfort and near nausea. As I slept, a large cockroachlike bug

had found my open mouth a desirable, moist location in which to

bivouac for the night. My four-letter profanities awoke my entire

team and two instructors. When I was finally able to explain what had

happened, I received a round of verbal reproaches, which would

have made even a salty sailor blush, for having disturbed the sleep

of my comrades over such a minor matter. I silently vowed to find a



Training of the Team 29

way to get even with them for their insensitivity. Later, in Southeast

Asia, we all ate mosquitoes and flies because hordes of these winged

creatures sometimes invaded our food as it made its way from the

container to our mouths. Such was life in the woods and jungles.

We trained for parachute jumping at Fort Bragg. After four days

of ground school, including parachute packing, we were ready for

our first static-linejumps. By the time we reached Fort Bragg, the wor-

ries overjumping out of an airplane and floating to the ground un-

der a canopy of silk seemed to sixteen tough guys to be more like an

opportunity to take a short nap in betweenjumping from the aircraft

and smashing into the ground. We jokingly concluded during

ground school that only the jolt of the parachute opening might

awaken us momentarily.

But the firstjump was not a cakewalk for me and several of our

team. Richard and Robert were first and second out the door, each

shouting “Geronimo-o-o-o” as they disappeared, caught by the slip-

stream of the aircraft. I was third in position to leap. I balked at the

hatchway. There was about forty-five hundred feet of clear air be-

tween the aircraft in which I was standing and the ground below. The

wind was blowing past the door at about ninety mph. Overcoming

the obstacle of fear was momentarily difficult for me; however, my
hesitation at the hatchway was short-lived—about 1.8 seconds in du-

ration—because the sole of a large boot was placed on my butt, and

I was unceremoniously booted into the free airspace. The static line

opened my chute automatically, and I drifted down and out of the

slipstream. I shouted a vile name over to Richard and he shouted
A

back at me. Carrying on a conversation at that altitude was a new ex-

perience. Pulling alternately on the parachute risers gave me prac-

tice in steering the parachute to the extent steering was possible. I

landed about three hundred yards from the target area and none of

our team got closer to it than about a hundred yards. With practice

at static-line jumping we became more proficient, although I never

came close to hitting the target circle.

Free-falljumping was exhilarating; however, for me, looking down
at about eight thousand feet of clear air was daunting, particularly

for the first severaljumps. The fact that I had packed my own chute,

and a professional parachute rigger had packed my reserve chute,
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was little comfort at first. Once again I had to be booted out the door.

“Big Guy” (my nickname), was launched again. I watched the al-

timeter, which rested on top of my reserve chute on my chest.

Spreading my arms and legs, I flew down like a giant eaglejust as the

instructors had told us to do and as the training films had depicted.

The four teammates who had gone out the hatchway before me
blended into the landscape below, and I could pick them out only

occasionally. I felt for the D-ring at least half a dozen times just to

make sure I could find it when I reached the altitude at which I had

been instructed to pull it to release the chute.

I watched the ground rising to meet me at a speed of about ninety-

five to one hundred mph, and the farther I fell the more I mistrusted

my altimeter. The instructors had told us to pull the D-ring at four

thousand feet, and if the main chute failed to open properly we were

to release it, as instructed, and pull the D-ring to open the reserve

chute. When my altimeter indicated five thousand feet the distance

to the ground looked more like three thousand feet to me. The four

jumpers ahead of me had already opened their parachutes. In sim-

ple terms, I panicked. I pulled the D-ringjust after passing the five-

thousand-foot mark on the altimeter. The drogue chute deployed,

pulling out the main canopy, and with a mighty yank on my thigh

straps it filled with air and slowed me to a crawl.

It was only when Ben zoomed past me still in free fall that I felt

very foolish. He correctly opened his chute at four thousand feet

while I was still floating around forty-six hundred feet.

The jump instructors on the ground took me to task for not fol-

lowing instructions, and I did not grope about for a response, since

I had long before learned that excuses of any kind were unaccept-

able in this business. I did resent being labeled a “gutless wonder”

and a “douche bag.”

At Coronado we experienced still another escape and evasion

school, during which I very nearly failed a claustrophobia test . .

.

my
Achilles’ heel. As a phase of interrogation training, as a mock-pris-

oner, I was placed into a metal box in a sitting position. The metal

top of the box was closed on me, forcing my head nearly down to my
outstretched legs. I was able to move only my arms. I was forced to

remain locked in the box under direct sunlight for thirty minutes.
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When finally released, I was a screaming nut-case for several minutes.

It was a terrible experience for me.

On an island off the coast of Coronado we were taught by UDT
instructors to use C-4 demolition charges as well as construct and

detonate claymore mines. I was extremely impressed with how little

C-4 explosive was required to create an enormous explosion and

devastation. Our primary instructor in demolitions was a thin U.S.

Navy chief petty officer nicknamed “Bomber Bob.” Being curious as

to how Bomber lost the top joint of three of his fingers on his left

hand, one of our team asked him how that happened. We fully ex-

pected him to tell us his fingers were blown off by an explosive charge

that went awry.

“Well,” said Bomber, “it happened when I was about fifteen. I was

in shop class in high school and ran them through a saw. No big deal.

I didn’t need those joints anyway.”

We chuckled at this response and went on with the class.

In the morning classes at the Monterey School of Languages we

were taught Vietnamese; however, after about ten days it was deter-

mined by someone in authority that the FRAM 16 team either did

not need to learn Vietnamese or there was something more press-

ing with respect to our training.

The language classes were terminated and we flew up to Travis Air

Force Base, outside San Francisco. At Travis we checked into the

BOQ (Bachelor Officers Quarters) and were met by a man, whom
we presumed was a CIA case officer, who directed us to be back in

the lobby in 15 minutes. We were told we would be picking up our

equipment bags, getting a few final inoculations, and having a brief-

ing that would last most of the afternoon.

We received word at the briefing that we would be leaving for Viet-

nam at noon the following day. At that particular point, the reality

of it all hit each of us with a large bang. This was what we had been

training for.
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First Practice Mission

Having experienced the excitement of observing the Marine pilot exit

safely from the smoking A-l Skyraider at Tan Son Nhut Airport, we

went into the Operations (“Ops”) Building and stood inside looking

for someone who fit the description of Paul Seward, a CIA case offi-

cer. We had been given his description and local telephone by a case

officer on our departure from Travis AFB, and we assumed he would

be dressed in the classic CIA uniform of light blue shirt and khaki

pants. We drew some minor attention from military types and others

who were milling around in the building, because we were dressed

in camouflage clothing that bore no markings as to rank, nor did we

have our names on patches sewn on ourjacket breast pockets.

“Gentlemen, let me welcome you to South Vietnam. How was your

trip from CONUS [continental United States]?” asked a six-foot-five

fellow wearing “the uniform.”

He went on, not waiting for a response from us. “I’m Paul Seward.

Your assigned case officer, Bill Dunn, couldn’t be here to meet you

and I will act in his place. We’re going to put you fellows up here for

the night and will have a briefing for you around 4:00 p.m. this af-

ternoon concerning your first mission. Right now I want you to exit

with me through that door over there and load yourselves and
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your gear on the bus. The rest of the gear that was on your flight will

be taken to your temporary billet. Feel free to grab some food from

the mess hall adjacent to your barracks. I’ll be there to see that you

don’t have any hassles getting fed at the little mess hall operation.

Any questions?”

None of us had any questions, and we followed Seward out of the

building. With our duffel bags on our shoulders we walked about sev-

enty-five yards, through light rain, to a ramshackle old Vietnamese

school bus. The bus took us about a mile to a cinder-block two-story

barracks where we took a few minutes to rest on our bunks before

loading up with some chow.

Following a mid-afternoon spaghetti lunch, we were led by Seward

to an adjacent building used for meetings and briefs. The meeting

room was drab with a concrete slab floor, unpainted cinder-block

walls, three ceiling fans, and about forty metal folding chairs set up

in five rows. Fluorescent light fixtures lined the ceiling from front

to back. At the front of the room was a wooden lectern on a table,

several maps mounted on easels, and a chalkboard.

Seward entered the room and began the briefing with a nod in

welcome. He explained that most of our missions would be staged

out of Cambodia and Laos, which we had already been told back in

the States. The headquarters people wanted FRAM 16 to go through

two missions with experienced combat personnel before beginning

missions on our own. Seward explained in careful detail that our pri-

mary function would be to gather information by “observing” the en-

emy—the North Vietnamese and the Vietcong—and report it back

for processing by the intelligence networks in South Vietnam. We
had already heard this too.

“In the course of your work it is certain you will engage the en-

emy in spite ofyour efforts to avoid getting into firefights. In the first

two missions we have planned for you, you are probably going to get

into firefights. Count on it. And you can count on it changing you

forever. We know you have received outstanding combat training;

however, there is nothing like the real thing. We want you to go

through this guided by experienced men who know how to fight and

win because they’ve been there before.

“Your first mission will involve an attempt to capture a North
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Vietnamese officer. We are aware of the constant infiltration of the

demilitarized zone (DMZ) by North Vietnamese regulars heading

into South Vietnam, and We are anxious to interrogate an enemy of-

ficer who can be invited to devulge information concerning num-

bers, equipment, supply dumps, and other valuable information.

We’ll handle the interrogation.”

We were told in the briefing by Seward that we would be flown in

two C-47s (carrying cargo in addition to FRAM 16) to a small tacti-

cal airfield in Quang Tri, located in the northeast corner of South

Vietnam, just below the DMZ. We were to be met there by five U.S.

Army Special Forces soldiers who would lead the mission. Seward

went on with the mission outline, covering the helicopter incursion

into the North Vietnamese-occupied land near the DMZ. He de-

scribed the terrain we could expect, pointed out on a map the known

enemy concentration areas, and concluded by saying that the Spe-

cial Forces men would cover the tactical details of the mission when
we arrived in Quang Tri.

Seward closed by saying that by the next morning he wanted each

of us to tell him the type of weapons we preferred for the mission.

This request, I thought, was odd. After a discussion among the team

members there was a consensus that we did not know enough about

the tactical mission to know the type of weapons we might need.

Would we have helicopter gunship cover if needed? There were too

many unknowns for us to communicate our weapons needs to Se-

ward. We appointed Richard to get back to Seward and discuss the

matter with him before we stated our weapons preferences. Richard

returned from meeting with Seward just before we went to dinner.

“He said that a normal complement of Ml 6s, M2 carbines, M3
grease guns, semiautomatic pistols, and fragmentary grenades would

be the best choices. No need for shotguns, grenade launchers, or

light machine guns. The Special Forces guys will be loaded for bear.

There should be helicopter gunship support for insertion and ex-

traction; however, we could not depend fully on gunship support if

we got into a firefight between the time of insertion and the time of

extraction. As he said in the briefing, Seward thinks this will be a two-

day mission at most.”

We had trained with many types of weapons; however I was still
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hoping for the chance to requisition a Stoner as soon as our regular

case officer showed up. For this mission I chose the M2, being wary

of the Ml 6 based on what I had heard from the UDT fellow.

Before the flight up to Quang Tri two days later, we were free to

catch a bus into Saigon to tour around the old city. I was still stressed

over my arrival in South Vietnam and had slept very little on the flight

over. We were finally here, and the combat zone was nearby. This was

it. This is what we were trained for, and it was coming down fast. Four

of my teammates and I decided to grab dinner at Tan Son Nhut and

take in a movie. The rest of the team went into Saigon.

The mission appeared to be a fiasco of miscommunication and

mishaps from the beginning. One of the C-47s going to Quang Tri,

carrying nine members of FRAM 16, had to divert to a friendly air-

field due to mechanical problems in flight. The remaining seven of

us went on to land at Quang Tri. When we arrived we were met at

the foot of the plane’s ladder by three Special Forces men who drove

us to our tent. The airfield compound was completely cleared, flat,

and surrounded by a berm of dirt. It was bleak in appearance. The

sky was a dull gray, with clouds at about twenty-five hundred feet, and

the humidity must have been ninety-eight percent.

In the briefing tent the senior Special Forces officer greeted us

without a hint of a smile. He was a major, and from his appearance

it was obvious he had seen plenty of combat. His head was covered

with only a stubble of hair; he looked tired and dirty.

“We expected only five ofyou to be coming in to operate with us,”

he said. “We received a communication early this morning that they

were sending sixteen of your types up here. Don’t know what we

would have done with sixteen on this mission. But then we heard that

the other aircraft bringing your team was diverted due to a me-

chanical problem. By the way, their plane landed safely. The word

we got was to prepare to receive and mission-train five of you guys.

Now we have seven of you, and we haven’t decided if we will take all

of you on the hunting trip or leave two of you behind. This mission

calls for a rapid insertion, grab an NVA officer, and get the hell out

as fast as possible. It makes it tough for us to get you seven and one

of our five-man teams in and out fast. We may have to use two heli-

copters, which increases the odds that we may attract NVA attention
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and lose one or both of the helos in the process of insertion and

extraction.”

The Special Forces major definitely did not appear to be a happy

fellow. As he proceeded with the briefing, he changed the insertion

point from the one Seward had described to us in the early briefing

at Ton Son Nhut. We would now be inserted just below the DMZ,
near a small village. Apparently there was some new intelligence that

there was a platoon of NVA camped on the DMZ near the village,

and the NVA troops loitered around the village in the early evening.

The intelligence source had reported seeing two, possibly three, NVA
officers in the group of approximately thirty-five soldiers. We would

insert two miles from the encampment and the village, and patrol

in from there.

It seemed odd to me that twelve U.S. fighters would move in on

an estimated thirty-five enemy soldiers. But I decided not to raise the

question. Instead, I was willing to follow along with the experienced

Special Forces soldiers. I felt that the element of surprise would be

in our favor and perhaps we could prevail as a result. But my sub-

conscious held doubt and concern. Our mission departure time

would depend on further confirming intelligence reports and the

weather.

The briefing, which was attended by five of the toughest-looking

Special Forces soldiers I had ever seen, lasted about forty-five min-

utes, at which point all of us opened cans of rations and engaged in

a light lunch. Suddenly the clouds, brimming with moisture, opened

up and we experienced a downpour. I swore we got five inches of

rain in the next hour, before it stopped. The bare ground turned

to mud.

We remained in the briefing tent during the downpour and in-

troduced ourselves to the five Special Forces men. Over the next

hour we listened intently as the Special Forces guys told us what we

could expect, taught us their hand signal system, and gave us plenty

of warnings about what to do and not do under certain circum-

stances. Our brains were like sponges. Each tip we could pick up from

these experienced soldiers could be the tip that saved our lives. Most

of the tips had already been taught to us during Stateside training;

however, now these tips were a reminder or refresher, and we made
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sure we understood and remembered. We asked many questions that

afternoon before finally feeling we could work well with our combat

trainers.

I slept very fitfully that night, having dreams of combat situations

that woke me from my light sleep. I was aware of the need to sleep

in order to be fit and alert when we received the call to board the

helicopters. But such awareness was of no use; I still had difficulty

remaining asleep for more than fifteen minutes at a time.

In the late afternoon of the next day, though the cloud cover re-

mained low and ominous, we got the call to load up in one hour. All

seven of the FRAM 16 team members present would be in on the mis-

sion. We had already packed up the gear into light backpacks,

checked and range-fired our weapons—which had been delivered

to us along with ammunition—drank water, and filled our bellies with

rations. The time of our next drink ofwater and meal was unknown.

That depended on what lay ahead of us. I was bothered because,

while we had been through a detailed briefing and conversation with

the Special Forces team that would lead the mission, there were al-

ways unknown factors. It was the way it would always be for us. We
could just hope we were properly trained to react to the unknown
factors and escape unscathed. Hope accompanied by positive think-

ing was always a part of our mission preparation and endured

throughout the mission itself. This was our first mission into what was

a situation where we would potentially encounter the enemy as we
sought to capture and extract an NVA officer for interrogation. I won-

dered why this mission had been selected for us. The chances of get-

ting into a firefight were, in my opinion, very high. Hence, it was

probable that we would have casualties.

I rationalized my own concerns by cavalierly saying to myself, “If

your time is up, your time is up. It may happen on this mission or

one in the future. You never know when your number is going to be

called. AJ1 you can do is your best. If that is not good enough, then

it ain’t good enough.”

The helicopter ride took about twenty-five minutes. We were ac-

companied by three helicopter gunships. The helicopters made
two false insertions to confuse and trick enemy soldiers who might

be in the area. The idea was to make the enemy think there had been
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insertions elsewhere, masking the real insertion. The landing zone

(LZ) was in a large, cleared field, and the helicopters landed only

twenty-five yards from a heavily wooded area. We unloaded from the

helicopters and ran fifteen yards before taking up prone firing po-

sitions in an arc facing the treeline. There being no firing coming

at us from the woods, we ran and covered each other until reaching

the treeline, and paused again to determine whether our insertion

had been detected or whether there was a company ofNVA soldiers

bivouacked in our path. Our helicopters had taken off and were

quickly flying away to the south.

We patrolled slowly in the direction of our objective, east-south-

east of our LZ. Staying ten to fifteen yards apart, we moved single

file behind the point man, a Special Forces corporal. Intelligence on

enemy presence in this area was nonexistent, so we patrolled with

great caution.

After just under an hour of patrolling we received a hand signal

to crouch low and spread out. Moving apart, then getting into a

squatting position, we waited about two minutes. Then we patrolled

forward another thirty yards or so before being signaled again. This

time, the point man’s hand signal indicated he had spotted enemy
soldiers. Seconds later I heard my first shots fired in combat. Our
squad had been spotted, and it was the sound of an AK-47 firing on

full automatic. The first burst was short, followed by a longer burst,

and this was followed by several other AK-47s firing at once. From
my position I could not see any source of the firing, and I was cog-

nizant that none of our team was returning fire. Everyone had taken

cover in whatever cover was available.

A hand signal was passed back that we were to move in a flank to

our left. I crawled on my belly, elbows, and knees a distance of thirty

yards. Reaching a natural berm line that rose variably from three to

five feet above our previous position, I stopped to observe. On my
left side was a Special Forces soldier, and on my right was Larry

Jacques. We worked our way up the berm on our bellies. The un-

derbrush in this wooded area grew low, and the trees were about ten

to fifteen inches in diameter. My first view of the woods beyond the

berm was of three NVA soldiers moving directly toward me from

about twenty-five yards away. Before I could click off my safety, the
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three enemy soldiers were dropped in a hail of automatic fire from

the Special Forces soldier on my left. I glanced at Larry to see his re-

action. Larry was aiming his rifle ahead of him but not yet firing. I

rolled over on my back to check out the area from which we had

crawled, wanting to make sure the enemy was not sneaking in from

behind us. I saw nothing and rolled back to the action. Instantly I

saw several enemy soldiers running from my right to my left at a dis-

tance of about thirty yards. Larry fired a burst of three shots and two

seconds later I did the same. None of the running NVA was hit, and

they disappeared quickly into a more dense area of the woods. Al-

most everyone on our side seemed to be shooting. The crescendo

of rifle fire became a roar beyond Larry’s position. The enemy was

shooting hard at us, and we were returning fire. My ears blocked up

from the loud rifle fire, and I worked to equalize the pressure in them

by alternately opening wide and closing my mouth. I had no saliva

in my mouth to swallow.

My field of fire was somewhat limited by my being between two

substantial tree trunks growing from the top of the berm. Abruptly

two NVA came dashing toward me in virtually the same path as the

first three NVA had come. I was ready this time and opened fire with

three quick bursts of three rounds per burst. Both NVA were caught

in the chest by my shots and were instantly blown over on their backs.

Once on the ground they did not move, which did not mean they

were dead, but I believed they were. I had no time to think about

havingjust killed someone, because I was too busy trying to be pre-

pared to defend against the next assault.

Several minutes later I was firing at a running NVA soldier some

distance away when out of the corner of my eye I saw Larry flip vio-

lently onto his back, landing below the berm. From his body’s posi-

tion on the ground, I was certain he had been hit. Rather than look-

ing at him immediately, or rushing to his aid, I first checked to see

if I could determine where the enemy was who had fired the shot. I

rolled over several yards to my right and observed again. Seeing no

movement of enemy soldiers, I glanced down and saw the entry

wound, which was nearly in the center of Larry’s forehead. He
looked very dead, and I felt that going to his aid at that moment
wouldjeopardize my life and those ofmy comrades, because I could
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not chance vacating my field of fire. My field of fire now included

Larry’s.

I had seen a few dead people in my lifetime; mostly at funerals and

when passing a few vehicular accidents. But I was unprepared for the

death of a friend occurring right next to me. No matter how one

steels himself to be prepared under combat circumstances, it is al-

ways a shock when someone gets killed, especially when it is a close

comrade.

The small red hole in Larry’s forehead looked to be less than half

an inch in diameter. A small pool of blood and brains was visible on

the bare ground to the side of his head. His eyes were open, but it

was obvious he was dead. He probably never felt any pain. He was fir-

ing his rifle at the enemy, and in a split second it was over. His young

life was taken in battle. I kept firing, fearing the next bullet aimed at

me would take me out, and glancing over at Larry’s body . . . and

scared out of my wits, and changing clips and firing. Listening to the

shouts of my teammates and orders being shouted by the Special

Forces men, I was filled with anger, fear, and sorrow, none of which

was stronger than the others. With the air often thick with lead from

weapons being fired at us on full automatic, I would sometimes won-

der how the hell we would get Larry’s body out of there. I could not

envision us leaving him there; but getting him extracted by helicopter

could get more of us killed, assuming we could even get out of the

firefight, board the helicopters, and extract. My mouth remained di;y

and sour-tasting. I was consumed by the desire to survive!

There were occasional lulls in the firing, but never for more than

thirty seconds. I began to think about our ammunition supplies,

whether or not helicopter gunships had been called in, and most of

all whether or not we were going to get extracted. Firing intermit-

tently as I saw the NVA moving about, I continued to be concerned

about extracting Larry’s body and how the rest of us would return

to Quang Tri safely.

Larry was a good buddy. He and I had teamed on a number of oc-

casions during training. We had drained several bottles of beer to-

gether over the preceding months, and had often laughed at each

other’s foul jokes. He was the youngest of four children, all born in

Gaithersburg, Maryland. In fact, his older siblings were all girls. His

father was an electrical engineer, and Larry had studied to be an
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engineer in a New England college. Like me, he held a commercial

and multiengine aircraft license, was a scuba diver, and was an avid

outdoorsman. He was a pitcher on the varsity baseball team. Early

on we chided him that he should be very accurate on the hand

grenade range. His last name was of French origin, and we had first

taken to calling him Jacques; then later “Jocko.” He never had the

chance to test his baseball pitcher’s talents in combat by throwing a

hand grenade.

Hand signals were passed along indicating we should begin a re-

treat, back in the direction from which we had inserted. I was trou-

bled at having to abandon a position on the berm, because it was bet-

ter cover than anything I had observed previously. Yet I did not pause

when I saw the hand signal; rather I slung my rifle over my shoulder

and immediately moved off the berm to pick up Larry’s body.

“Leave him!” shouted a Special Forces sergeant to my left. “If he’s

dead or dying, you leave him there or someone else will get hit! I said

leave him!” the sergeant shouted again. I disobeyed his order and

lifted Larry’s limp form over my shoulder. He weighed only about

160 pounds, and I felt I could make it out to the helicopter without

difficulty. I assumed that someone would cover my back as I re-

treated. The rifle fire had stopped for a time, and Ijogged through

the woods carrying Larry’s body for a distance of about 150 yards be-

fore Ben caught up with me. He urged me to let him carry Larry, and

I slid the body offmy shoulders gently. As I released his body, I could

see the back of his head. The bullet exit hole was large and sicken-

ing to look at. I was revolted but mostly saddened.

Ben took over the portage of Larry, and the rest of our team came

to our aid from time to time. Again the point man was a Special

Forces soldier, and the rest of the Special Forces men formed our

rear guard.

It was tough going through the underbrush, and all of us were

panting from the stress and exhaustion. I took several swigs of water

from my canteen as I moved along. Finally, after nearly half an hour

of retreat, I heard the wonderful sound of several helicopters re-

sponding to our radio call for extraction.

Our point man had guided us back to virtually the same place

where we had first entered the woods from the LZ. On reaching

this location I noted that a smoke grenade, belching red smoke, had
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already been tossed out into the field, marking our position for the

helicopters. Three gunships swooped in and took positions about a

hundred yards out and about a hundred feet in the air. The extrac-

tion helicopters came in under the gunships, and in groups of four

we raced out andjumped on the waiting chariots.

Robert was carrying Larry’s body at that point. When he arrived

at the helicopter, Tom and I were already aboard and helped lift

Larry from Robert’s shoulders. Having not even had time to see if

all were accounted for, especially from FRAM 16, 1 was only satisfied

that we were about to reach safety. Ben, Tom, Robert, Larry’s body,

and I, together with three Special Forces men, were aboard the he-

licopter when a Special Forces sergeant gave the helicopter crewman

the thumbs-up signal. The crewman signaled the pilot, and we rose

about ten feet above the ground, whirled 180 degrees, and flew out

under the gunships. Then the helicopter climbed rapidly to around

forty-five hundred feet, heading for Quang Tri. The others followed

in the second helicopter.

Larry’s body was lying faceup at my feet in the helicopter. I found

it difficult to hold back the tears as I thought about his family and

their sorrow when they received the news of his having been killed

in action, less than five days after he arrived in South Vietnam. I

stared out the open door, not looking at anything in particular, but

not looking down at Larry’s face, which by then had turned a bluish

gray. I was nauseous and upset by all this; and I did not have enough

experience or insight to comprehend why we had been put in this

situation.

On landing at Quang Tri, ajeep with a stretcher mounted across

the back seating area rolled up to the helicopter before the rotors

had stopped turning. Two Special Forces men lifted Larry’s body

from the deck of the helicopter, placed it on the stretcher, covered

his body with a poncho, and strapped it down on the stretcher. When
they had pulled away, we unloaded from our side of the helicopter.

It was drizzling as I saw thejeep drive offwith Larry, and I stood there

on the helipad watching with my teammates in deep sorrow.

We gathered in the briefing tent with the Special Forces major who
began the mission debriefing without even acknowledging the death

of Larry. I thought it excessively hard-nosed of him. One of the



First Practice Mission 43

sergeants explained to the major the lack of positive results from the

mission, explaining the details from the point of insertion through

the extraction. He described Larry’s head wound and the fact that

he must have died instantly from the single gunshot through his

brain. Then he explained that I had been told to leave the body be-

hind due to the continued rifle fire from the NVA soldiers, and that

I had disobeyed the order. There was silence in the room.

The major stared at me and said, “Mister, disobeying a direct or-

der under the circumstances you were all under could have caused

your death and the death of others. When you are under fire and in

retreat, you do not stop to recover bodies. What do you have to say

for yourself, mister?

“I have no experience in combat, sir,” I replied. “There was never

a moment in our training when the subject of recovering a dead or

wounded person under fire was covered. When we received the sig-

nal to retreat, there was a significant lull in the incoming fire. I be-

lieved at that point that the NVA were regrouping or retreating.

Therefore I saw no reason to abandon the body of my comrade.”

Glaring at me with icy eyes, the major sneeringly said, ‘You’re a

dumb shit, mister. The lull in firing could also have been the result

of the NVA moving into your position from a flank. You were eleven

men, strung out in a line on a berm in the woods. Your flanks and

rear were completely exposed. All of you had been firing your

weapons at the NVA, and they knew exactly what your position and

strengths were. The NVA soldier is a smart soldier, mister. He is an

experienced fighter. Don’t ever forget that. You were damn lucky you

were able to extract with the body without getting somebody else

killed or wounded. If you had been wounded in retreat you would

have created an additional burden on the rest of the squad. I’ll tell

you this, mister, if you were one of my men, I would have you court-

martialed and thrown in the brig for a few years. What you did was

disobey a direct order from one of my men, and you did so without

concern for the possiblejeopardy of the other men. That’s all, men.

Dismissed.”

As we left the tent, my teammates walked with me toward our tent.

Once in the tent, Ben admonished me, saying that he hoped noth-

ing like that would happen on any future mission in which he was a
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part. The rest of my teammates verbally jumped all over Ben, de-

fending me and indicating that the major was wrong. A loud argu-

ment ensued, while I remained sitting on a cot in the corner, trying

to think about what had happened. The argument went on for sev-

eral minutes before I stood up and told my teammates to calm down.

I explained that I would do the same thing again if one of them went

down under fire. I explained to them that I wanted their bodies re-

turned to their families for interrment back in CONUS so there

would be a finality to the death of their son. An unrecovered body

of a loved one can cause the family to hold out hope that the per-

son will be found and returned alive someday. Being able to cere-

moniously dispose of a body after death brings closure to the loss,

though the sadness lingers for years to come.

There was silence in the tent for several seconds. Then Ben stood

up and walked out of the tent without saying anything further. I felt

confident that I had made a good impression on the remaining mem-
bers of my team, though that was not very important to me then. I

just wanted to put an end to the discord.

Our first mission had ended in the death of a teammate and fail-

ure to accomplish the objective. It was an unfortunate beginning.



Chapter 4

River Patrol

The FRAM-16 team was flown to Soc Trang, thirty-five miles south of

Can Tho in the Mekong Delta region, for our next assignments. We
were flown in a C-47 from Quang Tri to Da Nang, changed planes,

and flew to Soc Trang in two groups aboard helicopters, with a fuel

stop at Tan Son Nhut.

The roar of the helicopter engine and the constant vibration we

felt during the flight made me wonder, as I always had, why anyone

would ever want to be a helicopter pilot. The helicopters, flown by

CIA-paid Air America pilots, were old H-19s, sometimes referred to

as HS-ls (or “Hiss Ones”) in U.S. Navy circles. They were first used

toward the end of the Korean War and were gradually being replaced

in South Vietnam by the famous Huey helicopters.

We flew at an altitude of about 4,500 feet, beyond the accuracy

range of most enemy small-arms fire, with the cabin doors open al-

lowing a view of the terrain en route and observing the tremendous

amount of military air traffic of every description traversing the area.

A few miles south of Saigon we could see the beginnings of the wet-

lands constituting the Mekong Delta region. It looked like the

Florida Everglades except that there were clumps of tropical rain for-

est where the trees seemed larger and the foliage more dense than

in Florida. It was obvious there were plenty of places to hide in the



46 COVERT WARRIOR

forests. Estuaries, ponds, and stagnant standing water were every-

where, and the agricultural development was less widespread. On fly-

ing over a wide river, and without the benefit of having tour guides

onboard, we assumed it was the Mekong River. It was swollen with

water and stained gray-brown with mud. Hundreds of boats could be

seen moving on the river, which flowed southward from its begin-

nings in the mountains of northern Laos (some say the river has its

beginnings in the Himalayas), passing Vientiane (capital of Laos),

forming the border between Laos and Thailand, bisecting Cambo-

dia, turning southeast at Phnom Penh (capital of Cambodia), and

heading into southern South Vietnam, where it flowed east-south-

eastward to its terminus in the South China Sea. Parts of the Mekong
River and its many estuaries were among the water highways used as

an adjunct to the Ho Chi Minh Trail by North Vietnam.

We flew over five or six wide “rivers” and were bewildered as to

which might be the fabled Mekong. In fact the rivers were all part of

the Mekong, which had divided into several smaller rivers beginning

south of Sa Dec.

On arrival in Soc Trang, we were escorted to a small metal build-

ing where we were met by Bill Dunn, the CIA case officer who would

be in charge of our missions and other activities for the time being.

Bill was an interesting study. He was about thirty-five years old, blond

hair, ice-blue eyes, athletic; about 5'10" tall, 165 lbs., trim and mus-

cular. In appearance, but absent the black military uniform, he epit-

omized that Nordic ideal which was prerequisite to service in Ger-

many’s Nazi SS ofWorld War II. But, in fact, he had graduated from

a Midwestern university, dropped out of law school at the end of one

year, and went to work for the CIA. His “uniform” consisted of khaki

pants, blue long-sleeved shirt with cuffs rolled to the elbows, and

brown penny loafers.

As we grew to respect Bill over the next several months, we found

him to be an exceedingly organized, conscientious, and detail-ori-

ented man who went by the book. He was cordial, somewhat colle-

gial in style of management, and capable of quickly getting things

done for us when we needed something. Three of us had put in re-

quests to be issued Stoner rifles, and through Bill’s connections we
got two of them in less than a week.
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Bill divided us into three teams for the next mission.

The five-man A-team was assigned to join a UDT Team in Long
Phu for a search-and-destroy mission on “Dung” Island, at the mouth
of the Mekong, leading into the South China Sea. Their objective

was to destroy a small 70 mm recoilless rifle assembly facility and am-

munition bunker, hidden deep in the island’sjungle. The facility was

reported to have been partially damaged in a previous raid by the

UDTs. The As were going in to make sure nothing was left that could

be used against friendly forces. I was a bit jealous after I heard de-

tails of their briefing, because I greatly admired the talents of the

UDTs and wanted an opportunity to work with them in the hope that

some of their techniques, gained from much experience, would rub

off on me.

The B-team of five men was briefed on a mission with some Army
Special Forces in southeastern Cambodia, near the Svay River. Their

mission was to destroy a radio tower in that area. The radio, oper-

ated by the Vietcong, directed small boat traffic in the various rivers

of the area. The boats were carrying supplies and weapons believed

to be for both the Vietcong and North Vietnamese regulars.

Finally, the C-team, of which I was a member (now down to five

men since we lost Larry)
,
was assigned to a U.S. Navy river patrol op-

eration near the South Vietnam-Cambodia border on the Bassac

River, fifteen miles north ofLong Xuyen, where the Bassac River has

a briefconnection to the Mekong River. The main stream of the Bas-

sac flows from the huge Tonle Sap Lake, located about forty miles

northwest of Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

After the three teams received their briefings, we all gathered in

a Quonset hut around 1:00 p.m. and had several rounds of cold beer.

We kidded one another about which mission would likely generate

the most “hot lead” in the air, discussed the advantages of working

with the Navy UDTs, and compared other details of the missions. Af-

ter a few beers we were all pretty loose, and the competitive banter

and laughter grew more raucous. In our own way we were preparing

ourselves for our second live-fire training mission. As we drank beer,

the perception of the danger involved with these missions made us

all comedians (at least in our own slightly inebriated estimation)
,
per-

haps in an ephemeral attempt to sublimate fear in our subconscious
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minds. After all, we were a bunch of young studs, all fairly tough to

the core, and we hadjust lost one of our favorites, Larry. For our men-

tal health each of us probably needed to deal more directly with the

loss of our teammate, but there was no time to be concerned about

our psychological welhbeing. The deaths of Larry and subsequent

other team members would haunt us unmercifully, especially when

we were all so interdependent as trustees of each other’s lives.

Being one of the quieter souls present at the beer fest, I silently

looked over the laughing group and wondered if we would all be

back together again the next week. Or would our ranks be smaller?

It was a horrid thought to deal with. My gaze circled the room, tak-

ing in all the faces of the merrymakers. Maybe I was a little different

from most of my teammates. I drank more beer and did my utmost

to enjoy the time we had remaining. After seven cans of beer, con-

sumed in ninety minutes or less, I weaved drunkenly out the door of

the Quonset hut and threw it up, bubbles and all. We drank a lot of

beer that afternoon and evening. I had not had that much to drink

at one time in the previous eight or nine months.

Most of us awoke the next morning with varying degrees of upset

stomachs from all the beer consumed. The A-team had already de-

parted on their mission with the UDTs. The ten of us remaining gath-

ered at the mess hut hoping that a little solid food would help cure

us of the previous night’s binge. Robert said he felt great, and that

we were all a bunch of pansies for not being able to have a few beers

without getting hungover. I was chided by everyone when one of the

guys pointed out that I was the first in the group to throw up.

Two helicopters arrived just before noon to pick up the B- and

C-teams and take us to our respective mission staging areas. As my
C-team mates and I flew northwest, I tried to mentally prepare my-

self for what might come. In the firefight near the DMZ I thought I

had wounded or killed at least three NVA soldiers, but I wasn’t sure

it was my bullets that hit those men. There had been a tremendous

amount of lead in the air. I psyched myself up for my next “kill.” I

wanted to put some Vietcong (VC) in my sights, squeeze the trigger,

and kill them to avenge Larry’s death. I was angry and wanted re-

venge in the worst way.

After enduring the psychological testing and evaluation in Pen-
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sacola, some of my teammates felt that part of the evaluations were,

in small part, to evaluate whether we were capable of pulling the trig-

ger without hesitation or remorse. I had no idea how one could be

tested for that with any degree of confidence in the results. I knew
I had never been asked any direct questions in this regard. Possibly

we were selected as likely to be unhesitating killers ofenemy soldiers

based on comparisons with psychological profiles of battle-experi-

enced soldiers. I confidently felt that I had no problem killing the

enemy if given the opportunity. I never dealt with the fact that in

God’s view this might be murder. It seemed we were always being

swept along by the tide of training or action, so I never took time or

felt compelled to grapple with those thoughts.

The objective of this mission was “search and destroy,” which sim-

ply meant we were to find the enemy and destroy him. This was not

what FRAM 16 had been trained for. In fact, we were supposed to

avoid enemy detection and contact, if possible, in our efforts to

gather intelligence about the enemy. Our case officer explained that

this mission was still part of our training, and each team could ex-

pect to engage the enemy. The mission was supposed to give us first-

hand experience in tactical combat in case we were drawn into fire-

fights in future missions. We joked with one another because this

training involved real bullets fired by a real enemy, usually referred

to as baptism of fire. This was to be our second baptism.

The area of our river patrol mission, the Bassac River, was the wa-

terway for a massive number of riverboats used by Vietnamese, both

North and South Vietnamese. The riverboats carried cargo of every

possible classification. We would be looking for boats with soldiers

infiltrating the South, and any type of war material. I was troubled

by the mission, because it clearly put us in harm’s way, and again I

didn’t think we needed to be in the position of being used for fire

support. Ifwe lost team members, future intelligence data-gathering

missions for which we had been trained would bejeopardized. This

was the beginning of the seed of doubt that grew within me and has

remained with me ever since: Why were we—CIA military opera-

tives—performing in live-fire military missions for practice? It

seemed foolish.

A helicopter delivered us to a small outpost, a mini-firebase, on
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an estuary feeding the Bassac River. South Vietnamese soldiers

guarded the perimeters of the outpost with machine gun emplace-

ments and Ml 6 and Ml carbines. Navy boatswain’s mates and some

Vietnamese were working on gunboat repairs as we disembarked un-

der the rotor wash of the helicopter.

Moments later we were approached by an American of thin build,

sporting a neatly groomed handlebar mustache. His “uniform” con-

sisted of filthy, oil-stained bluejeans and an equally filthy, long-sleeve

camouflage shirt. He saluted us casually (which was unusual, since

we wore no insignia of rank), and said, “Greetings, men. I’m Chief

Boatswain’s mate Kelly. We’ll be taking off in a PBR [patrol boat

river] as soon as we can finish a few repairs and gas up. While you’re

waiting, grab some soft drinks over there in the hooch, help your-

self to the bananas we cut down yesterday, check your weapons and

ammunition carefully, and don’t take any target practice around here

or you’ll draw fire on yourself. Our guys don’t think twice about fir-

ing in the direction of any gunshots they hear. Each of you needs at

least three hundred rounds of ammo in clips. We’re sure glad you

guys are here right now. We’re short on firepower, and we may need

all the help we can get.” The chief casually waved to us as he turned

to walk back toward the docks, neither asking for questions nor giv-

ing us a chance to ask any.

I wondered what we were going to be up against that would re-

quire such heavy ammunition capability. I carried only five thirty-

round clips, including one in my Stoner and four in my vest. Not

thinking I would need my 150-round drum magazine, I had left it

behind. I followed the chief and informed him of this. He told me
to grab a steel ammo box of 5.56mm shells in the ammunition

bunker, which I did. I found it curious that the bunker was unlocked

and there was no one guarding its access. At U.S. military bases, each

round of ammunition is carefully guarded and accounted for. Not

here in the woods.

C-team lounged around in the shade, observing the repair activ-

ities on the three out of four PBRs until it was time to cast off. All of

us were curious about the hybrid boats we saw docked at the shore-

line. They are difficult to describe in terms ofany other vessels afloat.

Two were about forty feet long, and the two others looked to be about
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twenty-five to thirty feet long. The hull of each PBR was of three-

quarter-inch plywood clad in fiberglass, painted medium gray. The

beam of the larger vessels was about thirteen feet at most. Forward

of the cockpit was a single .50-caliber machine gun. The .50 was cov-

ered with what looked like a tennis net, partially camouflaged with

leafy tree branches, but from our vantage point there was no mis-

taking what was beneath the net. The stern mount was a twin .30-cal-

iber machine gun. Neither machine gun was protected by any type

of armor for the operator except for small, half-inch steel shields,

each about twenty inches wide by three feet high, positioned on ei-

ther side of the gun barrels. To us it appeared that the gunners would

be sitting ducks in a firefight.

The cockpit was far better shielded in steel. The boatswain’s mate,

or coxswain, responsible for steering the PBR, was required to stand

in the cockpit and peer through two-inch by thirty-six-inch rectan-

gular cuts in each of the four armored sides of the cockpit. Imme-

diately aft of the cockpit was a makeshift cabin area constructed of

six-inch by six-inch posts at the four corners, connected by bamboo
joists lashed to the posts, and thin bamboo curtains that could be

raised or lowered like window blinds. The light-brown, split-bamboo

blinds were hung on each of the four sides of the cabin. This boat

was truly customized, except for the hull.

The chief hailed us aboard one of the boats after about two hours

of waiting. We had already discussed with each other what kind of

armor protection we hoped to have in the cabin area, since it was

obvious that that was where our battle station would be for the mis-

sion. It was of some reliefwhen we observed the three-quarter-inch-

thick steel plates surrounding the inside of the cabin from the top

of the gunwales to somewhere below the floorboards covering the

bilge. At least we would have some protection from small-arms fire

and .30-caliber machine-gun fire. The floor area of the cabin was

about ten feet by fifteen feet. It was obvious from the gear boxes

stacked in the middle of the cabin that the crew ate and slept in this

area. There were no visible comforts such as benches, lounge chairs,

card tables, or suntan oil lying around. The roofwas more of the ten-

nis net material, stuffed with a variety of vegetation. Except for the

machine guns mounted ominously on the bow and stern, the boat
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reminded me of a slightly updated version of the Humphrey Bogart

vessel in the African Queen.

At 1:45 P.M. the chief ordered the crew to start engines, cast off,

and maneuver out of the sheltered backwater cove of the gunboat

base. As the twin engines coughed and growled to a start, I suddenly

wondered to myself, “Hey, do we just ride to battle in this garbage

scow, or are we going to get a briefing on what to expect and how to

handle various conditions?” Surely we were not going to be thrown

to the wolves without getting some tactical advice.

As the coxswain revved up the engines, one thing was certain

based on the big engine sounds: This was one fast boat. My confi-

dence improved. As we traversed the small inlet, the chief came out

of a small hatch in the cockpit and sat on the floorboards, motion-

ing for us to get off the gunwales.

The chief introduced himself again, this time as Bobby Kelly, and

suggested that everyone call him “Boats.” He identified the other

crewmen aboard, including the two Gunner’s mates, the engineman,

and the coxswain. Boats said we would be moving northwest, up the

Bassac River toward Cambodia, attempting to locate and destroy

riverboats carrying enemy soldiers (both North Vietnamese regulars

and Vietcong) and weapons into the Mekong Delta region of South

Vietnam. Boats warned us that there was a twenty-five percent chance

we would get ourselves into a firefight attempting to interdict a river-

boat carrying enemy soldiers. Ifwe did, we were to follow his orders
•

or the orders of the next in command, the coxswain. He explained

that to conserve ammunition, we should allow the two machine gun-

ners to lead the firefight and then we would be brought into the fray.

In any contact with the enemy, we were to keep our heads below the

gunwales until ordered to return fire. When returning fire, we
should set our weapons for single or three-shot auto-bursts, briefly

exposing our heads only when firing.

“We don’t want any heroes here, men. Ourjob is to knock out the

enemy, destroy his weapons and boats, and return safely to base,” said

Boats.

I looked at the Navy crewmen on the PBR and wondered how long

they had been engaged in this hazardous contribution to the war ef-

fort. With the exception of Boats, all looked to be between the ages
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of twenty and twenty-five. They wore green camouflage clothing

and steel pot helmets. The serious expressions on their faces made
it apparent they had experienced several of these missions. I won-

dered again what the attrition rate was, particularly for the gunner’s

mates, as we motored upriver at about twenty knots. Our large wake

created problems for the smaller Vietnamese riverboats that we

passed. Some of them shipped water over their gunwales from the

rolling wake, and they were forced to stop and bail the water out be-

fore continuing.

We cruised for about half an hour, passing more than a hundred

riverboats varying in length from twelve-foot open dugouts to forty-

foot inboard-motor crafts that were hauling a variety of cargo to un-

known destinations. To our untrained eyes, it was impossible to tell

if any of those boats carried enemy soldiers and/or weapons. The
gunner’s mates kept their machine guns trained on each boat as we

passed by, fully prepared to fire on them if only slightly provoked.

Almost without exception, the riverboats carried women and chil-

dren, fully visible, along with their roosters and piglets. Sometimes

the children would wave happily to us, but most just paused from

their play and watched us with serious dark eyes filled with youthful

curiosity. I wondered if the women and children were there solely to

mask the real cargo out of sight below the gunwales. Boats stood with

the coxswain in the steel cockpit area as we steered among the boats,

never slowing down to inspect one.

At about 2:45 p.m., the engines of the PBR slowed, and the

coxswain steered the boat toward the heavily forested southern

shoreline. When the forward gunner pointed out something, the en-

gines were brought to an idle, the transmission was shifted into re-

verse, and we began to back in toward the shore, where tree limbs

hung over and touched the water. We backed directly through the

limbs into a small cut in the bank at the mouth of a little hidden es-

tuary. As in a tunnel, the light beneath the trees was quite dim, and

we were protected from being seen from the river as the branches

closed behind our bow. The hide was excellent.

The crewmen tied ropes off the bow and stern to low, sturdy tree

branches and the engines were shut down. I felt like we were in a

green womb. Boats ordered the five of us out to patrol the area along
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the bank. He gave us whistle signals to use to indicate when we were

returning through the deep underbrush to avoid being shot by

friendly fire. John Schneider and I moved upriver, while our three

other teammates patrolled downstream. We found nothing of con-

cern, and about forty minutes later, after signaling our return with

the proper whistles, we reboarded the PBR.

Boats said we were going to sit and wait for a strike, which meant

we were going to watch the river traffic until he felt that one of the

boats on the river looked suspicious and might be carrying men or

weapons. The forward gunner’s mate and the coxswain, carrying

Ml carbines, disembarked and moved over to the riverbank for a

clear view of the traffic. Boats sat on a stool by the steering wheel

and engine controls, while the rest of us lounged on the deck in the

small cabin.

The mosquitoes were ferocious, and apparently fearless, extract-

ing blood from our faces, hands, and necks. We spread Avon cream

all over our exposed surfaces, which helped a little. It was hot and

humid, and all of us were sweating profusely. I wished I were a young-

ster again back at Camp Robinhood in Maine, enjoying sixty-five-

degree breezes while sailing with fellow campers on Penobscot Bay

out of the Bucks Harbor Yacht Club. But in Vietnam, sheltered in

the womb of trees and shrubs, there was no breeze, and so we con-

tinuously dripped sweat onto the floorboards.

I never grew used to the heat and humidity in Southeast Asia. .1

could lose up to five pounds of water a day from sweating, without

exerting myself at all. Along the rivers, if you clapped two slices of

bread together, enough mosquitoes could be trapped between the

slices to make a meaty meal. Of course, there was always the threat

of malaria from the mosquitoes. You did not have to eat them to

catch that disease, which could put you out of commission for three

to twelve weeks. We took quinine tablets regularly to combat catch-

ing the disease.

Just before 4:15 P.M., the coxswain and gunner’s mate came
scrambling back along the bank of the estuary toward the PBR. Boats

spotted them and lit offboth engines. The coxswain told Boats what

they had seen, and I overheard him say over the hum of the idling

engines, . . and all clear upstream.” The other gunner’s mate and
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the engineman quickly untied the mooring ropes from the over-

hanging tree branches as the lookouts jumped aboard. Just as we

had all settled at our stations, Boats advanced the throttles and the

twin engines roared, launching us out through the tree branches

and into the river. Fifteen yards out from the riverbank the coxswain,

who had taken over the controls from Boats, pushed the throttles

full forward and within a few seconds we were accelerating down-

river at thirty knots. Suddenly I heard the sound of distant automatic

gunfire and our bow machine gun opened up full with a barrage of

.50-caliber bullets. Once you hear it, you never ever forget the sound

of a .50-caliber machine gun firing on automatic with its awesome

power. The coxswain swung the bow to the right in a hard turn at

full speed, which then brought our stern machine gun into a clearer

field of fire, and the .30s opened up. With both machine guns fir-

ing, the sound was so loud that we had to protect our hearing by

sticking our fingers in our ears. As we pressed ourselves against the

steel armor below the gunwales, we felt enemy bullets, which had

penetrated the wooden hull, slamming against the interior armor

plating less than an inch from our prone bodies. That will put real

fear into any human being! Several bullets also hit the armor

around the cockpit of the PBR and ricocheted as we made a full-cir-

cle turn away from the riverboat we were chasing and again came

up from behind the vessel.

For at least four minutes the firing went on and we kept waiting

for Boats to order our team to return fire. I silently prayed that that

order would not come anytime soon, because there was so much lead

flying through the air in our direction. I wondered with some fear if

I would catch the “golden B-B” when I raised my head above the gun-

wales to return fire. Above the sound of the machine-gun fire from

the enemy riverboat I could hear the automatic fire of small arms,

and the branches and leaves of the makeshift roof above us began

to disintegrate from enemy bullets. Pieces of the bamboo curtains

and leaves rained down on us. I was concerned that ifwe took some

hits at or below the waterline we could flood and sink. Our machine

gunners poured out lead until Boats suddenly gave the order to cease

fire. The coxswain throttled the engine back to near idle.

“Okay, men, you can take a look now, but don’t stand up. We’ll



56 COVERT WARRIOR

hang around for a few minutes and then sink ’em,” said Boats

through the slit in the aft cockpit armor.

I raised up slowly, nose first, and peaked over the port rail at the

object of our attack. The enemy riverboat was about thirty-five feet

long, painted white. Part of the bow had been blown off, and the

homemade superstructure was nearly all blown away. There were at

least twenty dead bodies hanging over the gunwales or lying on the

small deck, their blood draining over the white painted freeboard

of their boat. I noted a few bodies floating in the water were being

carried downstream, along with the riverboat, whose engines were

stopped. I guessed that more bodies had already sunk into the

river’s depths. No human moved on that boat—it appeared all were

dead. We slowed, made a wide 360-degree turn, and again ap-

proached the riverboat from its stern. Boats told us to free-fire ifwe

observed any movement. We didn’t. The bow gunner’s mate kept the

.50 trained on the boat as we approached. Once alongside, the rest

of the carnage came into view. There must have been fifteen more

men lying dead on the floorboards of the boat, some shredded into

pieces by our machine guns. I noted the muddy water around the

riverboat was becoming reddish in color. Covered by our weapons,

our engineman hopped aboard the riverboat with two hand

grenades, which he armed and dropped below the floorboards into

the bilge. Scrambling back aboard our PBR, the gunner immediately

lay prone on our foredeck as the coxswain gunned the engines to

get us out of the way of anticipated flying debris when the grenades

exploded. But no significant debris was thrown as the grenades went

off simultaneously. With two large holes blown in its hull below the

waterline, the river boat quickly sank in about fifteen to twenty feet

of water, leaving a few bodies briefly floating on the surface as final

evidence that we had won the skirmish.

As we headed back to the river base, wejoked bravely among our-

selves about how nice it was to win a firefight without having fired a

shot ourselves. Boats came out of the cockpit and sat on the floor-

boards with us and told some stories of the PBR crew’s exploits. One
story in particular illustrated an important lesson for us. A PBR com-

manded by Boats had backed into an estuary along the Mekong
River, looking for a strike. They had been in that position for almost
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two days when the lookouts came scrambling back. The PBR roared

out into the river to attack a boat, aboard which the lookouts had

spotted several uniformed North Vietnamese regulars casually stand-

ing up or leaning on the gunwales. What the lookouts had failed to

observe were three other similar riverboats trailing the one being at-

tacked by about a quarter of a mile. As soon as the PBR opened fire

on the lead riverboat, the trailing enemy boats sped up and opened

fire, immediately killing the unprepared stern machine gunner on

the PBR. Hundreds of machine gun rounds had hit the PBR, which,

being defenseless from the rear, fled downstream at full throttle.

When it came abreast of the first enemy craft, the enemy troops on-

board opened fire with machine guns, AK-47s, and every other gun

available. The PBR’s hull was effectively “air-conditioned” with bul-

let holes and it returned to the fire base for repairs. Fortunately, it’s

powerful engines enabled it to easily outrun the enemy boats. But it

sank while moored at the dock before crewmen could seal bullet

holes at the waterline. When the PBR had been on a plane at full

speed, the bullet holes below the armor plating had been above the

waterline; however, when the boat slowed to enter the dock area and

it came off-plane, the bullet holes at the waterline began to flood.

The PBR sank in ten minutes.

Boats was about forty-seven years old, and in my opinion was too

old for this kind of service. He said he had been married four times,

had four children, and thought he might marry again when he re-

turned to the United States from this tour. He had less than five

months left in Southeast Asia, and said that he would probably be

assigned to teach river patrol tactics at Little Creek, on his next tour

of duty back in the States. Casually he told us that his “hit” rate was

about once every fourth mission; and he figured they had “knocked

off” about five hundred enemy troops in the last eight months. He
had lost two sailors to enemy gunfire and two others had been

wounded. We found it amazing that his PBR team had killed five hun-

dred enemy soldiers in eight months, but did not question Boats for

fear of offending him. We hadjust killed between thirty-five and forty

enemy soldiers. Most startling to us was Boats’s estimate that 1,500

to 2,000 North Vietnamese soldiers were carried into South Vietnam

every month along this waterway.
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“We kill off about fifty to seventy-five enemy gooks a month and

send many tons of their weapons to the bottom of the river as well.

But that’sjust a drop in the bucket. Ifwe could get some air support

on the river when we needed it, we’d take out a lot more. The en-

emy is getting wise to our patrols on the river. They keep their men
below the gunwales most of the time, put their women and children

up on the foredeck as decoys, so it is getting much tougher to spot

boats carrying men and war materials downstream. They already

know most of the areas where we hide our PBRs and are prepared

for us when they approach those areas. We keep going at this because

we figure we save a few American and ARVN lives every time we kill

one of the enemy. It is toughest for me when we lose one of our PBR
guys on patrol. I ain’t much of a writer, but it is myjob to write a let-

ter to the family if one of our guys gets killed in action. That’s the

worst part of this damn job, writing the letter of condolence about

a sailor who gets shot up and dies. Wish we’djust bring in some low-

yield nuclear weapons and end this war quick.”

For an hour we listened to the stories Boats shared with us. He was

a fine storyteller with many chilling stories to relate. We listened in-

tently, trying to learn lessons from this seasoned sailor. As we pulled

into the docks at the firebase, I stood up and leaned over the gun-

wale to inspect the hull damage. The port-side hull looked like a

piece of Swiss cheese. The fiberglass had more than a hundred holes

in it. Boats said it would take two or three days to patch it up and

make the PBR like new again. As we disembarked at the dock, I

looked at the steel bullet shields attached to the forward machine

gun. They had several pockmarks from bullet strikes, and it was dif-

ficult to understand why none had passed between the two shields,

where the barrels protrude, and hit the gunner.

We ate some canned rations and went to sleep on the floor of a

hooch that night. Shortly after 11:00 a.m. the next morning an old

H-19 helicopter picked us up and flew us back to Soc Trang. Boats

said he was sorry to see us leave the PBR base, because he could al-

ways use more firepower. Then he somberly thanked us for allowing

him and his men to show off for us. We all agreed Boats was a tough

guy, a battle-seasoned professional. Those shredded NVA bodies



River Patrol 59

floating in the water and those hanging over the gunwales were a

harbingers of what we had come to pass and what lay ahead.

As we landed on the helipad at our base in Soc Trang, it was noted

that no one came out to greet us. Perhaps they were all in the mess

hut having supper. We shed our gear, took lukewarm showers, tow-

eled off, put on clean fatigues, and walked over to the mess hut. Only

three teammates from the A-team and Bill Dunn were there, and they

barely glanced at us as we walked in offering our cheerful greetings.

It was immediately apparent that something had gone wrong while

we were away.

Bill was sitting at the long table; the food on his plate had not been

touched.

“Sit down, fellows, we have some real bad news,” he said. We sat

down, fully anticipating that Bill would report casualties to our team.

“Ed Brown and Richard Shell, on A-team, went out with the UDTs
before dawn this morning to finish off the 70mm recoilless rifle fa-

cility on that downstream island. The facility was too heavily guarded,

so they decided to abort the mission. During the extraction, they

were clobbered by Vietcong gunfire as they followed the UDTs up

the bow boarding net. As the medium boat backed out of its moor-

ing Ed and Richard were hit by several rounds, and killed, accord-

ing to the coxswain. We have not been able to recover their bodies

and probably won’t attempt to do so, because of the unexpected en-

emy concentration in that area. We figured the Vietcong knew we

were coming.”

The silence in the room was broken only by the fan buzzing over-

head in the hut. I had an overwhelming desire to walk outside and

scream and shout to release my emotions. Ed and Richard were the

two teammates ofFRAM 16 who were my closest friends at that point.

And they were gone. There would be no bodies for their families to

bury. There would be no finality to their deaths for months or years

to come. I could not hold back the tears. I cried quietly, my face

buried in my hands, not caring if my teammates found this a sign of

my weakness. Two great buddies were dead. Gone.

I became angry; ready to avenge their deaths by killing as many
VC as I could find. If the VC had been tipped off as to the arrival of
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the UDTs and our A-team, I wanted to find out which of the South

Vietnamese who worked on our base was the culprit. I silently vowed

that if this spy was found, I would pull him up the flagpole by his heels

and slowly, very slowly, skin him like a deer; except that I would skin

him alive, I wanted to make it hurt. I was ready to torture in animal-

like revenge.

The deaths of these friends brought about my first true realiza-

tion that though we were well trained, we were not immortal, as per-

haps I had originally felt. For some reason, the death of Larry had

not affected me in this way. I cannot explain why.

Bill ordered in helicopters to take us to Saigon for a three-day

R&R. I needed the rest, but the loss ofmy teammates was like a hard

punch in the stomach every morning when I woke up. I did not en-

joy the R&R. None of the team did. We went to a few girlie bars;John
played tennis; the rest of us window-shopped, drank beer, and slept.

I wrote letters to Ed and Richard’s parents. They were long letters,

which I later threw away and rewrote in a shorter form, because I felt

the first letters were too emotional in explaining our team’s sorrow

over their deaths; and too much detail was offered attempting to ex-

plain why we had not recovered their bodies.

I remembered the comments expressed by Boats on how difficult

it was for him to write those letters to the families of “riverines” who
had been killed. There is no book that explains how to write these

letters. How do you find the right words to explain to proud parents

that their son was killed by enemy bullets halfway around the world,

and we couldn’t even send them a body to bury? Three years earlier,

most Americans had never even heard ofVietnam. Yet here we were,

fighting a tough, experienced enemy, while we were just now be-

ginning to question why we were really fighting.

Following the loss of Ed and Richard, I became aware that none

of us was as close to each other in brotherhood or camaraderie as

we were before. The mutual trust was still there, but everything

seemed more serious. It was a state of mind and being in which you

are so devastated by the unexpected, violent death of someone very

close to you that you protect yourself from having that hurt occur

again. Hence, you put some distance between yourself and your

teammates in an effort to circumvent the impact of the hurt if you
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lose them. Many months later, after returning to the States and my
home, I debated whether to call Ed’s and Richard’s parents. I de-

cided not to, using the rationale that they had been through enough

tragedy, and my call would only awaken their bereavement. Nearly

thirty years later now I regret not having made those telephone calls

when I returned from Southeast Asia. They may have wanted very

much to talk with me about their sons, and I never gave them the

chance.



Chapter 5

Chance Discovery of a POW Camp

In a military ground action, some soldiers prefer to operate as part

of a platoon or larger group of combatants supported by air and ar-

tillery units. They take comfort in numbers and firepower. FRAM
16 team members strongly preferred to operate alone, or with no

more than a five-man team. In spite of my 6'2", 175-lbs. frame, I

could hide from the enemy; surprise and kill him, then evade his

support elements and escape from harms way. All of us believed we

could outthink and outsmart the enemy—if alone or in a small-unit

of competent fighters. Our training in small unit tactics had been

excellent. Admittedly, I never experienced, nor received training

in, patrols or maneuvers with a large number of soldiers; however,

it was our belief that a large group draws attention, because it can-

not move with the stealth of a smaller group. Furthermore, a small

team can usually stay together and not get strung out in an area of

operations. Hence, we did not run into the constant problem of hav-

ing to account for one another and also run the risk of having to

rescue a squad that had become separated from the main body.

As we patrolled, we always knew where each team member was at

any moment.

However, if the objective is to take on a large number of the
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enemy in order to clear a particular piece of real estate of enemy
presence, you usually need to engage with larger numbers of com-

bat troops on your side, with air and artillery support to get thejob

done effectively.

In a firelight with the enemy, it is human nature to protect your-

self by concentrating with the rest ofyour team and confronting the

enemy with a withering rate of firepower, trying to intimidate and

kill. The members of FRAM 16 were taught to operate differently,

using small-team tactics and logic. Because we were operating in un-

friendly territory, miles from any support and resupply source, am-

munition was limited to what we could efficiently carry in our vests

and backpacks.

We endeavored to accomplish our intelligence-gathering mis-

sions by stealth and cunning without engaging the enemy. However,

firefights could not always be avoided. Ambushes, though thankfully

infrequent for us, happened on occasion. The strategy was to secure

the best information we could and to extract ourselves as soon as pos-

sible, using our ammunition only if necessary.

Another of our many apprehensions was discovering, during an

insertion by helicopter into an area, that we were inserted into the

wrong area of operations (AO)—perhaps in the midst of an enemy
concentration. This never happened to us (except in our first prac-

tice mission), although on one occasion we had been working an

area of Laos and suddenly observed what appeared to be well over

250 NVA moving into the area, setting up a large encampment within

three hundred yards of our position. We headed to an extraction

point with great speed and then reported our observations.

C-team ofFRAM 16, my squad at the time, was assigned a mission

in September 1966 in which we were to observe riverboats that di-

verted from the main stream of the Mekong River in eastern Cam-

bodia into an estuary called the Prek Chhlong. Our objective was to

locate suspected enemy supply dumps in the area. Aerial photogra-

phy had recorded a significant number of suspected enemy boats,

of twenty-five to thirty feet in length, departing the Mekong and nav-

igating east, up the Prek Chhlong; however, the riverboats quickly

disappeared in the estuary beneath a canopy of trees. Hence, it was

impossible to establish how far the riverboats traversed the estuary,
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and where they unloaded cargo. Old maps of this area led intelli-

gence analysts to believe the estuary was sufficiently navigable to per-

mit riverboats to travel within five miles of the Cambodian border

with South Vietnam. While some of the riverboats traversing the Prek

Chhlong were engaged in legitimate commerce, an unknown num-

ber were suspected of carrying soldiers and supplies for the North

Vietnamese and Vietcong war effort.

At this point in the Vietnam conflict, the U.S. command would

not authorize our fighter pilots to strafe or bomb in Cambodia. We
knew it was against the 1962 Geneva Accords for American soldiers

to be in areas west of the Vietnam border. But the North Vietnamese

never respected the Geneva Accords. They constantly used Cambo-

dia and Laos as havens for resupply, escape and evasion, and battle

preparations. We heard it was estimated there were more than ninety

thousand North Vietnamese troops in Laos and Cambodia during

the latter part of 1966. From time to time South Vietnamese pilots

were brought in to do the bombing and strafing where needed west

of the South Vietnamese border.

Based on a compilation of intelligence reports, U.S. military lead-

ers at MACV headquarters in Saigon believed there was a huge stock-

pile of weapons, munitions, and food somewhere near the head

waters of the Prek Chhlong. The stockpile was believed to be prox-

imate to the Ho Chi Minh Trail in this area of Cambodia. C-team was

selected to pull the recon to confirm this beliefand to prepare a plan

to chart the location in order to improve the odds of a successful air

strike. As operatives of the CIA we were not American soldiers, and

somehow this exempted us from the Geneva Accords. This was just

a part of the many aberrant games played in this conflict.

Ben White,John Schneider, George Townsend, Tom Reed, and I

climbed aboard a new, unmarked, Air America Huey helicopter early

on a Sunday morning. From a firebase near Song Be, South Vietnam,

we flew northeast at 4,500 feet, shortly crossing into Cambodia to an

LZ about eight miles west of Sre Khtum. The Ho Chi Minh Trail was

about twenty-five miles or so farther east of our LZ.

The helicopter once again made two false insertions before we
jumped out at 6:15 A.M., and then it made another false insertion af-

ter leaving us. These tactics were to confuse the enemy if they had
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been attracted to the sound of the helo. As the helo hovered three

feet above the tall grass and marshland, we exited and dashed twenty

yards toward the trees to our north. Spacing ourselves fifteen yards

apart, each within sight of the next man down the line, we threw our

bodies to the ground beneath the canopy of trees with our weapons

ready to fire. We could faintly hear our helo departing in the dis-

tance. Then it was quiet. Very quiet.

As I hit the ground I inhaled deeply, and a mosquito or some other

winged varmint was sucked up my nose. Involuntarily, I sneezed be-

fore I was able to grab my nose to stifle the sound. It was not a loud

sneeze, butJohn and Tom scowled toward my direction. I grabbed

my nose and pinched it tightly, alternately sliding my thumb up

and down the outside of my nostril, attempting to squash the un-

suspecting critter in my nasal passage. I was not going to attempt to

daintily blow the bug out of my nose and risk sneezing again. Plus,

a gentleman’s handkerchief was not on my checklist of equipment

for this patrol.

We lay in position for fifteen minutes, not moving as we listened

for any sign that the enemy might have heard the sound of the he-

licopter and were maneuvering in our direction. It was John’s turn

in the rotation to be our pointman. I was to operate from the rear

of our short column as we maneuvered toward the Prek. Ben was des-

ignated squad leader for this mission. As we set off toward the river,

I walked backward and sideways to watch for an attack from the rear

of our squad. All five of us moved from cover tree to cover tree in

short sprints; never were all of us moving between trees in the open

at the same time. This was a measure to prevent a major loss of life

if we were ambushed.

We patrolled toward the river for a distance of about three and a

half miles through moderately dense forest and underbrush. For

most of the patrol it was impossible to see more than twenty-five yards

in any direction because of the dense vegetation. We avoided the few

trails we found because of the possibility of ambush or booby-trap.

It was difficult to patrol silently in the underbrush.

About 9:30 a.m. we could smell the Prek Chhlong River mud, and

by 9:45 A.M. we could hear the distant drone of a riverboat’s engine

as it cruised along the river. Just before 10:30 a.m. we reached the
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banks of the Prek. After ninety minutes of patient observation, we

had seen three riverboats go by. Only two boats were of sufficient size

to be carrying supplies or soldiers. From our vantage point we could

not see what they were carrying belowdecks. Shortly, a hand signal

was passed by Ben, and we retreated about forty yards back into the

underbrush for a strategy meeting.

“There’s nothing we can see on those boats. We need to patrol far-

ther east along the river until we can find the location of the supply

dumps, if there are any out here,” said Ben.

I interrupted, suggesting we first attempt to observe the cargo be-

ing hauled by these boats before patrolling upstream. It appeared

obvious to me that ifwe saw no troops or war materials aboard these

boats, there would be less chance of the existence of a stockpile up-

river. The others agreed, except Ben.

Of all my teammates in FRAM 16, 1 respected Ben’sjudgment the

least. He was the oldest, shortest in stature, the most aggressive, and

in my opinion had the least common sense of the group. In the team

leader rotation, it was Ben’s turn to lead the patrol. He frequently

issued orders as though he were a Marine platoon leader and we were

a bunch of green troops right out of basic training. Moreover, he

sometimes made snap decisions—not thinking through the details,

influences, options, and derivatives that should have been part of his

decision-making processes. The rest of the team members had a

more collegial style of leadership.

Because the intelligence data we had on this area was limited to

aerial photographs, there was no certainty of our finding an enemy
supply cache; it was only a suspicion of someone in a command po-

sition who was willing to expend a few lives to prove or disprove the

suspicion. Ifwe found the supply dump or a massing area for enemy
troops, then the person who ordered the reconnaissance would take

credit for generating a successful mission. There sometimes ap-

peared to be no command consideration of the level of risk in or-

dering a recon. But if the recon was ordered and the team was wiped

out, there would probably be no reprisal directed at the officer who
conceived of or ordered the mission. I was beginning to realize how
truly expendable we were as human participants in an irrational

war—as all wars are. It was a serious game being played, with human
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lives on the line. Loss of life in combat is expected, and people is-

suing orders often appear to be callous to this. For these reasons and

many others, the FRAM 16 team members fought for each other

—

total unit integrity—not for anyone else, not even for the glory of the

United States of America.

I was successful in prevailing over Ben’s plan by arguing that there

was no logical reason for trying to locate the supply dumps if the

boats were just carrying foodstuffs to be sold or traded to noncom-

batants. Ben was a team member and a good fighter, and I hesitated

to undermine him when he was in the lead capacity. Two months

later he was killed during a helicopter extraction from a recon mis-

sion with Faul Johnston and John Schneider in east-central Laos. I

regretted my negative feelings toward Ben when I learned he had

died as he climbed onto the helicopter landing skid.

John and I climbed trees above the riverbank and set up an ob-

servation post from which we could look down into the boats. When
I was approximately forty feet above the forest floor I realized I still

could not get an adequate view of the riverboats because other

tree limbs blocked the scene. I climbed back down, quickly found

another more suitable tree, climbed up and waited, watching ev-

erything that moved on or beside the river. The remaining team

members lay in the undergrowth, covering approaches to our po-

sitions. We remained in position for nearly two hours but observed

no type of cargo in the larger riverboats that would lead us to be-

lieve there would be a stockpile ofwar materials farther east on the

river. Two boats had tarpaulins or bamboo screens covering parts

of the lower deck, and we could not see what lay beneath. Neither

type of screen seemed to cover a large enough area of either river-

boat to be suspicious.

At 3:10 P.M. I climbed down from the tree and joined the rest of

the team for a second meeting. John and I reported what we had

seen. Ben strongly suggested we should extract early the next morn-

ing and have the helicopter insert us again farther east, if we could

find a decent LZ. The rest of us argued against the need for a rein-

sertion, since we had not seen any riverboats carrying war materials

or troops aboard. Finally, it was agreed that our observation sample

of boats over a two-hour period was insufficient to judge whether
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there was a cache of weapons or massing of soldiers farther upriver.

We all agreed to work a second insertion after we went over the maps

and aerials again. Based on the number of boats that were exiting

from the Mekong and traversing to some point on the Prek Chhlong

River, we believed something significant was going on and we de-

cided to find out what.

George Townsend transmitted to an orbiting unmarked heli-

copter the extraction coordinates for a 6:15 A.M. pickup and rein-

sertion the next morning. We retreated to the edge of the forest near

our selected extraction point and broke out rations—our first food

since we had departed from Song Be that morning.

About 5:25 that afternoon, as we were relaxing in the underbrush,

I heard a gentle hissing sound. I looked up the line to George’s prone

position. He had his left arm stretched toward my position and his

hand showed four fingers. As we had been taught, in situations where

we were in a general perimeter setup, with each person looking in a

different direction, twelve o’clock was always north. So three o’clock

was east, six was south, and nine o’clock was west. Obviously, when
patrolling we were ever cognizant of which direction was north in

relation to our immediate position. On seeing the signal from

George, I instantly rolled from my sitting position into a prone po-

sition, signaled four fingers toJohn, and prepared to fire my Stoner.

I looked out into the direction of four o’clock, into a marshy field

beyond the edge of the tree line, slightly south of east.

With his neck outstretched and nose held a few inches from the

ground, sniffing, a mongrel dog observed us. We moved not a hair.

Neither did the dog. He obviously had picked up our scent (our body

odors were nearly rancid by now) and I was convinced he had seen

me move to a prone position. All that was needed to expose our po-

sition was for the dog to start barking at the five green-painted mon-
sters in the forest. Seconds later a young Cambodian boy wearing

only tan shorts, came running along the edge of the forest. He passed

the pointing dog, calling to it as he sprinted by. The dog promptly

broke his point and ran to catch up with the boy, leaving us much
relieved that we would not have to deal further with the situation. If

the boy had discovered us, we would have tried to catch him, taped

his mouth, and tied him to a tree. We would have had to monitor
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him all night, carry him out to the helicopter, and release our little

detainee just prior to boarding the helo. At Ben’s signal we moved
farther back into the forest for better cover.

Each of us looked forward to darkness, when we could relax

slightly. Meanwhile, I lay back and played my usual game of visual-

izing my family, women, past sporting events, my fraternity days, and

anything else that would help pass the time. We did not get together

in small groups to talk, preferring to maintain distance between us

in case we were accidentally discovered and a firefight ensued. I

fought to prevent more thoughts about what we were doing there,

what we were being used for, or anything relating to the fighting in

Southeast Asia. Those stressful thoughts continued to creep into my
head, and I valiantly tried to sublimate them.

It rained on us that night. The rain exploded on us so quickly, we
were soaked to the skin before we could break out ponchos. When
you wear a poncho, the air does not circulate well, and we would

sweat, soaking ourselves further. We endured the rain, ate some more
rations, and waited for the helicopter to arrive in the morning. At

least the rain drowned the damned mosquitoes.

Two minutes before the scheduled extraction I could hear George

talking on the radio to the helo pilots. He had moved to the edge of

the tree line. Seconds later I could hear the distant whomp-whomp-

whompoi the rotors as the helo honed in on George’s signal. George

threw a canister of red smoke into the field, and the helicopter pi-

lot acknowledged visual contact. As the helo arrived and hovered a

few feet off the ground, we raced out in a line, hopping onto the

landing skid and settling into the seats on the helicopter deck.

Each of us dreaded that brief period of time during extraction

—

between the moment of rushing out tojump aboard the helicopter

and the time when the helo reached a safe altitude, beyond the reach

of most small-arms fire. The skin of a helicopter is made of a mag-

nesium-and-aluminum alloy, offering no protection from enemy
small-arms fire. Enemy bullets could penetrate the skin as though it

were papier-mache. Furthermore, a single 7.62mm bullet from an

AK-47 rifle hitting a rotor blade of the helicopter could easily un-

balance or break the blade. Even if only a small piece of the rotor is

knocked off by a bullet, the centrifugal balance of the rotor system
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could be lost, especially if the piece is blown off near the tip of a ro-

tor blade. The extreme vibration generated by the loss of centrifu-

gal balance would usually cause the complex rotor cam system to sim-

ply break apart. The usual result of such an incident was the loss of

everyone onboard, unless the pilot had time to autorotate and crash

land. Whatever the case, when bullets flew at such a large target,

someone aboard was bound to get killed. All it might take to bring

a helicopter down was one bullet (one “golden B-B”).

Ben was onboard first, and he scrambled up between the pilots,

handing them the map marked to indicate our next point of inser-

tion. I was the last to climb onboard, and instantly the helicopter

lifted about ten feet, turned ninety degrees, and began its full-power

ascent. As we gained altitude we headed north directly, away from

the direction in which we would reinsert. We circled in a five-mile

arc before coming back toward the new LZ, and did two false inser-

tions before we landed around 6:40 a.m. in a position some six miles

east of our landing zone of the previous day, and on the south side

of the river. We were then three miles south of the Prek Chhlong

River, four miles west of the Cambodian village of Sre Khtum. Most

of the ground underfoot at our landing zone was a watery bog. We
sank into the bogjust above our high-top black basketball shoes, then

slogged along trying to quickly reach firm ground from which we

could maneuver and find cover. Within thirty seconds we were out

of the clearing and into the cover of the trees. We spread out and

waited for ten minutes, but neither heard nor saw anything.

Dark cumulonimbus clouds were gathering to the north, and we
were in for what appeared to be another drenching rain. Actually,

rain would aid in masking our patrol, deadening sounds we might

inadvertently generate in the forest and washing away our footprints.

We had a love-hate relationship with the rain. This time it worked in

our favor.

The four of us crouched around Ben and his map to orient our-

selves before heading out in a northeasterly direction to find the

river. Several times we had to circumnavigate huge stands of im-

penetrable bamboo, which grew so thick and unyielding that no hu-

man could pass through them. With all the shunting around the

bamboo barriers, elephant grass fields, and other natural barriers,
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problems obviously arose. One was orientation, and another was

time. The process of dead reckoning, using map and compass, is

complicated when the line between the landing zone and the ob-

jective is spoiled by having to dodge those natural barriers, depart-

ing from the straight line. Accurately establishing how far you have

traveled off the desired line often becomes quite difficult, especially

when you have no topographic maps or aerial photographs. The cal-

culation of time, rate, and distance (d=rt) is further exacerbated by

the time taken to rest, to assess the terrain, and to recon for possi-

ble enemy entrapments or booby traps, each adding enormous

amounts of guesswork in dead-reckoning navigation. We knew we

would intercept the Prek ifwe simply moved in a general northernly

direction. But it was important in this patrol to move in a direction

that was about fifteen degrees west of north, because of the possibility

of running into Cambodian “residential” development on the south-

ern banks of the Prek Chhlong.

John had the point this time. We had patrolled about two miles

when I saw him crouch quickly, his right hand raised, signaling the

rest of us to crouch. We froze in position and waited beside a large

stand of bamboo, which we had been working around in knee-high

grass. Minutes laterJohn indicated by hand signals that he was mov-

ing ahead alone and wanted the rest of us to conceal ourselves in the

bamboo. We took advantage of the break to rest and to drink some

water from our canteens. Shortly after I heard a double hiss from

George, who was next in line ahead of me, and we left the bamboo,

remaining in a crouch. John came back in a crouching jog, and we

each fell into line behind him as we retreated about thirty yards to

assess whatever it was that he had seen.

“Bingo! I think we’ve hit on an incredible find,” said John in a

hushed voice. “We have a POW [prisoner of war] camp in the clear-

ing ahead—about two hundred yards from here. There are armed

North Vietnamese all over the place, maybe ten to fifteen that I could

see. I saw three bamboo cages with what I estimated to be from four

to five people in each cage. About thirty yards east of the cages is a

long hooch that is probably used as the command center, living quar-

ters, and supply storage area. More NVA could have been inside the
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hooch. I could not see the faces of the men in the cages, but two of

them were wearing olive drab, one-piece flight suits. I am sure of that.

They looked tall enough to be American pilots, but I could not be

certain. Again, I couldn’t see faces clearly. I think we should recon

this place for the next couple of days and plan a way to free the pris-

oners. I don’t know if they have any perimeter defense, but I got

within ten yards of the clearing and saw no perimeter guards.”

We were all quite excited at that point, hoping we might be able

to rescue some Americans and get them home. That would give us

all tremendous satisfaction. There was no question that if we could

keep the element of surprise, our team of five men could easily take

out ten to fifteen NVA. The first tasks, however, were to determine

how many guards there really were, and what the surrounding area

held in terms of reinforcements for the prison guards. If we discov-

ered reinforcements, we would have to call for support, and there

was no telling how long that might take.



Chapter 6

Extraction from Ring of Fire

In the first stage of our plan to rescue the POWs, we moved to ob-

servation positions around the camp, to watch and make notes of the

times of everything that happened within our view. Our recon had

to be a total assessment. We not only had to know everything we were

up against in terms of the enemy’s defenses, but we had to do sev-

eral things flawlessly. We had to check distances from one point to

another; determine whether there were any potential areas holding

minefields by observing the routes walked by the guards; determine

the number and physical condition of the prisoners; know the loca-

tion of each prisoner; plan the location of landing zones for extrac-

tion helicopters; know the distance to the nearest enemy reinforce-

ment camp; determine the types and number of enemy guns; and

more. We had to determine all of this information in order to orga-

nize a safe, rapid extraction of every prisoner and get ourselves out

of there. It was unlikely any of our soldiers would be authorized to

come to our rescue or support. American soldiers were not supposed

to be where we were and we preferred not to request help from the

South Vietnamese. We had never patrolled in situations like this with

the South Vietnamese. Our training in small-unit tactics made us all

comfortable working as a team, knowing what each one of us would
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do in any given circumstance. There could be no language barrier

when communicating the tactics of this mission. We used our own

unique set ofhand signals and field of fire procedures, and employed

other techniques using our own SOP (standard operating proce-

dure) . These techniques, though not particularly complex, could not

be quickly taught to others, especially the South Vietnamese. There

was no margin for error in the game of guerrilla warfare.

At 1:20 p.m. we moved into our planned observation positions. It

was raining again.

Using my binoculars, I concentrated on the prisoners in the

cages. They were shaded by the bamboo tops of their cages and by

overhanging tree limbs. The NVA had hidden the cages well from

the cameras used in aerial photography. Three small huts, each

manned by two or three guards, were out in the open area. The

guards on duty sat in these huts on rough-hewn stools, chain-smok-

ing cigarettes, chatting, and laughing among themselves. Every hour

or so, another guard would come out to the hut, say a few words,

bring water or food, and move on to the next hut.

Very slowly, I scanned every inch of the tree line around the open

area of the camp. Suddenly I saw movement. It was an NVA guard

who walked out of what I realized was a camouflaged fourth guard

hut containing two other NVA guards, that I had not seen before.

The hut was partially hidden from my view by one of the prisoner

cages and by a tree trunk. I rolled several turns to my left to gain* a

better view of the hut, which did not appear to be oriented toward

any prisoner cage; rather, it was oriented toward the open field area

to my left, away from the cages and the enemy operations hooch. Ob-

serving the actions of the guards, I could see they were watching over

the open field area, which looked to be a rectangle of about seventy-

five feet by one hundred feet. It quickly became clear to me that there

might be prisoner cages below the surface of the ground, out in the

field. I had heard about these methods of imprisonment in casual

conversations with Air America pilots in Udorn. The grass in the

field, on closer binocular inspection, had been bent or cut down in

a wide area.

At 4:00 P.M., my suspicions were confirmed. A prisoner, whom I

observed through my binoculars to be an American in a mud-
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covered flight suit, was dragged out of a subsurface cage by his flight

suit collar. The prisoner struggled to stand up. It was obvious that he

had been in a cramped position for a long time. His legs simply would

not work when he tried to stand up, and the North Vietnamese guard

cruelly kicked andjabbed the prisoner in the ribs with his rifle muz-

zle, and shouted at him as he struggled. The prisoner could only

crawl. It was a pathetic sight. Each time he tried to stand, his left leg

would crumble and he fell to the ground. The guard would kick and

jab him, and the prisoner would try again. He was just too weak to

do anything, and I was becoming violently angry at the cruelty of the

scene. One of our own was being brutalized, and I was totally frus-

trated that I couldn’t do anything about it for the time being. I vowed

to personally execute that SOB guard when the time came. I can still

picture that NVA guard’s facial features in my mind’s eye today.

After about five minutes with the prisoner who was unable to walk,

a second guard appeared in the field carrying a ten-foot-long bam-

boo pole, which was about four inches in diameter. The two guards

lashed the prisoner’s wrists and ankles to the pole with thin pieces

of hemp or vine, then they picked up the ends of the pole and car-

ried the screaming and groaning prisoner like a live hog being car-

ried to slaughter. From the prisoner’s screaming, I guessed that he

must have a broken limb or something equally painful, and the way

he was being carried caused him great pain. I was certain my team-

mates had seen the same thing from their scattered positions around

the complex. It was all I could do to hold my fire. Part of me also

wanted to put the poor prisoner out of his misery, but I quelled those

thoughts and watched the guards carry the hog-tied pilot into the

operations hooch.

From my position, I had counted twenty-seven guards or soldiers

in all. I might have counted a few twice; however, it was better to err

on the high side than underestimate enemy strength. They moved
in and out of the operations hooch, and at about 5:00 P.M. I saw a

soldier walk out on the porch. He appeared older than the others I

had observed, perhaps thirty-five to forty years old. He had red

patches on the epaulets of his tan shirt, and some metal insignia

was affixed to the epaulets. It occurred to me that this soldier might

be the commanding officer of the POW camp. Minutes later, the
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American prisoner who had been carried into the hooch was carried

out again on the bamboo pole. No longer was he screaming. His

head hung back, and it was obvious he was unconscious. I wondered

if he was dead as a result of an interrogation by the NVA. The sol-

diers dragged him to one of the aboveground bamboo cages. Open-

ing the cage door, the NVA soldiers stood back and pointed their

weapons at the other prisoners in the cage and motioned to them

to take the injured American prisoner back into the cage. I got a clear

view of the three prisoners who came out to pick up the prisoner.

They were Caucasian, most certainly Americans, wearing olive drab

flight suits. They carried their fellow captive into the cage and a

guard again locked the door.

My feelings after observing this deplorable treatment of a fellow

American were anger, deep frustration, and a strong desire to retal-

iate. It did not matter that I did not know that American victim. My
feelings were far stronger than those felt when a fellow football team-

mate received a cheap shot from an opposing player. It was more like

the feelings I would expect to have if I observed some big fellow hit-

ting my little sister. I wanted to kill, and I had the power in my hands

to do so. But I would have to wait for that opportunity.

At 5:20 p.m. the sun had dropped below the trees that surrounded

the camp, and I decided to move out to our predetermined gather-

ing place. I moved in a crouched run from tree to tree, approxi-

mately twenty yards from the clearing into thejungle. Patrolling the

clearing took about thirty-five minutes. Tinking up with my team-

mates was achieved with hand signals—no more would we use Indian

warbles or other sounds from Hollywood movies. We melted back

about 150 yards from the clearing and crouched in a small circle to

report our individual observations.

From different vantage points, each team member had observed

the handling of the American prisoner, and the collective anger was

nearly sufficient reason for us to attack that night. Ben, however, ex-

ercised his leadership privilege and cautioned us to cool down and

get a plan together. The consensus was that we should hold back and

observe the activities around the POW camp for one more day, just

to be sure we were totally familiar with the daily schedule, the num-
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ber ofNVA soldiers, and their locations. I suggested that we contact

our operations control officer that night, advise him of the situation,

and make certain we would have at least seven helicopters scheduled

to evacuate the prisoners and ourselves. We did not have to ask for

gunships to protect the extraction process. That was a given. It would

not have surprised us if there were a few fighter aircraft assigned to

a nearby holding pattern in the event NVA reinforcements appeared

to interfere with our new mission.

From the day’s reconnaissance, it was apparent that we could get

five helicopters into the open area at one time. The other two heli-

copters would hold to the north of the POW camp until called in.

John and I lit up the upper sideband high-frequency radio and

spoke cryptically to an operations officer. The ops officer sounded

extremely excited at the news of our discovery of a POW camp. We
could hear it in his voice as he read back the map coordinates, date,

time, and smoke color. The news would probably reach Saigon

headquarters within the next five minutes. We passed on the map
coordinates and smoke color for the seven helicopters that would

be required.

The first five helos would extract the POWs. We overestimated

these helos, because we did not know the exact number ofPOWs who
were in the aboveground and belowground cages. The sixth and sev-

enth helos would be directed to land as soon as the field cleared of

the other helicopters, and the FRAM 16 team would be extracted in

one of these. The one remaining helicopter would be used to evac-

uate in the event any of the other helicopters had mechanical prob-

lems. We were certain the operations and tactical people would be

planning the mission for the next several hours.

After eating rations, we spread out for the night. Under the

canopy of trees the rain fell in a light patter on our ponchos, and I

got a fairly good night’s sleep for once.

I awoke at 5:30 a.m. and looked around for a teammate. I sawjohn

still snoozing fifteen yards to my right. Ben was sitting up, having ob-

viouslyjust awakened too, and I crawled over to him. He told me he

had thrown up twice and had diarrhea during the night. He did not

seem particularly concerned about this. We whispered a few minutes
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about the plan for the day for and shortly thereafter observed the

rest of the team awakening. It was amusing to realize that we were

all so programmed for a group wake-up time.

We ate rations, drank water, discussed the positions we would man
for the day’s operations, and reapplied camouflage paste to our faces,

necks, arms, and hands. The sun was just coming up and beginning

to filter through the jungle canopy. Suddenly a rooster crowed. We
all simultaneously snapped our heads in the direction of the sound,

rifles at the ready. It was a programmed reaction to any unexpected

sound. Seconds later we were all smirking at each other, realizing that

every camp and village in Southeast Asia had its chickens.

Chickens were not only a food staple in Southeast Asia; but they

were used in cockfights where men would bet money on the cocks.

The rear toe, or spur, of a male was fitted with a three-inch-long, thin

steel spike. The steel spike was sharpened to a needlelike point, then

affixed to the chicken’s spur using string, hide, or thin vines. Bets were

taken, and the handlers would carry the cocks into a ring formed by

the cockfight fans. To arouse the males into a fighting frenzy, one han-

dler would bend the cock’s neck to the side and the other handler

would hold the opposing cock in a position where it could peck hard,

several times, on the exposed neck of the other cock. Then the po-

sitions were reversed. This was supposed to make the cocks angry. At

this point the handlers would back up a couple of yards, place the

cocks on the ground facing each other, and release them. The natu-

ral instinct of cocks in battle is to try to dig their natural spurs into

their opponent. Obviously, with the sharpened sliver of steel at-

tached, the effect was far more mortally devastating than a cock’s nat-

ural spur. The last one left standing was declared the winner, and the

prize money was distributed. Fights lasted anywhere from thirty sec-

onds to five minutes and were a frequent source of amusement and

entertainment for Asians. It was not unusual for a cock to keel over

dead moments after being declared the winner. Though illegal, this

vile “sport” still goes on in various parts in the United States today.

We knew the sound of the rooster would cause other roosters in

the area to start crowing as well, and this would awaken sleeping

guards in the main hooch. We moved out silently to our observation

positions. Perhaps because the POW camp was so hidden, and be-
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cause it was in Cambodia, where the NVA certainly did not expect

to be discovered by Americans or South Vietnamese soldiers, there

were no booby traps such as trip wires or pungy-stick pits around the

perimeter of the complex. Clearly, each team member was on care-

ful watch for this type of enemy weapon; thankfully however, there

appeared to be none in place.

I moved off about a hundred yards west to a preplanned position.

The main hooch was forty yards in front of me, and about thirty de-

grees to my right. I hid behind a leafy shrub, laid down on the still

damp ground, and waited for something to happen. I could observe

the yard in front of the hooch, one of the three partially hidden POW
cages, and the field where the day before the NVA soldiers had

dragged the American pilot out from a belowground cage. From
time to time I could hear low tones being spoken inside the hooch.

About fifteen minutes after I had taken up my position, an NVA
guard walked out on the porch of the thatched-roof hooch and blew

two short blasts on a whistle. NVA soldiers came jogging out of the

hooch. I counted sixteen of them. The werejoined by six others who
had been occupying the two small guard shacks near the cages and

the shack overlooking the field.

It was 7:30 a.m.

The next frame of the unfolding picture was almost too good to

be true. Twenty-two NVA took up positions in two lines, one behind

the other. At this point, another NVA walked smartly out of the

hooch to a position facing the two lines of soldiers who were stand-

ing at attention. Without ordering the soldiers to stand at ease, the

leader spoke to them in a nasal, high-pitched voice. He looked at

what were probably notes written on a small piece of paper that he

held in his hand. The discourse by the superior officer went on for

at least ten minutes. I guessed the NVA soldiers were getting their

dose of communist political rhetoric for the day. When the supe-

rior finished speaking, he saluted his troops; whereupon the

troops saluted back and held their salute until the superior had

nearly reached the porch of the hooch. Again the whistle blower

blew a signal note on his whistle and some of the soldiers departed

for the sentry stations, while most went into the hooch, probably to

begin cooking.



80 COVERT WARRIOR

Soon I could smell the familiar burned stench of overheated co-

conut oil used over and over again to cook food. Several of the NVA
came out on the porch to eat food from their tin cups and talk. When
they were finished, they carried food over to the cages to feed the

POWs. God knows what kind of slop they fed those poor guys. I

watched the two NVA pass cups through the bamboo “bars” to the

eager hands of the prisoners. Then another NVA made the rounds

with gourds of water, placing them just outside the cages where the

POWs could reach through the bamboo bars and dip their cups into

the gourd after they had consumed the food from the cups. They

were akin to animals: very dirty and very hungry and thirsty. I guessed

some had been held long enough that it didn’t matter to them what

they ate or drank. I wondered how long those Americans had been

in captivity, and I particularly wondered about their physical and

mental condition.

Because the POW camp was small in area and because there was

no bamboo stockade constructed around the facility, we all agreed

this POW camp wasjust a “holding” camp in Cambodia. We believed

prisoners, captured across the border in South Vietnam, were held

there until they could be transported to permanent POW camps in

North Vietnam.

Two of the POWs in the cage nearest to my position remained sit-

ting with their backs propped up against the bamboo bars at the back

of the cage. Because the cage was shaded by overhanging tree

branches, it was difficult to see them clearly. I assumed they were* ill

or injured and could not get up to receive the food and fill their cups.

The ambulatory POWs fed them and carried water to them. It was

apparent we would have to carry some number of the POWs out of

their cages to the extraction helicopters. If some were mentally ill

from abuse, we might encounter problems just getting them to

come out of the cages. When the helicopters landed, we would have

to have all the POWs out of their cages and loaded on the helicopters

in five minutes or less. The longer it took to load up and extract, the

greater the chance that NVA reinforcements would arrive, especially

if there were any in positions beyond what we had reconned the day

before. I decided that when our team regrouped in the evening, I

would recommend South Vietnamese or U.S. Marine A-l Skyraiders
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be brought in as we were loading POWs, to bomb the entire perime-

ter of the camp to kill off any infiltrating NVA who may have been

attracted by the sound of our helicopters. It would have been hell if

we risked our lives to save the POWs only to end up in a firefight and

lose some of the POWs or our teammates, including me. I favored

being on the safe side while we were in such a very open and vul-

nerable position during the loading operation.

From my observations I noted that twelve of the NVA soldiers car-

ried 7.62mm AK-47s, eight carried what appeared to be old Enfield

.303s, and two were armed with what appeared to be 9mm pistols.

Judging from their stature and the ragtag, mismatched condition of

their uniforms, it was apparent that these were not regular NVA sol-

diers. Most looked to be between the ages of twenty and thirty; how-

ever, as with most Asians, it was difficult tojudge their age, even when

you were standing face-to-face with one. Their faces did not seem to

age much until reaching at least fifty years of age.

At 2:00 P.M., shortly after a change of the POW guards stationed

in the huts, a column of people dressed in the usual black pajamas

walked into the field from a path leading from the jungle on the

north side of the POW camp. Their entry point was about seventy-

five yards from my position. There were eight people in the line, in-

cluding six in black pajamas and two who were wearing olive drab

flight suits, standing several inches taller than the others. I knew im-

mediately that these were newly captured American pilots. Because

they approached from the general direction of the Prek Chhlong, I

presumed they had parachuted from crippled aircraft somewhere

and were brought in by boat from the Mekong River to the POW
camp. One of the pilots walked with a stick for a cane and was limp-

ing badly.

As they came out of thejungle shadows into the sunlit field, I could

see that the left side of the second pilot’s face was covered with blood.

He stumbled along, and it was obvious that he was in pain, perhaps

even delirious.

A guard standing in front of the operations hooch ran up the steps

and went inside. He reappeared shortly after and pointed out the

approaching column to two other armed NVA guards from the

hooch. The two armed guardsjogged out to meet the approaching
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men, and gestured to an unseen point in the field beyond the

hooch. The two NVA guards led the column along a path into the

field and proceeded to open two cages in the ground, about twenty

yards from each other. The pilots were kicked, prodded, and shoved

into the cages, which were then locked. The guards returned to the

hooch and the black pajama-clad men who had delivered the pilots

departed along the same path from which they had entered.

Because of the horrid treatment of these American prisoners, the

same anger came over me that I had felt the day before when the

NVA guards had carried the POW to the hooch, hog-tied to a bam-

boo pole. These were my “brothers” being mistreated in total con-

travention of the Geneva Accords, which governed the handling of

prisoners of war. The NVA were clearly acting inhumanely—but so

did we at times. I was anxious to get this day over with and hit the

NVA guards with a knockout punch. As quickly as possible, I wanted

to load the poor POW bastards into helicopters and get them to hos-

pitals where they could be helped by doctors and nurses and restored

to health. Every minute we delayed in getting these men extracted

increased the risk that one or more of them might die before we

could get them to safety. There was no way for any of us to tell what

kind of physical ailments the POWs had, but for some it did not look

good. I was getting antsy and had to force myself to concentrate on

the positive outcome of this unexpected discovery. When we pulled

this offwe would end the torture and suffering, and prevent the even-

tual deaths of these pilots at the hands of the NVA. I visualized the

game plan for freeing the POWs: the helicopters arriving on time,

the freeing of the POWs from their cages, the discovery of more
ground cages containing POWs out in the field, the takeoff, and

heading to a safe haven.

Nothing particularly eventful was observed for the balance of the

afternoon. No prisoners were interrogated. They were fed around

5:00 P.M., having been given no lunch or liquids to consume since

breakfast. At 5:30 I wormed my way several yards back into the jun-

gle and began to move cautiously toward our rendezvous point. Ben
was already there when I arrived. He was resting against a tree in a

sitting position, and he barely acknowledged me with a minor nod
of his head. I could have been an enemy soldier sneaking up on him
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and he would not have given more than a nod. I immediately sensed

there was something wrong with Ben.

I said in a hoarse whisper, “Hey, man, what’s up?” There was no

response. I moved closer to him. The smell was repulsive. There was

a puddle of vomit covered with feeding flies next to him, and the

stink of diarrhea wafted in my direction. Instantly I knew Ben had

either been injured or contracted some form of dysentery. I could

not see if his face was pale because of the camo paste he had put on

earlier. He tipped his head back against the tree and inhaled deeply.

Ignoring the smell, I knee-walked even closer and asked Ben what

he needed. He responded, “Brown Bombers, got the dysentery real

bad. I’m in rough shape, man. Real weak. Got any Brown Bombers?”

In our small first aid kits we usually carried about six pills that we af-

fectionately dubbed Brown Bombers. They were small, light-brown

pills prescribed for diarrhea and vomiting. I pulled out my kit, dis-

lodged two of them from the pillbox, and gave them to Ben along

with his canteen of water. He was too weak to raise his hand to re-

ceive the pills.

John approached during this process, and I quickly explained the

situation to him. Both of us knew we would be in trouble without a

full complement of our team able to take on the NVA guards and

load the POWs. This was a major problem. George and Tom then

joined us. I told them I was assuming command in Ben’s place, since

I was next in rotation for command. I put the two pills inside Ben’s

half-opened mouth and followed it up by giving him a mouthful of

water. He swallowed weakly, and I prayed the pills would get into his

stomach and stay there.

I pinched the skin on the top of Ben’s left hand. When I released

the small clump of flesh it was very slow to return to a smooth posi-

tion on his hand. From this it was clear Ben was dehydrated. I had

to make a decision on whether to try to extract at first light, or get

Ben to safety and return some other time to free the POWs. If we

went on with this mission, Ben would be a lead weight tied to our an-

kles. He could not assist us in knocking off the NVA guards, nor could

he help load the POWs. Even if we could accomplish this without

him, we would have to think about getting him into a position where

we could carry him to one of the last helicopters to arrive. Ifwe went
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on with the mission undermanned, we might fail to get everyone out

before enemy reinforcements arrived. Furthermore, without medi-

cal attention to inject fluids into Ben’s body, we might lose him

—

worse, he might become delirious during the night and give away our

position by shouting.

I had to make some decisions fast.

Directing George andJohn to pick Ben up, we retreated another

hundred yards south to where we could gather in safer cover and dis-

cuss our options. En route, Ben developed the “dry heaves” associ-

ated with dysentery. He had nothing left to throw up except the pills,

but his stomach was contracting as though trying to expel its con-

tents. He tried to keep the heaving sounds muffled, but he could not

hold it back. He retched noisily at least a dozen times before the con-

tractions finally subsided. He did not appear to have thrown up the

Brown Bombers. All the while I was thinking about the best course

of future action.

Leading our short column in retreat, I finally found a small clear-

ing where we could regroup, attend to Ben as best we could, and for-

mulate our plans.John mentioned that in his dehydrated condition

Ben had probably lost the desperately needed potassium and other

minerals from his system. There were no bananas growing in the area

that we knew of, but Tom said he had some potassium tablets in his

first aid kit. Bananas are a good way of getting potassium directly into

the bloodstream quickly. Potassium pills are coated with a hard red

shell and have to be dissolved in the stomach and then find their way

into the bloodstream to be effective. We fed three potassium pills to

Ben. He had a difficult time swallowing them because they were large

and he was too weak to handle the quantity of water needed to float

them down his throat. Moreover, the more water we gave him the

greater the chance his stomach would begin to contract again, try-

ing to expel the water and pills. Eventually we had to get more liq-

uid into Ben or risk his going into a coma.

My thoughts became preoccupied with the catch-22 nature of our

situation. Once the other men from the team had made Ben com-

fortable, theyjoined me in a sitting huddle. Obviously we were not

going to chance losing Ben. Yet we knew we had to free the prison-
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ers, and we knew we had a fight on our hands to get it done. Tom
and George were very concerned that we needed more help to ac-

complish the objective of freeing the prisoners, since we could not

count on Ben to help us.John and I agreed. When one of our num-
ber could not participate in an action of this type, it was like having

a chair with a missing leg.

With input from the other three, I decided that we needed to en-

gage in a radio communication with operations again. We had to ex-

plain the need to bring in additional manpower on the helicopters

in order to carry all POWs out to the helos.

My plan, which I discussed with my teammates, involved engag-

ing the NVA guards after they lined up in formation for announce-

ments and political propaganda in the morning. It was finally agreed

that there were twenty, possibly twenty-four, guards in total. We
could not agree on the exact number ofPOWs, although we thought

the number was between twelve and sixteen including possibly two

or three in belowground cages out in the field.

After we killed off the enemy guards, we would immediately call

in the Skyraiders, which would be followed by the helicopters from

their holding patterns. The first helicopter would bring us six more

men to help with the transfer of the prisoners. John and I would be

responsible for carrying Ben out of the forest to the last departing

helicopter. We refined the plan as the daylight diminished. Soon we

could no longer see each other, though we sat only a few feet apart.

Those lightweight night-vision goggles were still only marvelous mil-

itary gizmos of the future.

We radioed our plan to a duty operations officer assigned to mon-

itor our mission. After we had repeated very precise coordinates of

our position and a description of the “scene,” he indicated that we

would get our Als, helicopters, and reinforcements. We advised him

of Ben’s failing condition.

At first light we picked up the limp but alive body of Ben and

stealthily worked our way back toward the POW camp. Ben had not

dry heaved during the night, but was still limp as a wet noodle. The
smell of the feces in his trousers lingered in our nostrils. It was 6:45

a.m. when we could first see light between the trees, indicating that
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the field and the camp were just ahead. Sighting a very large-

diameter tree ahead, we carried Ben to that point, figuring I could

easily locate that tree and Ben again after the helicopters had arrived.

I debated whether to take Ben’s M2 rifle with us in case we needed

it, but concluded that if all hell broke loose Ben might be able to use

it to defend himself. We had plenty of ammunition.

John raised the operations officer on the radio to confirm that the

helicopters were holding three miles south and that the Skyraiders

were ready. We received the radio frequencies needed to talk to the

waiting pilots. The last words from the ops officer were “Good luck,

gentlemen. Out.”

We moved quietly into position at 7:05 A.M. and waited for the

drama to unfold. My heart was pounding and my adrenaline was flow-

ing. I prayed I had made the right decisions leading up to this mo-

ment. If the NVA guards lined up at 7:30 a.m. as they had the day be-

fore, the extraction should be completed in ten minutes from that

moment, or less ... if everything worked out as planned.

At 7:30 a.m., on schedule, the NVA guard blew his whistle twice.

The guardsjogged out of the hooch to their line formation, joined

by the soldiers from the guard huts. Then, as before, the superior

officer marched out, stood at attention in front of his troops, and

began his nasal, high-pitched diatribe. From our earlier plan we knew

which of us was required to take out which guards in the formation.

As we lay in wait, each of us mentally divided the NVA line up into

four groups, which meant that each of us had to concentrate fire on

about six NVA and make sure that we hit each of them. To my right

was Tom. John and George were lying six feet and fifteen feet to my
left. My teammates keyed off me. When I moved my Stoner into po-

sition to aim, the others did the same, taking a count of “four,” then

commencing firing in bursts of three rounds per squeeze of the trig-

ger. At moments like this, there is no time to think about what you

are doing. You just concentrate on the job at hand and follow the

plan one step at a time. You just do it and have no regrets.

Twenty-three NVA went down in less than five seconds of con-

centrated fire that echoed through the forest. My first volley went

into the back and head of the superior officer, followed by three

more three-shot bursts into the five NVA guards directly in front of
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him. When the firing stopped, my next vision was a phenomenon I

had never witnessed before: the humid air directly over the shred-

ded bodies of the NVA guards had turned into a pink haze in the

morning sun. I did not take time to think about this until later in the

day, when I concluded the pink haze had been caused by the va-

porized blood of the NVA mixing with the nearly one hundred per-

cent humidity.

John yelled over the radio to bring in the Skyraiders and the he-

licopters. We leaped from our positions and charged into the open,

each of us running directly at those NVA guards who had been the

object of our momentary wall of hot lead, shooting single shots at

any body that moved or twitched. Our bullets had torn large exit

holes in the back of their bodies. When we reached the downed
guards a few of the NVA were still moving. We finished the task

quickly to prevent them from using their weapons during the POW
extraction. Tom ran over to the operations hooch and tossed two

fragmentary grenades in the open door in case anyone was inside.

Then John, George, and Tom headed toward the open field and

the aboveground cages. I hung back to direct the helicopters in-

bound, having tossed a can of green smoke into the clearing as we

charged out of the jungle. There was no wind to carry the smoke,

which was used to indicate whether wind would be a consideration

in the direction of landing for the helicopter pilots. I could hear the

roar of an aircraft engine, and suddenly a Skyraider appeared over-

head at an altitude of about three hundred feet. The jungle to the

west exploded into a rolling ball of orange flames, followed by dark

gray and black smoke from four napalm bombs. Then the same oc-

curred to the north, the south, and the east, all within seconds of

each other. The Skyraiders pulled up, rolled over, and returned for

another run, and another. The jungle just disintegrated in a fiery

heat all around us. It was a truly awesome sight. Hollywood could not

have done it better.

As the fourth Skyraider departed to a holding pattern, a line of

helicopters appeared through the smoke above the jungle. It was a

beautiful sight. It was an equally splendid sight when I saw four more

helicopter gunships commence circling around the POW campjust

inside the ring of fire. These helicopters had been ordered in to
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cover the extraction and put down any enemy reinforcements who
might appear. But it was doubtful an enemy platoon would attempt

to get through the ring of fire.

My teammates shot out the rusty locks on the three cage doors,

while I directed the first five helicopters in to a line-abreast landing.

Six American soldiers in unmarked camo uniformsjumped from the

lead helicopter and helped to load and buckle in the POWs. The am-

bulatory POWs helped each other carry those who were unable to

walk. I saw Tom enter a cage and pick up one American in a fireman’s

carry (over his shoulders), and start jogging toward a waiting heli-

copter. When the thirteen POWs who were in the aboveground cages

had been loaded into four helicopters, they took off. I was certain

each helicopter carried a medical corpsman aboard to tend to the

needs of the POWs as they flew to hospitals in South Vietnam.

Through the smoke hovering east of the POW camp, I saw the four

Skyraidersjust in case we needed some more heavy-duty fire support.

John had given me the HF radio pack, and I called in the last two ex-

traction helicopters. Tom and George had run out into the field with

four of our reinforcements to try to locate any of our pilots who were

confined in the loathsome belowground cages. They found three oc-

cupied cages and had to carry each pilot to the fifth helicopter be-

cause none were able to walk unassisted.

At this point I turned around and headed for the forest to find

Ben. I would bejoined byjohn when he finished hisjob in the field.

Ben had slumped over from his sitting position where we had left

him, lying on his side, not moving. I instantly feared he was dead,

but I hoisted him up on my shoulders anyway, and began to jog un-

der his 170-pound body toward the field. It was tough going, and I

was relieved whenJohn arrived to carry Ben the remaining fifty yards

to the last helicopter, where we joined George and Tom, guarding

our extraction. We never saw the support troops again. They had ex-

tracted aboard the fifth helicopter with the POWs taken from the be-

lowground cages. We were all out of breath, our lungs heaving fol-

lowing the ordeal.

The copilot of our helicopter was looking back at us over his right

shoulder, and I gave him the signal with my thumb to lift off. The
modest G-force of the liftoff forced me to lie down on the deck, as I
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had not had time to buckle into a seat. With both hands I hung on

to a piece of tubular steel that supported a sling-seat. We rapidly as-

cended straight up, then heeled over and raced off to the east toward

South Vietnam.

We had freed POWs and could only hope that they all made it to

safety, and would physically and mentally recover from their ordeal.

Unquestionably, this mission was one of the highlights of all the

missions that I participated in as a member of FRAM 16, and I am
certain my four other teammates would agree, if they were alive to-

day. Of both greatest mission value and deeply moving personal sat-

isfaction was the saving of POWs from certain torture and probable

death. They would go home to their families after a time of healing

in American-operated medical facilities. Those of our team who had

direct contact with the POWs, while releasing them from the cages

and bringing them to the helicopters, spoke ofbeing kissed, hugged,

and thanked profusely, and of the tears ofjoy that streamed down
everyone’s faces.

As my own tears fell on the deck of the helicopter, so did my youth.

It was an incredibly moving experience for all involved.

We were not informed where the freed POWs were taken in their

helicopters; however, they were obviously flown to a major U.S. mil-

itary medical facility in South Vietnam. We were flown to an unknown
base for refueling and immediately on to Udorn Air Force Base.

After two weeks of hospital-administered therapy and medication,

Ben recuperated from dysentery and dehydration and rejoined the

team. Most important, none of us was injured, wounded, or killed

in this action. I found great satisfaction in this success and the ra-

tionale for the mission. Moreover, I am certain each member of the

team felt unspoken professional pleasure that we had successfully re-

taliated against our enemy, who had shown no mercy toward the in-

jured and ailing American POWs. For their evil transgressions against

other humans, the judgments against and death sentences of the

NVA guards were carried out at the hands of FRAM 16.

Bill Dunn met us at Udorn. He was our welcoming committee. He
congratulated our team and told us we were real heroes. He said our

reward would consist of a big steak and potato dinner with all the
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booze we cared to consume. Three days later we were allowed to go

on R&Rfor a week in Bangkok, Thailand; each with $100.00 in cash

and all other expenses paid by someone unknown to us.

Once again, upon our return from a successful mission, there were

no parades, no bands, no medals, no congratulations from the

White House, and no articles on our mission printed in U.S. news-

papers. We were CIA operatives, and we were operating in a place

forbidden under the Geneva Accords. If we had played by the rules

and not ventured into Cambodia and Laos, we would never have

found the POWs.
Perhaps the most incredible aspect of this mission was that if we

had inserted two hundred yards east or west from the point on the

second insertion, and/or ifour patrol toward the Prek Chhlong had

required us to maneuver right or left by only a short distance to avoid

large stands of bamboo, underbrush, standing water, or other natu-

ral barriers, the POWs would certainly have been transported into

North Vietnam, or shot if too sick or injured to make the journey.



Chapter 7

Mission of Abnormal Risk

It was early August 1966. Of the original sixteen men in FRAM 16,

ten were dead and six were left to gather in a Quonset hut on a small

air base in Nakhon Phanom, Thailand.

The June and July rains had been unusually heavy. The smell of

mud, rotten vegetation, and human excrement never left our noses.

A-team was exhausted and decimated from a second mission in

southern Laos, where they had lost Don Willard and Peter Ragsdale.

We were all internalizing the nagging question of our immortality. I

guessed I was about the healthiest of our team at that point. My other

comrades seemed to have a range of minor injuries that might have

precluded mobility in certain maneuvers.

All I wanted was about forty-eight hours of nonstop sleep followed

by a dozen thick, juicy hamburgers, two gallons of fresh cow’s milk,

and I’d be a well-oiled machine again. I had gone too long main-

taining mobility and alertness on Dexedrine capsules (nicknamed

“Black Beauties”) and other pills.

We were planning the next mission out of Nakhon Phanom, over-

looking the Laotian border. Some higher-up in Washington wanted

to know specifically which nation was supplying SAMs (surface-to-air-

missiles) to the North Vietnamese Army (NVA). We were reportedly

losing an increasing number of fighter aircraft, including F-102s,
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F-105s, F-4s, A-4s, and others, to these surface to air missiles. The NVA
were getting better at firing them accurately. The beam-rider guid-

ance system for their SAMs seemed to have improved significantly.

The micromanagers (politicians and military people) of the war

back in Washington and in Saigon probably felt that with the risk of

just a few lives, they might get the answer and be able to point the

finger at the SAM suppliers. Our Washington political leaders were

probably thinking that they could win a few propaganda points with

the rest of the world if they could name the offensive source of those

missiles that were knocking down our planes. In the team’s opinion,

no one had the guts to tell PresidentJohnson or Secretary of Defense

McNamara that such information was not worth the lives that would

have to be risked to get the information.

When the word came down that our job would be to find the

source of the missiles, Tom Reed, had the best idea.

“Hell, man,” he said, “just tell our jet jockeys to look out their

damn canopies and read the writing on those Roman candles when
they whiz by. Why waste us when they’ve got those guys already as

close as anyone will ever get to the SAMs?” We all chuckled and

agreed out loud with Tom.

Steve Williamson, our resident brain trust, a graduate of Cal Poly,

posed another question that had no answer.

“Why does anyone care who is manufacturing and delivering

those SAMs? They are successfully being used to knock out ou,r

fighter aircraft every day. Someone just needs to go in and blow up

every SAM site in North Vietnam, and when they build more, knock

’em out again. Finding out the source country—obviously it’s either

China or Russia—doesn’t stop the SAMs from carrying out their

functions!” This time there were no comments from around the

room. Each of us retreated into our own thoughts. There were no

hotheads in FRAM 16.

Silently, however, each of us worried about the risks involved with

trying to get close enough to a North Vietnamese launch site to see

the markings on the SAMs. What if there were no markings on the

missiles? Those SAM sites were all heavily guarded and trapped. It

might be just our luck to get all the way into a SAM site, only to find

out there were no markings.
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Doc Peterson, an internist working for MACV, gave each of us a

thorough physical examination around 12 August. One at a time, we

allowed ourselves to be poked and prodded, fingered and felt. He
listened to our tickers and groped us all over.

Bill arrived from MACV headquarters, Saigon, in the early after-

noon of 16 August with the briefing outline for the mission. He was

dressed casually in starched khaki pants, the usual blue oxford but-

ton-down shirt, rubber-soled brown shoes, and a brown leather

belt—nojacket, no tie. Beneath his armpits were large rings of sweat

that likely were the result of being on an Air America DC-3 (C-47)

that had no air-conditioning for the comfort of its passengers while

taxiing. Bill opened the briefing by saying the next mission would

be a one-man task. Great! We almost always worked in small teams.

This would be a switch.

“Our friends with Air America are going to fly one of us into south-

ern China to get some intel [intelligence] on the SAMs,” he said.

I thought, “Sonofabitch! Southern China! That’s freakin’ no-

man’s-land. You get your butt in there and . . . well, no American we

had heard of had ever been in there and come out to tell about it.”

I began to shiver a little in spite of the ninety-degree temperature.

My nerves and lack of sleep, I guessed, were the contributors. It ap-

peared to me to be a suicide mission. I wondered if the other team

members would notice me shaking. I forced myself to stand up in

the briefing room, and loudly said to Bill, “Who the hell is the dumb-

ass bastard who came up with that moronic mission?” I tried to make

myself appear somewhat out of control with anger by tossing my
metal chair across the room, smashing into the plywood wall. No one

blinked. These were the really cool guys. We’d been through more

than our share already. It was okay if one of us showed moderately

violent emotion from time to time.

“I don’t know,” replied Bill. “But congratulations, Big Guy, you’re

the lucky one who’s going in there and coming back out to tell us a

neat war story. Doc Peterson reports that you are in the best condi-

tion of anyone on our team.”

“Bullshit!” I said disrespectfully. “That’s a suicide mission and you

damn well know it, Bill. Kiss my ass!” I glared at Bill for several sec-

onds. Nothing was said. Bill impassively looked back at me. He
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folded his arms across his chest, never blinking, with those ice blue

eyes looking directly into my own. It was like a classic stare tactic be-

tween two boxers listening to the referee at center ring before the

big heavyweight fight.

Bill, using his well-mastered technique of deflective psychological

maneuvering, calmly said, “Hey, Big Guy, if you’re too scared we’ll

have to find us another man on this team for the job.” He said this

with a wry smile and calmly sat down on a chair in front of the wall

map, waiting for my response, arms still folded across his chest. I ad-

mit to being very frightened then, and stormed out of the briefing

room, my lower gut rolling over inside, and headed for the latrine.

I returned about fifteen minutes later. I had stopped shaking, but

my brain was racing. I was able to accept the fact that this mission

was probably for real and a large number of people had already

planned out the tactics and strategy. Everyone in the room was qui-

etly kibitzing, waiting for me to return. The team members each

knew I’d be back and take the mission.

“Okay,” I said loudly, marching into the briefing room. “What’s the

deal, Bill?”

“We have excellent SR-71 aerial photos of roads and rivers lead-

ing to the Chinese-North Vietnamese border,” Bill began. “We have

picked out an ideal location on a little plateau above a major road

from which you can observe the trucks bringing supplies to a river

that flows down to the NVA depots around Hanoi. From here in

Nakhon Phanom the Air America guys will fly you in a stripped-down

DeHaviland DHC-4 Caribou [also known as the U.S. Army’s CV-2]

to the airfield in Long Tieng, Laos, used by the Air Force’s Ravens

for their forward air control [FAC] work. You will refuel at Long
Tieng and wait for the desired weather reports at the LZ in China.

The Caribou has a range of about nine hundred miles with addi-

tional fuel in rubber bladders installed in its cargo area. You’ll fly en-

tirely over Laos, directly over Phong Saly, the northernmost village

of any size in Laos. It becomes quite mountainous as you get farther

north in Laos and is also very mountainous in southern China, with

some peaks to ten thousand feet or more. The DHC-4 will be

equipped with the newest available flight director system [FDS] for

terrain avoidance.”
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I got up from my chair and casually walked over to the large wall

map. I’d never heard of Phong Saly. When Bill pointed out the vil-

lage on the map, I noted that Dien Bien Phu, in North Vietnam, was

about sixty miles southeast of Phong Saly. Dien Bien Phu was where

the Vietminh defeated the French in a bloody battle in early May
1954. The Vietminh (Communist North Vietnamese) signed a cease-

fire with the French inJuly 1954, creating the division between North

Vietnam and South Vietnam at the 17th parallel. The French pulled

out and the United States gradually took up responsibility for advis-

ing the South Vietnamese Army on their defense of South Vietnam,

beginning in 1955.

Bill had stopped talking while I mused over the map. After a few

seconds I said, “Hell, man, that area’s probably covered up with Pa-

thet Lao and shit-head communists workin’ for Ho Chi Minh. What
kind of triple-A guns do they have in those mountains?”

Bill responded, ‘You’ll be flying at night and in the clouds, my
friend. No need to worry about triple-A (anti-aircraft artillery). We
sent a flight of fighters into that region of northern Laos yesterday

and there were no radar lock-ons indicating the presence of missiles

for radar-guided triple-A. We’ll do a few more flights in there before

you depart to make sure they haven’t moved radar guided weapons

in there. It’s very unlikely, anyway.

“SR-71 photo recon shows Chinese deuce and a halfs [2-1/2 ton

trucks], and a few larger trucks, are filling the roads leading south

from factories around Kunming, China, down several routes to a

river, known in English as the Red River, near Gejiu.”

He walked over to the wall map and, using a pencil for a pointer,

indicated the area of southern China he was talking about.

“From here they float the war materials south, down the Red to

the North Vietnam border. Now,”—he paused to swig on a Coke bot-

tle, then continued
—

“we’ve been pulling a few air strikes a week over

North Vietnam on the larger riverboats cruising on the Red. We’ve

sunk or damaged several hundred tons of small boats carrying war

materials to the distribution centers around Hanoi. But we don’t

think the NVA are stupid enough to take the chance of our planes

hitting boats carrying their SAMs on the river inside North Vietnam.

Somewhere at or near the Chinese border, we think, they unload
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critical ware, like SAMs, from the boats and load them onto Ho’s

trucks for the overland haul to Hanoi.”

It was unbearably hot and humid in the briefing room. The two

overhead fans didn’t even begin to cool down the metal Quonset hut.

Or maybe I was breaking out in a premission sweat. I took off my
sweat-drenched black T-shirt. John whistled mockingly at me. The

others chuckled. I was quite proud ofmy tired old body. My muscles

rippled everywhere. You couldn’t tell where my skull ended and my
shoulders began. Just a solid side of beef on either side of my neck.

I flipped the group the bird and, with a snarl, called ’em all a bunch

of pussys. Bill ignored my comment and continued with the pre-

liminary briefing.

“We are going to drop you from the Caribou from fifteen hundred

feet. This will be mountain country northwest of Gejiu, about forty

miles south of the twenty-third parallel, and about twenty-five to thirty

miles north of the China-Vietnam border. You’ll be in a very sparsely

populated area, according to the aerial photographs, and be just

above the road leading down to the border. The road is dirt-surfaced

outside of Gejiu, and hopefully muddy from the recent rain. The

mud on the road slows the trucks, which will permit you access to

some of the vehicles to look for SAMs.”

Suddenly the mission took focus for me. I would be dropped in

southern China, expected to mount a few Chinese trucks mired

down in the mud, see if I could find SAMs onboard, determine whose

SAMs they were, radio this back, and be extracted from China. It was

obvious that this would be an incredibly high-risk mission for me,

wherein the odds of success made for a lousy bet.

Bill continued the briefing. “We initially considered doing a

HALO [High Altitude, Low Opening] jump; however, we have no

way of accurately predicting winds aloft in China. We need supreme

accuracy for your landing. You’ll make a short free-fall from fifteen

hundred feet and open your chute. Recon shows the landing zone

to be a grassy, fairly flat and small plateau, moderate to heavy foresta-

tion as you approach the mountains on the east side of the plateau,

and, again, sparsely populated. The Caribou cannot land to deploy

you and your equipment. As I said before, the mountaintops in the

area rise to ten thousand feet. Are we clear so far?”
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I didn’t look up to respond to Bill’s question. Myjob was going to

be very tough. Just flying at night into the LZ would be perilous due

to the mountains all around. The mission already sounded like the

usual poorly planned boondoggle manufactured by Washington

politicians who never fought a real battle, let alone a guerrilla war.

Reconnaissance and intelligence were often unreliable. The data,

which often flowed through so many hands, was filtered through in-

experienced brains, and passed down until it reached the people who
had to depend on its accuracy for their lives. So we frequently risked

our lives conducting missions based on bad intelligence.

We all examined the high-altitude SR-71 photos. The photo interp

(interpretation) people had labeled areas and objects in the large

aerial photograph. Using magnifying loops, they claimed to be able

to see a red hair in a rusty railroad yard. I was always convinced they

made up two-thirds of what they claimed to see, squinting through

their magnifying glasses at the aerials. I could not see and identify

half the objects they referred to in briefings. Bill droned on.

“Now, you may have to hole up in Long Tieng for a few days to

maybe a week until we see that the weather is ideal for your cover.

We’ll be carefully watching the weather while you are there. We want

you to drop into the China LZ thirty minutes to an hour before dawn,

through a low overcast, hopefully in light to moderate rain. You’ll

immediately turn on your pilot’s emergency transceiver and wait to

get your position back from the Caribou pilot. The pilot will be in

communication with a couple of Navy A-3s, or Air Force RB66-Cs,

aircraft that will have been maintaining a radar cross on Caribou af-

ter you leave Laos and penetrate China. They will be flyingjust south

of the North Vietnam-China border, at about thirty-five thousand

feet. From the Caribou, shortly after you are down and clear your

parachute, you will get back your position relative to where we want

you to set up your observation post. That will be the last inbound

voice contact you will receive. You should acknowledge by pressing

the talk-switch three times, separated by a two-count, followed by

three more dits. Ifyou are badly injured in the landing or anticipate

near-term capture by the Chinese, immediately respond to the Cari-

bou pilot’s transmission with the FRAM emergency code, one dit,

pause, four dits, pause, and one dit.”
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‘Yeah,” I thought to myself. “I get busted up, and they want me to

think they’ll be in to get me out! Like hell! The brass would never

authorize an injured/wounded extraction from an LZ in China. Who
do they think they’re kidding?”

I’d be just another write-off. I carried no identification, no dog

tags, and since I didn’t exist on any personnel roster available to the

public, there wouldn’t be anything to tell the folks at home.

If badly hurt or injeopardy of capture by the Chinese, the big boys

at the Company would expect me to chew my pill, after first digging

myself a shallow grave. That was a distressing part of our training we

all prayed we’d never have to implement. There would be no way to

walk out of southern China. Better to bite the pill and be gone in

five seconds or less.

Bill continued, “Using the helium weather balloon and wire an-

tenna system, you will have subsequent communications direcdy with

the A-3s [or Air Force RB66-Cs] using your larger high frequency

transceiver and battery pack. You will also have an ADF [automatic

direction finder] radio to provide a position fix. You’ll use these sys-

tems later when you are set up in position for the extraction.”

I let out a loud sigh, slouched down in my chair, hung my head

over the back rest, and shut my eyes. From that position I said, “What

happens if the A-3s don’t pick up my position? Or wait a minute, Bill:

Let’s assume maybe I can get a look at those missiles and determine

the country that is shipping them to the NVA. That’s a big maybe.

T

radio that data up to the A-3 aircraft. At that point Washington has

their damn intel. That’s all they need from me. Why should they risk

pilots, crewmen, and an aircraft getting me out of southern China

after they have the information they want? Or what if I can’t get the

information? Will they risk pilots, crewmen, and aircraft to extract a

nonproductive operative?” I was shaking nervously again—just

slightly.

Frankly, I had no prior experience of this, nor did I know of oth-

ers who had experienced unwillingness by the U.S. military to make
every effort possible to recover Americans from inside enemy terri-

tory, even at great risk to other American lives. But I was concerned

about my extraction from China. It was obvious that the circum-

stances of this mission were quite different from any others, and I
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could not completely rely on historic precedents. The difference was

that I would be in China, and any rescue effort would require fur-

ther intrusion into the airspace and land of a sovereign, unfriendly

nation; a nation that was known to have strong, militant feelings

against the United States. Furthermore, China was supposedly a na-

tion that was not involved in the war to the south. That was all part

of the squishy side of international politics.

As one side of my brain begged that question, the other side was

rapidly and perhaps guilefully pondering how I could assure my own
extraction from China. Somehow I’d have to figure out how to guar-

antee my survival and return after the mission had been accom-

plished. My mind seemed to be racing at Mach 3.

I really believed in the overall “mission” for which I had been

trained. But when boiled down to essentials, FRAM 16 might be con-

sidered by the war planners to be cannon fodder. China and Russia

were known to be supplying food, medical supplies, war materials,

and weapons to the NVA. Chinese and Russian writing could be seen

on all sorts of captured material. But during aerial recon flights and

occasional jet fighter dogfights, our pilots were warned to avoid in-

cursion into Chinese airspace. To do so might invite a swarm of

Chinese soldiers and aircraft to openly join the fight with the

North Vietnamese against the United States and South Vietnamese.

This, theoretically, might herald the beginning ofWorld War III. At

least this was the conventional wisdom passed down to the fighter

and bomber pilots.

If the Chicoms (Chinese Communists) shot down a U.S. aircraft

inside Chinese airspace and possibly captured its crew, this could

cause an international incident. China would probably call for a

meeting of the Security Council of the U.N. General Assembly and

claim the United States had violated its territory, and attempt to set

the stage for legitimizing a retaliatory strike.

What could I do to assure my extraction without directly dis-

obeying an order or appearing cowardly? I decided to put the pres-

sure on Bill in front of the team.

“Why would you guys want to come back in for me, Bill?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” replied Bill, his voice showing some an-

noyance.
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“Obviously, if I determine whose SAMs the NVA is using and get

that intelligence back by radio to you, you have no need for me any-

more. I’ve done the job. There’s no need to risk any more lives or

an international incident. So you leave me in there.”

“Shit! We’ve neverdone that to you guys in FRAM 16 before. There

is no basis for you to suggest that! You guys are some of the real un-

sung heroes behind this war effort. You can’t think for a moment that

we would leave you in there!” Bill said in a loud, angry voice.

None of the team members looked up. Each stared at the floor

or toward the ceiling. They knew I had a valid point. They knew the

risks. An American captured in China carrying military weapons,

could indeed touch off a national security incident, even though the

world already knew the Chicoms were supporting North Vietnam’s

war effort.

I had very little information about the overall war effort or the mo-

tives behind certain military actions, and I had no real knowledge of

the international community’s view of the U.S. involvement in South-

east Asia. But from my very limited perspective as a military opera-

tive, I simply felt frustrated over the apparent general dysfunctional

planning affecting missions assigned to FRAM 16 and other units,

like the UDTs, SEALS, certain Special Forces, and Ranger teams, with

whom FRAM 16 had sporadic contact. I chose to blame it on the war

management people. We had heard rumors that over five thousand

U.S. soldiers had been killed by the middle of 1966.

Because of the limited scope of our knowledge concerning the war

in Vietnam, and particularly because of our not being directly in-

volved with planning relating to the big picture, we habitually bitched

and moaned, as well as joked, about everything. It helped us main-

tain our sanity. Every soldier, sailor, and airman does this.

“Okay, Bill,” I said, “how are you going to get me out? Are you go-

ing to send in a Jolly Green Giant helicopter to an LZ, let me lazily

climb aboard, and fly me out? How will you get the Jolly out before

we’rejumped by Chinese MIGs? I would imagine there are a couple

of Chinese fighter squadrons based in Kunming, to the north.”

“That’s all been figured in,” said Bill. “Don’t worry. We’re going

to equip you with a newly developed extraction system, send in a Cari-

bou aircraft specially equipped with an extended tail hook, grab on
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to your bungee system, crank you up, and haul you inside the air-

craft. It’s simple and you’ll be back over Laos in fifty minutes or so.

Piece o’ cake!”

“Nothing is simple in this business,” I thought, “and when some

guy says, ‘it’s a piece o’ cake,’ watch out.”

“Any questions up to this point?” said Bill.

‘Yeah,” I said. “It seems to me that ifsome of the missiles are com-

ing down to North Vietnam from China, the missiles must be man-

ufactured in China. If the Russians manufactured the SAMs, why in

hell would they let the Chinese transport them, and perhaps rip off

some of the Russian missile guidance technology en route? Or
maybe keep them for themselves and not for the NVA? It doesn’t

make sense! If Russia supplied the missiles they would most likely put

them on a ship, maybe even a North Korean ship, and deliver them

through Haiphong Harbor [North Vietnam’s largest seaport]. The
Russians and the Chinese still don’t get along, unless there are some

new alliances we haven’t heard about.”

Bill replied, “Good question. From the aerial recon photographs

taken over eastern Russia, we see a greatly stepped-up use of what

are believed to be drone aircraft as test targets for Russian SAMs.

From inside Russia we have word they have improved their radar-

beam guidance technology for SAMs, and the capability to use prox-

imity detonation of the missile warheads. These proximity warheads

are difficult for our fighters to evade, because they will explode when
their internal guidance systems indicate they are within a certain kill

distance of the target aircraft. In our pilot debriefs, we have learned

that many of our planes and pilots have been lost to this improved

technology. In the past, the SAMs would have to strike our aircraft

to explode. We don’t think the Chinese have this proximity-fused

warhead and improved guidence system technology yet, but the Rus-

sians do.

“We also know that Hanoi is putting up a whale of a lot more SAMs
against our aircraft now. The number of SAMs being fired at us is

estimated at triple the number just ninety days ago. We have also

pondered why the Russians (if the missiles are Russian-made) would

ship them through China to North Vietnam and risk a Chinese

compromise of their improved guidance technology. We can only
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suppose that Russian technicians in North Vietnam do the guidance

system installation and programming on each missile when it is de-

livered from eastern Russia. Our intelligence on the Chinese capacity

to manufacture greatly increased numbers of SAMs is fair to poor.

But we do know that the Russians are limiting their larger freighters

and warships in Haiphong Harbor right now. The Russian presence

in North Vietnam is mostly in the form of technicians and advisors.

For their own reasons, they are refraining from any troop commit-

ment, and we hope it stays that way.

“What else, Big Guy?” said Bill.

“Is this recovery system you are talking about the same system as

the Fulton Recovery System being manufactured by All American

Systems?” I asked. “Is it the system the Navy has been testing wherein

the recovery aircraft is equipped with two large twenty-five-foot-long

probes that extend in a V from the nose of the aircraft? Then the

person being recovered floats a balloon on a steel cable about a hun-

dred feet above him. As I understand it, the recovery aircraft flies in,

traps the cable tether of the balloon between the probes, and hauls

the person up until he can be pulled in from the aft cargo com-

partment. Is it something like that?”

“Well, Big Guy, the direct answer to your question is no. The sys-

tem we’re going to use with you is new and being tested by Air Amer-

ica and the Air Force. They think it is superior to the Fulton Recov-

ery System; that is, there’s no balloon drifting above the ground, to

alert enemy troops to your position, and no possibility that an errant

gust of wind will blow the balloon out of position when the pilot is

attempting to trap it. Another difference is that you will not have to

put on a special flight suit to be extracted. You will simply put on a

lightweight, rubberized nylon top and bottom, which zip together

for water- and wind-proofing, and they’ll wind you up fast. You’ll

reuse your parachute harness in the system. Otherwise the two sys-

tems are similar.”

“Okay,” I said. “Flas this new system, as you call it, ever been tested

with a human?”

“No. Not yet. They have been working with sand bags that have a

total weight of 175 lbs., and the reports are that it works quite well.”

“Why can’t we use the Fulton Recovery System, which has been
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fully tested, as I understand it? Why not go with something proven,

rather than something that is still in the test phase?” I asked.

“Frankly,” replied Bill, “we think this new system is better than the

Fulton System, and, as I said before, we like the idea of not having

to float a balloon in daylight above your position.”

What I heard Bill say, and what I believed to be the truth, were

quite different. I believed the real problem was the CIA and Air

America couldn’t get their hands on an aircraft modified for the

Fulton System in time for my mission and the subsequent extrac-

tion plan.

“Okay, man, let’s get into the detailed brief,” I said.

Bill took a deep breath and told the other team members to sit

tight and critique the fine details of the plan as he went through it.

The briefing lasted another hour and fifteen minutes. I argued at

one point that ajump from fifteen hundred feet was too high. I pre-

ferred to make a static-linejump from an absolute minimum altitude

because there would be no chance of wind currents causing me to

drift away from the chosen LZ, which would be disastrous in the dark.

Pressing my point, I restated the problem, saying that since I would

bejumping in near zero visibility, ajump from fifteen hundred feet

would not improve my chances to steer my descent to a point that I

could not see in the dark. The rest of the teamjoined in agreement,

and Bill agreed to work out this detail with those responsible for plan-

ning the mission.

The meeting ended after I asked one more question. “Bill, tell us

something. Has this bungee extraction ever been tried, using those

175 pounds of sand bags, in extremely adverse weather conditions,

and where the pilot had very limited or no access to navigational

aids?”

“No.”



Chapter 8

Point of No Return

On 20 August, in a Quonset hut at Nakhon Phanom, I laid out my
gear for the mission. I selected my trusted rifle, a Stoner M23
(M63A1) with flash suppressor; a vest that carried four clips of 5.56

x 45mm rounds (thirty rounds per clip)
;
four fragmentary grenades;

a custom-made Smith 8c Wesson 9mm semiautomatic pistol with si-

lencer; two clips of subsonic 9mm cartridges; survival knife with six-

inch blade; 10 x 50 binoculars; Pentax SV camera with 135mm lens;

two compasses; two red smoke canisters; fifty-foot climbing rope; a

Jumar rope ascender (a tree climbing device); folding shovel; black

pajamas made of light twill and similar to the Vietnamese peasant

wear; black rubberized nylon rainjacket and rain pants; black boonie

hat; camouflage paste kit; poncho with liner; first aid kit; black ten-

nis shoes;jump boots; food rations for eight days; canteen; P-38 can

opener; aspirin; some kind of pain pills in three strengths; three sy-

ringes with morphine; malaria tablets; Brown Bomber pills for diar-

rhea; and halazone and iodine tablets for water purification.

John Schneider, a tall, dry Southerner, walked into my billet and

said that approval had come down for me to jump at six hundred

feet or less. I was very relieved over this. We discussed the mission

over a couple of San Miguel beers.
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In the late morning Bill and an Air Force technician delivered the

bungee extraction system to me. When ready to be extracted from

southern China, according to the plan, I was to set two aluminum

rods upright, then attach anchor cords with aluminum stakes to

brace the aluminum rods, and fifty feet of 5/8-inch bungee cord. The
extraction aircraft was to fly in and approach my position at fifty feet

above ground level, at an airspeed of eighty-five to ninety knots. The
specially configured DHC-4 Caribou would have already extended

a hundred-foot bungee or nylon cord, braced near its end by a heavy

aluminum shaft equipped with small steering vanes. Passing through

the aircraft’s rear entry ramp (which was to be removed)
,
one end

of the bungee cord was affixed to a winch attached to the interior

ceiling of the aircraft and braced on legs extending to the aircraft

deck. The opposite end of the bungee cord would be tied to a large

swivel with three snap hooks. The aircraft would fly in, use the hooks

to snare my bungee rig (to which I was to be attached by my
parachute harness), and fly off with me dangling behind in the air

like a marionette until I could be winched inside the cabin of the

aircraft.

I went outdoors with the Army tech and several teammates and

together we set up the system beside our Quonset hut. As my team-

mates watched this process, they taunted and teased me about the

system not working . . . that I would be left to rot in China, and so

on. It was the usual tongue-in-cheek kidding, but underlying the

lighthearted kidding was a genuine concern for my safety. I expressed

my deepest concern over the hooking system that was to grab the

horizontal bungee. A set of three snap hooks, similar to a grappling

hook, would be dragged behind the plane, tied to the end of a

bungee cord. The opposite end of the bungee cord would be con-

nected to an electric winch inside the plane. Just above the snap

hooks, the bungee would be stabilized by the attachment of a twenty-

five-foot by one-inch-diameter aluminum rod on which preset steer-

ing veins would be installed. According to their tests, this device, al-

though crude in my estimation, would assure that the hooks could

be “flown” in to snap on to the horizontal bungee of my extraction

system. During the winch-up process, the crewmen on the plane

would cut away the lashings that tied the twenty-five-foot aluminum
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rod to the bungee cord,just before the rod reached the winch. If the

rod ever reached the winch, the winch mightjam. The whole system

looked jury-rigged to me, and my confidence sank to a new low.

Bill had no negative reports on the success of the tests on the ex-

traction system, which was of no comfort to me at that point. He
passed off my concern for the danger of the extraction method by

saying, “Hell, if the system didn’t work, they would not have us us-

ing it.” I found this to be a dumb statement and of little consolation.

As was typical of so many missions, there were gaps in intelligence

which perhaps we could have used to our advantage if it was more

complete. Time, in fact, was of the essence, so literally and figura-

tively I would be flying by the seat ofmy pants, clinging to a bungee-

cord-of-hope that I would return to friendly territory alive.

Bill came back again to deliver three black weather balloons, a

15"x 2.5" steel cylinder pressure-filled with helium, a battery-powered

ADF transmitter beacon, antenna wire with spool and crank, an HF
radio and a battery pack, and a small, hand-held emergency radio

used by downed pilots. We went over the use of this equipment for

two hours, ending with my setting everything up blindfolded to sim-

ulate the work of setting up the transmitting system in the dark. I

passed the test.

My parachute and shroud lines were constructed of black nylon

for the nightjump. There was no need for a reserve parachute. In

such extremely low altitudejumps, if the main chute failed to deploy

properly, a reserve could not be deployed and opened before I hit

the ground.

Much of my gear was stowed in a blackjump pack of heavy nylon

(forty-three inches long by twenty-two inches in diameter), which

would be tethered by two twelve-foot nylon lanyards clipped to my
webbed belt when Ijumped from the Caribou. I would exit the air-

craft for the static-linejump holding thejump pack in front of me,

release the pack as the chute deployed, and let it dangle below me
during the brief descent.

Finally, I set out the small, waterproof, stainless steel cylinder with

two “death capsules” in case I decided to check out and meet my
Maker. I was not about to be captured alive in China. No one could

ever explain to me why there were two capsules in the tin. One pill
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should do the trick. Perhaps someone decided that two capsules were

required in case one became nervous over killing himself and

dropped the first capsule. Why not just use a gun? That would do

the deed, unless you had run out of ammunition.

At 7:00 A.M. on 23 August, it was lightly raining outside and very

humid inside the corrugated metal Quonset hut. Most of the other

Quonset huts on the base were occupied by U.S. Air Force person-

nel and transient military specialists. Theirs were air-conditioned

—

ours was not.

Bill and all ofmy teammates were up early to see me off. I was flat-

tered and pleased to see these guys turn out for me. A huge lump
grew in my throat as each of them gave me a bear hug, slapped me
on the back, and hugged me again. Nothing of a melodramatic ver-

bal farewell was said between us. Just “Safe trip, man.” “Go for it.”

“Bring home the bacon, man.” “See ya’ next week, Big Guy.” and so

on. Each of us knew, deep inside, that this mission was exceedingly

dangerous. After the storm of firefights in the last few months, these

men were past being the sentimental or religious types.

Previous missions assigned to us had always involved at least two

team members. Through our training and experiences, we had de-

veloped a supreme trust in one another. We were each the extra set

of eyes and ears for the other. It was a totally integrated team, which

is very tough to explain to anyone who has never experienced this

level of complete dependence. Being out there alone in southern

China was going to be different. We all knew that. Especially me.

I was weary, since I had been unable to sleep that night. Amid the

fading shouts of support from my teammates, I boarded the twin-

engine cargo aircraft and began the mission, I decided not to take

any “speed” pills to keep me awake and alert. Perhaps I could catch

some shut-eye along the way. I hoped I could sleep better that night

at our layover in Long Tieng.

We lifted off at 7:30 A.M. and headed northeast, about 100 miles

to Long Tieng. The Caribou was loaded with boxes from floor to

ceiling for the military special ops, FAC pilots, and the Meo tribes-

men who worked with them at this highly secret air base at Long

Tieng. I dozed off in a sling seat for about half an hour, and was

awakened by the change in the rpm of the aircraft’s engines and
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simultaneous groan of the wing flaps, followed by the sound of the

landing gear being extended.

We landed hard and taxied up to the small operations bunker,

where I was met by a blond-haired, blue-eyed man wearing khaki

pants and a navy blue golf shirt, obviously another CIA case officer.

He might as well have been a clone of Bill. My escort carried my fifty-

five-pound gear bag and led the way to a concrete bunker a hundred

yards away. I had my parachute pack slung over my left shoulder and

my Stoner rifle on my right shoulder. After he explained the drill for

food and drink in Long Tieng, I thanked the man, and he said,

“Good luck, Big Guy, see you on your return trip.” That was all that

was said between us.

That evening I joined the Air America pilots and several Raven

pilots at a hooch called “The O-Zone” for drinks and chow. I could

say nothing about my mission into China. When asked what I was

doing in Long Tieng, I simply said that I was working on a mission

up north. No one pressed me for details. The Ravens flew tiny 0-1,

single-engine, tandem-seat spotter planes. These Air Force men and

their Laotian observers flew some of the most dangerous missions

of the war. They flew at exceeding low altitudes to visually locate con-

centrations of enemy forces in Laos and South Vietnam, flare-mark

the enemy positions (so fighter-bombers could wipe them out)
,
and

perform the BDA (bomb damage assessment). All the Ravens were

fairly rowdy, many wearing loud Hawaiian aloha shirts, khaki pants

or blue jeans, sporting all forms of facial hair. Several had long hair

below their collars.

This night they were somber because one of their number hadjust

been shot down in his tiny cloth-covered aircraft. The NVA found

the downed plane and apparently executed the pilot and his ob-

server. One of the other Raven pilots had monitored radio trans-

missions from the downed pilot who had safely landed dead-stick (en-

gine shut down) in a field. He managed to live for about ten minutes

until the NVA apparently found and shot him. No word concerning

the Laotian observer, nicknamed “Tiger-baby,” was ever obtained.

Three days later, on 26 August, as I slept fitfully on a cot in my as-

signed bunker at 5:30 p.m., the base radio operator received a coded

message from Bill that the cloud cover at 5:00 a.m. tomorrow would
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be down to below one thousand feet at the LZ. It should be raining,

and winds would be out of the east at five knots or less. Shortly af-

terward I went over to the radio bunker and spoke cryptically with

Bill.

He said, “We go tonight, Big Guy.” My stomach went into a knot,

and the knot swelled up into my throat. It was ninety degrees, yet I

felt a chill. I tried to push the fear away. It was very tough for me this

time. I secretly hoped they would abort the mission at the last hour,

as happened frequently with our missions.

“Bill, are you sure we have to go through with this?” I asked. “This

is a potential death trap for me, and whether I am successful or un-

successful, our war effort will not be affected the slightest bit. I just

don’t like the odds. I give myself less than a ten percent chance on

this deal.” It was my final, fearful plea, fueled by increasing stress and

basic fear.

“Look, Big Guy,” said Bill. “We don’t ask questions. We have our

orders, we plan the tactics, and we’re going to do the best we can.

We’ll probably never know why this information is required. It’sjust

like a lot of other things. I know how you feel, and I know you’ll get

the job done for us. You’re the best we have.”

I left the radio bunker to notify the Air America pilots.

Shortly after midnight I reconfirmed the weather conditions over

my LZ near Gejiu with weather ops in Udorn. It remained opera-

tionally desirable. I boarded the Caribou after the usual nervous

shaking of hands in a briefmeeting in the cockpit with the Air Amer-

ica pilots and a crewman, who were probably every bit as nervous as

I was over the mission.

“Poor bastards,” I thought to myself. “Ifwe go down inside China

there is no extraction plan to get four of us out.” The olive

drab-painted Caribou bore no markings; the pilots and crewman

wore olive green flight suits and green crash helmets. Like me, they

wore no dog tags, no insignia, and carried no other personal effects

or identification.

I boarded the aircraft at 2:45 A.M. as the engines coughed and

wound up. The aircraft’s interior had been completely stripped of

cargo except for the four large rubber fuel cells. We roared off the

runway, headed north-northwest toward the Laos-China border. The
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cruise speed of a Caribou was about 160 knots—max speed of 215

knots. We flew at first at an altitude of fifteen hundred feet over Laos.

As the crow flies, the distance from Long Teing to the LZ was four

hundred miles. From time to time, as a safety precaution when fly-

ing through Laotian valleys, the pilots decreased the altitude of the

aircraft to one thousand feet, or banked to change the directional

heading fifteen to twenty-five degrees right or left of the prime head-

ing. There were no known unfriendlies with radar or missiles in the

area of our flight path. The purpose of the evasive maneuvers was to

avoid continuous radar tracking by some uncharted radar outpost

operated by the North Vietnamese or Chinese. However, as we ap-

proached the mountainous area of northern Laos, the pilots had to

increase altitude for a short time to ten thousand feet. It had been

raining since our takeoff from Long Tieng.

Over Phong Saly, in northernmost Laos, the Caribou pilots made
radio contact with a flight of two Navy A-3 jets cruising at thirty-five

thousand feet over Laos, on station “Hosannah.” In the cabin of the

Caribou, several feet behind the cockpit where I sat in a sling seat,

there was ajack plug and headset so I could listen to the pilots send-

ing and receiving communications. The A-3 pilots had made radar

contact with us and reconfirmed the vectors from Phong Saly, Laos,

to the LZ in China.

During the flight, I was attempting to deal with fear in my usual

way. I had been trained, and had partly developed for myself, a way

to quickly push the fear of a mission (and other incidents that gen-

erated human fear) into a different quadrant of my brain. I con-

centrated on the details of the mission and replayed them over and

over. Then, in my mind’s eye, I took myself deep-sea fishing with my
father off Key West, Florida; thought of my team’s dependence on

cool heads; and thought of such things as Mom’s home-cooked food,

women I had loved, and dry clothes. There were a few fears that were

difficult for me to keep stowed away in a less-accessible part of my
brain, but the worst ones had a way of forcing their way into current

thought without my being able to control their progression. These

fears, infrequently dealt with at any length, were of being captured

and tortured by the enemy, and of being wounded and dying slowly

and painfully. Unlike many, I did not fear death. In a simplistic way,
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I was satisfied (rather than being fearful) that if I was hit with what

some called the “golden B-B,” blown to pieces, or otherwise brought

down quickly, and died immediately, I would not know it. There

would be no pain and no time for fear or agony. Perhaps this pres-

ence of mind helped keep me sane in the insanity of war. I recall Ed
Brown’s frequent statement: “I’m definitely not afraid to die; I just

don’t want to be there when it happens.”

Weather had always been a prime factor in the success of the in-

sertion plan, which required low clouds, preferably light rain, and

low wind speed. Thejump from six hundred feet or less, as revised

from fifteen hundred feet, was perfect. Based on the way my
parachute was configured, I was relieved at having a static-linejump
at six hundred feet, which would put me on the ground in less than

fifteen seconds. There was little chance that some Chinese civilian

or soldier could shoot at me as I dropped in the darkness. My insis-

tence on the change injump altitude had been a victory for me. Bill

had contacted a CIA man in Saigon and we got approval as long as

the insertion was not delayed more than a week. The quarterbacks

in Washington were probably in a hurry to get this information on

the SAMs, because Bill got the approval back relatively quickly. The

location of the weather station that would forecast the weather was

unknown to us. We hoped like hell that they would be accurate be-

cause my life was riding heavily on their predictions. Bill called in

again on the radio, and I heard him on my headset. I went up to the

cockpit to respond.

“Big Guy, one more thing,” Bill said. “We need you to take pho-

tos of the equipment ifyou get close enough to read the markings.”

“Shit in your hatJack!,” I shouted through the microphone. “Neg-

ative, man, that’s a bloody negetive'.TYiat flash will bring in every gook

within ten thousand yards!” I was pissed, and wondered what other

foolish maneuver they might try to get me to do.

Bill said something else, but I wasn’t listening. It occurred to me
that in this case it would be better for me simply to agree to perform

any function requested of me. Then, depending on the circum-

stances, I alone would be free to elect what I would and would not

do. It was my life on the line and no one could second-guess me
once I was on the solo-patrol. My opinions and conclusions would
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be unanimous. So I acquiesced to Bill, and as I was closing out the

transmission recognized that my argument wasn’t worth the effort.

Chatting with the Air America pilots as we flew toward the LZ, I

learned that both had been C-123B pilots for the CIA after flying the

cargo plane for the Air Force. They hadjoined up with Air America

because the pay was outstanding—better than the salary airlines were

presently paying their commercial pilots.

Neither pilot had been told what I would be doing in China, so I

told them. They were incredulous on hearing the objective of and

rationale behind the mission. We discussed the extraction proce-

dures for several minutes, since these same pilots would be the ones

to come back in to pick me up. It didn’t surprise me to learn they

were not pleased at having been selected for this mission. Neither

was I.



Chapter 9

Solo Mission into China

About 4:10 a.m. we flew over the border of Laos, into southwest

China, without crossing the North Vietnamese border. Occasionally

the pilot added power to avoid a mountain displayed on the plane’s

radar. We would shortly be approaching the much higher mountains

that surrounded the Manwan Valley. Even if we were picked up by

Chinese radar, it would be very difficult for them to deploy inter-

ceptor aircraft to locate and engage us among the mountains; there

was another two thousand feet of soupy cloud cover above us. We
droned on, and the pilots concentrated on their FDS terrain avoid-

ance screens.

I munched on some canned rations, not because I was particularly

hungry but because I knew I needed food in my system for strength.

After eating I pulled out my camouflage paste kit and made up my
face, neck, shaved head, forearms, and hands. Knowing I had to be

nearly invisible, I used black, brown, and dark olive colors. I must

melt into my surroundings and look like a common shrub, nearly in-

visible at a distance of thirty feet or more. “Don’t fuck with a falcon

unless you can fly,” I murmured to myself as I closed up the camou-

flage kit and stowed it in my pajama leg pocket. Comments like this,

and numerous others, were all part of the mental games I played to
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assure myself that I would be consistently effective and productive.

Fearless and immortal!

A few minutes before 5:00 A.M., the copilot called back to me via

the radio intercom that the crewman would open the tail ramp of

the aircraft in ten minutes. My heart leaped into high gear and

pounded against my chest wall. Following the insertion plan, I was

to hook up for the static-line jump when the ramp was open and I

heard the engines throttle back. When the green light on the left

side of the rear bulkhead was illuminated, I was to step off the end

of the ramp into the slipstream. The crewman brushed passed me
to operate the hydraulic lever that opened the ramp. As the ramp

lowered, I could see nothing but pitch blackness out the rear of the

Caribou.

It’s an extremely eerie feeling when you jump into any area

knowing that you probably won’t see the ground until perhaps

the last thirty feet, maybe less. Then you pray there will be no trees

or large rocks in the LZ. The pilot was probably communicating

then with two RB-33 or A-3 pilots cruising high above North Viet-

nam, setting up the precise triangulation for the jump zone. The
crewman returned, patted me on the shoulder, and shouted, “See

you on the return trip. Good luck, man.” Fie climbed up into the

cockpitjump seat and I was left alone. The engines were throttled

back noticeably.

Hefting my gear pack, I moved aft to the ramp aft and hooked up

to the quarter-inch steel wire above my head for the static-linejump.

Then I walked nervously to within five feet of the end of the ramp.

The engines (though throttled back) and wind noise were loud, and

I wondered if the Chicoms on the ground somewhere below heard

the noise and sent out a warning. I had already checked my gear and

parachute three times prior to takeoff, making certain I left nothing

behind. I set the pack down on the ramp and tightened up the

parachute straps between my legs and over my shoulders. The pilot

made a gradual turn to the left and leveled off. At 5:10 A.M. the pi-

lot throttled way back for a moment. That was my signal tojump. The
gooseflesh on my neck and back suddenly seemed the size of pencil

erasers. I thought momentarily ofmy mother, my father, and my sis-

ter, and leaped off the end of the ramp, dropping my gear pack at
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the same time. The pack fell the length of the two lanyards attached

to either side of my webbed belt. I felt it yank slightly on my belt as

my pack and I fell the length of the static line.

My parachute static line, attached to the wire inside the Caribou

fuselage and to my parachute, caused my parachute to be pulled

from the pack and open automatically in about four seconds. It

jerked me around hard as it billowed open with a rather loud, hol-

low slap. Seconds later I saw the earth rising to meet me . . . no trees!

Hitting the ground, which consisted of mud and waist-high grass, I

rolled left and, while still lying on my side, grabbed the left riser and

began to haul the parachute in as quickly as possible so that the

canopy would spill its wind and collapse. Thankfully there was no sur-

face wind to slow the process of gathering in the chute. I scrambled

to get out of the harness. About twenty seconds had elapsed since I

hadjumped from the Caribou and collapsed the parachute.

Flipping open the latch on top of the gear pack, which had

landed nearby, I hauled out my Stoner M63, positioned a shell in the

chamber, and selected automatic fire. Then I shifted to a crouched

position in the tall, wet grass and listened. Nothing. The dank smell

in the air was similar to that of a freshwater bog—slightly rotten veg-

etation. It was raining lightly. I pulled out myADF radio beacon and

turned it on for two long minutes, went through the prescribed dits

and dahs for the Caribou pilots, using the key on the microphone

built in to my emergency transceiver. Even though it was unlikely, I

silently prayed the Chinese wouldn’t pick up on my location by us-

ing a radio direction finder. If the A-3s failed to have their tracking

gear switched on to pinpoint the position of the Caribou when I ex-

ited, I’d have a real problem with extraction. According to plan, the

Air America pilots were to maintain radio contact with the A-3s

throughout the drop and for a period afterward, until my position

could be accurately established.

I waited in the mud and grass, listening for the pilot of the Cari-

bou to transmit my grid position. The pilot waited to hear a response

from the A-3 pilots flying at thirty-five thousand feet just south of

the Vietnam-China border. I prayed my angels were on station

Hosannah.

“Bat Boy, Bat Boy; Blue Bird here. You are one-quarter mile west
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of the Clubhouse, say again, one-quarter mile west of the Clubhouse,

take heading 080 magnetic, say again, 080 magnetic. Out.”

I clicked the microphone button three times, paused, and three

times again as prescribed in the briefing, indicating I had received

the information and was safely down.

The Clubhouse was the code name for the location at which the

SR-71 reconnaissance aerials and other detail maps indicated I

would station myself to observe Chinese truck traffic on the road

heading toward the China-North Vietnam border thirty-two miles

due south of my position. From the LZ, I used my compass to es-

tablish a course heading of 080 degrees to the observation position,

which was supposed to be a large stand of trees, according to the

aerials.

Quickly gathering in my chute, I shoved the harness and shroud

lines deep into the center of the gear pack where my rifle had been

stowed. The canopy of the chute didn’t stuff fully into the gear pack.

There wasn’t enough room in the pack for that, and I had to drag

most of the canopy behind me as I headed toward my objective. I

loosened the shoulder straps on the gear pack, which allowed me to

put the pack on my back similar to a conventional backpack. When
ready, I straightened up and pulled my compass out of my top

sleeve pocket along with my red-lens penlight. Shining the light

through my fingers to avoid possible detection, I found north on the

compass and set up the bearing. There was so much mist and light

rain in the air that I couldn’t pick out any landmarks to track on. I

couldn’t see more than ten yards in any direction.

Within my limited visual perimeter I was sure of only one thing:

I was out in the open, and other than twenty-four-inch-high grass,

there was no cover in sight. I moved as fast as I could.

I took off in the darkness on a heading of 080,jogging where pos-

sible. I stopped every fifty paces to check my compass heading, since

the darkness precluded my seeing any trees or other landmarks. In

less than twenty minutes of slogging through the mud, I made out

the silhouette of trees—six feet in front of me.

Minutes later, after feeling my way around the trees, I climbed be-

neath some low-hanging branches and rested on my pack. At about

5:45 a.m. it was raining moderately, and there was just enough light

to move about and select a tree for a temporary hide above the



Solo Mission into China 117

ground. Minutes later I had tossed a line over a tree limb, rigged the

Jumar rope climbing system, and was up a tree with my pack, rifle,

and private parts intact. I liked it in the trees; particularly, large de-

ciduous trees such as the one I had climbed into. They were my com-

fort, my cover. The leaves were of an oval shape like a beech tree.

The tree had particularly dense foliage. I felt moderately secure as I

waited for more light. The temperature seemed to be a tolerable sixty

to sixty-five degrees; quite pleasant in fact.

Sitting back, I rested in the crotch of a large branch and the trunk,

twenty feet above the ground. My adrenaline had been rushing for

the last several hours, and I was whipped. From any viewpoint (ex-

cept that of a Chinese), I was in no-man ’s-land with no way to walk

to safety.

As I sat there in the grove of trees summoning a recovery of calm-

ness, I detected a distant, intermittent droning sound of squeaking

brakes and loud mufflers, well north ofmy position. It was similar to

the sound of heavy bulldozers clearing land. While curious about the

origin of the noise, I was frustrated that I still could see nothing

through the mist of the early dawn. I elected to use the time pro-

ductively by cutting up a three-foot-square section of my parachute

along with ten sections of nylon risers, each about twenty-five feet

long, for future use. Then I rolled the parachute into a tight ball tied

with the remaining shrouds, and climbed up the tree to a crotch in

the branches some fifteen feet above me. It was well camouflaged by

the leaves and branches.

It began to get light around 6:30 A.M., but I still could not see more

than seventy-five feet. By 9:00 a.m. the mist had lifted enough for me
to begin to get my bearings in the immediate area. I was on a knoll

that appeared to overlook a valley. There was supposed to be a moun-

tain range about six miles across the valley, east of my position; but

I couldn’t see it through the fog. The droning sound continued,

though it was getting louder. It was obviously heavy, mechanized

equipment of some sort.

By 10:30 A.M. the mist or fog had lifted, and I could see down into

the valley, which looked to be about five hundred feet below my tem-

porary position in the tree. The grade-slope to the valley floor was

about ten degrees. There were a few leafy trees, scrub vegetation,

and foot-tall grass on the slope. I concluded that the trees were
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sufficiently few in number that my view should not be materially ham-

pered as the mist continued to clear—at least I hoped not.

“Son of a bitch I said to myself gleefully. There was the dirt road,

about thirty-five feet wide, running north-south along the base of the

knoll on which I was positioned. It was then I discovered the origin

of the droning sound. It was a line of at least twenty Type 62 or 63

light amphibious tanks, if I correctly remembered my brief training

on that subject. If they were amphibious light tanks, I knew that each

held a crew of four. The main weapon was an 85mm or 105mm gun,

and each tank had a 7.62mm machine gun and 12.7mm antiaircraft

machine gun. These relatively small tanks were Chinese made, very

maneuverable, and capable of speeds of up to twenty-five mph on

hard, open ground. They were copies of the Soviet PT-76 light am-

phibious tank. The North Vietnamese already had a few of these

tanks operating, and they were obviously headed to resupply Ho Chi

Minh’s troops. I momentarily wished I had one of my teammates

there with me to share the view. I was in perfect position to call for

an air strike on the tanks, but American planes would obviously never

be authorized into this area!

As the line of tanks passed, they were followed by several stake-

bed trucks, which I observed through my binoculars lumbering

through the mud, carrying what appeared to be Chinese Type 56

field guns. The lightweight field guns came in two models: some

bored for 70mm shells, others bored for 85mm shells. Each truck

had three field guns riding uncovered on the truck bed. I counted

fourteen trucks, two of which pulled canvas covered trailers. That

was a lot of firepower headed south, to be used against ARVN and

U.S. troops.

From my bird’s-eye view, I sat there in my tree with my eyes

pressed to the binoculars, pulling passive recon in a light rain. What
I was observing was exactly what we had all hoped for. The road bed

was being churned into a muddy river by tanks and other vehicles.

As the old saying goes, the mud was “too thin to plow, too thick to

drink.” I was pleased that the recent nearly continuous rains had ex-

acerbated the road traffic congestion. The tanks seemed to have no

difficulty navigating the mud at about ten mph; but the trucks were

having a very tough go of it.
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About 2:00 P.M., Chinese soldiers or North Vietnamese conscripts

(I couldn’t tell which)
,
pushing supply-loaded bicycles, could be seen

slogging along the road in groups of two to twenty. I was too far away

to hear their voices. Perhaps seventy-five to one hundred of these

primitive vehicles were in my view at the time, probably carrying food,

munitions, medical supplies, and small weapons of every description

down to North Vietnam. They were also having a very tough time ne-

gotiating the mud. But there had been no vehicles passing by of a

size capable of carrying a rack of fully assembled SAMs.

At 4:00 p.m., after reapplying camouflage paint, I rappelled down
from my observation post, carrying only my Stoner, black vest with

ammunition, and a first aid kit. I should have patrolled the area at

first light, which I would have done if I hadn’t been so curious about

the tanks and trucks parading past my post. I wanted to patrol the

entire grove of trees to the rear and sides of my position to deter-

mine if there were any signs of unfriendlies in the area. My careful

patrol lastedjust more than an hour, and I saw nothing to cause me
concern that my position might eventually be compromised; how-

ever, I reminded myself that the rain would have quickly blotted out

any human or animal footprints. I returned to my tree post to watch

the activity on the road below, until about thirty minutes before it

was too dark to see.

Pulling my food sack, black nylon net hammock, black rainjacket,

and poncho from the gear sack, I rigged up for the night. I ate three

cans of some kind of rations seemingly unfit for vultures, then set

my alarm watch, which gave me a wake-up call by vibrating against

my body. After tucking the watch in my chest pocket, I buttoned the

flap closed. I checked the water bag, which I had earlier hung out

on tree branches to collect rainwater. It was critical to gather as much
rainwater as possible, because you are taught to never drink free-flow-

ing water from streams or rivers in these areas. Free-standing water

was muddy and subject to infiltration by animal feces. Water in

Asia was always considered polluted by Westerners, due to the use of

human and animal excrement as fertilizer, which in turn washes into

streams and rivers. Systems to process sewage in Asia were still future

luxuries.

At 8:00 p.m. I eased into the hammock, placed my trusty Stoner on
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my chest with the barrel pointed toward my toes, rechecked for a

chambered round, covered my body with a lined poncho, and tried

to sleep. I was quite sleepy, but was annoyed by the light rain falling

through the tree branches above me, dripping loudly onto my pon-

cho, which I had pulled over my head.

I fell asleep after nearly an hour of trying, and woke up again

around midnight with a painfully full bladder. Lying on my back un-

der the poncho, I slid my pajama trousers down to my knees. Then

I rolled left, holding on to my rifle, and hosed the forest floor

through the thin strands of nylon netting of the hammock. Normally

it is dangerous to urinate on the ground directly below your tree. If

the enemy were patrolling about, they might smell the urine, look

up in the tree, and you’re history. But the rain was coming down
steadily by then, and I figured it would quickly dilute any residual

odor of the urine. Having relieved myself, I settled back into the ham-

mock for another several hours of sleep.

At 6:20 a.m. on the second day, my vibrating alarm awoke me. I

struggled stiffly out of the hammock onto the adjacent tree limb,

rolled the hammock into a ball about the size of a softball, and stowed

other gear. Then I rappelled down from the tree, still stiff and sore

from staying in one position for almost nine hours. I wanted to pa-

trol the area once more to look for alternative places to hide, reassess

avenues of escape and evasion, and look for signs of activity or life,

footprints, animal droppings, or anything that would indicate *1

might have company. Being quite hungry, I thought frequently of

hamburgers, French fries, and cold milk. A cold beer would have

been nice, but was too much to hope for here in Chinaland. I would

eat after the recon.

Patrolling, I scanned other trees and dense shrubbery that could

provide me cover in case the enemy decided to venture up the hill

for some reason. I felt confident no one would ever see me from the

road below; however, failure to plan well for escape and evasion

caused the death of many fighting Americans. There was always the

chance that I could be discovered by the enemy approaching

through the trees west ofmy position. But I didn’t expect this to hap-

pen because this area appeared to be rolling pasture land, accord-

ing to my earlier recon and the aerial photographs.
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I found the perfect tree about one hundred feet north of my ob-

servation tree. It was about sixty feet tall and looked like an Ameri-

can maple. It had a large branch down low on the trunk, which I

could grab on to and climb up quickly without the use of theJumar
rope climbing system. The leaves were thick enough to provide great

cover. I would have moved my observation post into this tree had it

not been for the lack of a clear view of the valley floor. I was com-

forted by the discovery of this new find so close to my observation

tree. If the enemy approached for some reason, I could evade with

my gear in about forty-five seconds.

On returning to my post, having checked all approaches to the

tree grove, I scanned the valley road below. No activity. I climbed back

up into the branches and took a few moments to set up my gear bag

and other equipment, which would permit a very rapid evasion if nec-

essary. I planned to take my hammock and water bag (now nearly

full) down every morning before leaving my position. I took a large

drink of rainwater from the water bag, and I settled back against the

tree trunk and watched. I made several notes on a pad about obser-

vations of the valley road the previous day. Particularly important

were events that were observed in conjunction with the time of day.

Today I would take time to use the sweep hand on my wristwatch to

determine how long it took for a vehicle to drive through the mud
from one point to the next. These facts would bear heavily on my
timing in approaching one of the vehicles.

By noon, only a few bicycles and less than ten small trucks went

by on the road below. It was a slow day for interprovince trans-

portation in southern China. I had hoped for more rain. My spirits

heightened over the prospect of a successful mission if the rain, and

its effect on the muddy road, continued.

In the late afternoon, as the daylight diminished, I ate some more

canned chow. It was cold meat chunks in thick gravy with the texture

of prunes, and it smelled like three-day-old fish. But when you are

hungry . . .

Suddenly, just thirty minutes before last light, I was jolted out of

my somewhat relaxed condition. “Damn!” I murmured “This is my
second night! I’ve got to transmit my position and condition tonight!

How the hell did I almost forget?” I looked at my watch. It was 7:15
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P.M. I was due to transmit at 9:30 P.M. I still had plenty of time; how-

ever, my concern over having nearly forgotten this matter caused me
to dig frantically in the gear bag for the three waterproof bags con-

taining the radio equipment needed for the transmission. I strived

to remain calm. Had I failed to transmit at the appointed time, I

might be considered a dead nonhero of the Vietnam conflict. There

was little doubt that a friendly search party would not be sent in to

recover me. I convinced myself then I was okay on time remaining,

and not to panic. I took half of a speed pill to assure that I would be

alert for the next three hours.

Rigging up the antenna, upper sideband HF transceiver, and low-

frequency Automatic Direction Finder (ADF) was simple but time

consuming. Sitting in my tree, I eased the three bags of radio gear,

my rifle, and the Jumar system down to the ground. After shoving

my poncho in the back ofmy trousers, I rappelled down and headed

off to the west end of the grove, a distance of perhaps a hundred

yards.

It was almost completely dark when I got to the spot that I had de-

termined from my morning patrol would be the best point from

which to transmit. I would set up the communications system entirely

by feel. The rain had stopped. The mist had gathered again like a

bridal veil around my hilltop. The temperature was about sixty-five

degrees Fahrenheit, wind from the northeast. Perfect. I set to work.

First I briefly turned the transceiver on, making sure I had a tiny

green light on the monitor illuminated, indicating battery power was

sufficient. I pulled out one of the three black weather balloons and

commenced the arduous task of blowing it up. The balloon when
fully blown up was about thirty-six inches in diameter. After several

minutes of gradual blowing (not wanting to hyperventilate from

overly deep breathing) I had filled the balloon to approximately

three quarters of its air capacity before adding helium gas from the

steel cylinder. I added the helium until I could feel a positive upward

tug, then I tied the balloon off at the nipple, and put a steel balloon

clip on for safety. Then carefully I anchored and taped the top of the

antenna wire to the steel clip on the nipple. My thigh was resting on

the spool of antenna wire, and I was critically aware that I could not

move my leg, since the balloon filled partly with helium might have



Solo Mission into China 123

lifted the entire spool into space and I would be S.O.L. (Shit Out
of Luck). I checked my watch for the twentieth time. Thirty minutes

to go.

Somewhere, further west, I heard a rooster crow. “Now it’s well af-

ter dark. Why is a friggin’ rooster crowing? Roosters aren’t supposed

to crow before dawn,” I thought. “Must be something different in

these Chinese birds. Wonder how far that rooster is from me? Where
there’s a rooster there’s gotta be several hens; and where there are

hens there are eggs; and where there are eggs there are people!

Damn!”

I couldn’t worry about it right then, other than to have it serve as

a reminder that I might have unexpected visitors in my neighbor-

hood. It was a certainty that if I were detected somehow by the Chi-

nese (civilians or military) I would not have the smallest chance for

escape. Eventually they would find me.

At 9:20 p.m. I placed the ADF instrument next to my left leg and

the UHF transceiver with wire leads ending in alligator clips next to

my right leg. I lifted my leg slightly and slid out the antenna spool,

gripping it between my thighs. Slowly I unwound the spool to let out

the balloon (which pulled out the antenna wire), being careful not

having to stop the progress abruptly for any reason, for fear of hav-

ing the balloon break loose from the antenna wire. The light wind

caused the balloon to move away from my position, about fifteen

yards from the trees, and float above the field.

It was not difficult to know how far the balloon had been let up

into the sky, since back in Cambodia the technicians had whipped

some cotton twine around the antenna wire at the hundred-foot

point. When I felt the twine between my index finger and thumb, I

stopped the spool and set the catch lock on the spool sprocket to pre-

vent it from unwinding farther.

I reflected for a moment that I was about to reach a very major

turning point in the mission. If the transmission was successful, I had

a good chance ofbeing extracted safely. This, of course, assumed that

the bungee extraction system worked as advertised. There would not

be an extraction if it could not be confirmed by our people that I

was still healthy. I shook with nervousness as I applied the alligator

clip from the transmitter to the antenna wire. I turned the battery
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power switch on the transmitter to the green light position and

clicked the microphone twice. The small blue transmitter light

winked on and off indicating that I was broadcasting. If I could only

have the confidence that the transceiver and the high gain amplifier

were also working. . . .

At 9:30 p.m., I put the earplug in my ear, cleared my throat, lifted

the microphone to my lips, and mashed the transmit button.

“Blue Bird, Blue Bird, this is Bat Boy, at the Clubhouse and okay.

Copy?”

Nothing! No reply! I waited three minutes and transmitted again.

During those minutes I prayed that those fearlessjetjocks would be

up there, just below the China-North Vietnam border. They’d bet-

ter be up there, damn it!

I tried again. Nothing.

“Should I haul the balloon back down and see if the connections

and frequency are correct?” I wondered. Suddenly, the HF trans-

ceiver came alive in my earphone. I was so startled by the sound of

a human voice, I nearly whizzed in my drawers.

“Bat Boy, Bat Boy, reading you five-by-five, at Clubhouse and okay.

Good evening, sir.”

The transmission was purposely short; merely a repeat ofmy trans-

mission was all I could expect from the A-3 pilots. I needed to stay

off the airwaves because there really was no need to carry on even

the smallest chitchat. However, I admit that I would have liked to stay

on the radio for a little longer. It was my only link to friendlies at that

time. More so than in past missions, I felt very alone, isolated, and

vulnerable. I was precluded from making a more lengthy transmis-

sion because the Chinese might have a radio direction finder turned

on and could possibly get a fix on my position. I felt a strange com-

bination of emotions consuming me. I was near elation that I had

made contact with Blue Bird. On the other hand, I had that ever-pre-

sent feeling of being incredibly alone and estranged. It was just me
and God out there—and approximately six hundred million Com-
munist Chinese who would have loved to capture my butt and put it

in a public wok for stir-fry.

I was quite weary from the effort coupled with stress over the last

couple of hours. The speed pill I swallowed earlier had not had much
effect. After winding in the helium-filled balloon, I attempted to re-
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move the clip attached to the nipple of the balloon. For some un-

known reason the clip had become bent and locked, and I could not

open it. Obviously I could not carry the inflated balloon around with

me, nor was I comfortable just cutting it loose and letting it take off

into the sky. I elected to put the point ofmy knife in the balloon nip-

ple,just above the clip, to start a slow leak and slowly let the pressure

out of the balloon. I stuck my knife in once again and made a larger

hole, obviously trying to avoid the loud sound that accompanies a

popping balloon. Might wake up the ok rooster again. Later I would

wish like hell that I had tried harder to remove the clip from the nip-

ple of the balloon, let the air escape, and save the balloon for future

use. I did not worry about this at that point because I knew I still had

two unused balloons remaining in my pack.

I unhooked the dead balloon and shoved it into my shirt, not want-

ing to litter the Chinese countryside with remnants of my visit.

Quickly I felt around in the dark, located the remaining equipment,

and loaded it all into the three nylon bags. Standing up, I turned

around and looked into my tree grove. I could not see five feet in

front of me. In my haste I had not planned well at all. I would go

nowhere among the trees and underbrush in the dark.

I made the decision to walk around the south side of the grove

until I felt the ground taking me down the knoll toward the valley

floor. Then I would turn 180 degrees around, take about fifteen

paces, turn right ninety degrees, take about ten paces, and I should

be very near my tree. Certainly, using a flashlight was out of the ques-

tion even when using the red lens.

I set off very slowly, trying to feel the trees and shrubs on the edge

of the grove. It was tough going. There was no background light.

Nothing but blackness. “It would be my luck to run into a wild boar

out foraging in the night and set him to squealing through the fields,

or worse yet a poisonous snake,” I thought. I walked slowly for about

ten minutes. Several times I thought I felt the ground begin to dip.

However, I always walked a few more feet past the dip to see if it con-

tinued downward. I was feeling for trees on my left side at the same

time.

Frankly, I was getting worried that I would not find my tree at all

in the darkness. Suddenly I felt my back lurch with each of four

strides, indicating that I was definitely going downhill. “Great. Now
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turn around, 180 degrees, take ten paces. No, take two more paces,

make it twelve. Now turn right and take ten paces.”

On the sixth pace I walked right into a tree with my left foot and

nearly fell backward on my butt. Funny how it’s always darker under

the canopy of woods than it is when it is pitch black under the sky.

You know black is black. But some black must be darker black than

other black. I continued to bump along in the grove a short distance

until it finally dawned on me that, I was not going to find my tree.

“Damn it,” I said aloud.

So close and yet so far away. I had not wanted to leave behind any

identifying mark on the tree, but I could have planned better on how
to locate my observation tree! I also realized that I would not be able

to get my rope climbing system installed in the dark. I was aggravated

over my poor planning. One makes mistakes when stressed.

Finally, after a few more instances ofbouncing off trees in the rain

and dark, I decided to shuffle my way along until I found a low-

branched tree, then climb under the limbs and lie on the ground

for the night. I curled up on my side around the radio gear and my
rifle, then covered myself and my gear with the poncho. Resting my
head on my arm, I was asleep shortly.

“No more poor planning, fruitcake,” I said to myself as I awoke

shivering from the damp cold of morning. It wasjust before 6:00 A.M.

The rain had stopped sometime during the night. My radio gear was

still protected and dry. There were no sounds around me and no me-

chanical noise from the valley. It was still quite foggy beyond the

grove, as I moved to the edge. The valley was obscured. Gathering

up the gear, I located my tree nearby, set up my climbing system, and

hauled myself up into my tree. Carefully I stowed my radio gear in

my waterproof gear pack. Then I checked the breech of my Stoner

for dirt and moisture, checked the clip, and generally made sure ev-

erything was in working order. I caught a few more winks in the ham-

mock, after I set it up, and woke up to sunlight—something I’d not

seen for several days. The sunlight gave me grave concern. I needed

the elements of rain, fog, and mud in my favor to accomplish my mis-

sion. I packed up the climbing system, rappelled down from the tree,

and headed for the southern point of the grove. On seeing that the

sun had simply shown through a brief break in the overcast, I was re-
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lieved. A short time later it clouded over again, and I continued to

watch the road.

There is an old response given by experienced pilots when asked

to describe what it is like to fly: “Hours and hours of boredom, punc-

tuated by moments of stark terror.” Many of the FRAM 16 missions

fit this description perfectly. It is during the periods of boredom
when combatants let their guard down—when they take a nap,

when they daydream deeply, when they have a period in which they

mentally escape from stress. Often these letdowns are times when the

brain grows tired of being on alert and we inadvertently surrender

to complacency. This can be a very dangerous time for anyone in a

hostile area, whether in a war zone or in an area of wild, carnivorou s

animals. It is a lot to ask the mind to remain on alert for long hours

at a time. My teammates and I used a variety of tactics to remain rea-

sonably alert, particularly in times when we had to remain still, in po-

sition, watching for enemy activities or any form of change in what-

ever we were observing. We keyed on keeping our blood filled with

oxygen by breathing deeply five times every three or four minutes.

We thought this kept our brains alert . . . slow, long breaths in; slow,

long exhales. Shifting positions—whether sitting, squatting, kneel-

ing, or standing—every five minutes. The brain can also remain alert

over long stretches if it remains exercised.

I would exercise my brain by planning strategy and tactics. “If this

happens, my first course of action will be to . . or “If I see this, then

I will do . . or “If the enemy discovers me and my position, I will . .

.”

I would find solutions, run them through my mind visually many
times, and trust that by doing this planning I would be able to sim-

ply react to potential threats with rapid measures that would keep

me alive. Sometimes I would exercise my brain by picturing memo-
rable events—ofmy past, and particularly my homecoming. But this

brain exercise was much less effective because it potentially took me
too far away from the immediate situation of survival. I had the most

difficulty remaining alert for long days and nights when I was com-

fortable that my position was well hidden and there would be no rea-

son for the enemy to approach my location. Call it complacency. If

you become complacent, you may die.

After long hours of remaining still in an observation situation, I
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would occasionally move to the rear ofmy position, get well hidden,

and exercise. I usually did push-ups, sit-ups, leg raises, stretches, and

squats to keep limber and relieve cramps and soreness. I neverjogged

or sprinted except back at a safe U.S. base. If it was not possible to

leave my observation position, I would work on flexing and con-

tracting specific muscles, beginning with those that were most

cramped. My flexes were always slow and measured, so as to not at-

tract any attention by my movement. Always in the forefront of my
mind was preparedness for a quick escape or quick defense, leaving

behind as little trace and trail as possible. Hence, a successful mind

game to remain alert is to force yourself to believe that you are in

jeopardy, moment to moment. However, this game is very difficult

to play for hours and days on end.

I rarely conjured up visuals of being captured, being wounded, or

being tortured. Simply stated, I believed that if I remained alert and

prepared, I would not suffer the consequences of failing to be pre-

pared; which thus did not cause me to visualize any unlikely nega-

tive consequences. That is basic “circular reference logic.”

I looked north, up the valley, and then gradually swung my binoc-

ulars southward. There were no vehicles or bicycles to be seen on the

road. The rain was still holding back. I thought I could smell French

fries cooking somewhere, but I knew my mind was playing tricks on

me. After about five hours of sitting with my back against a tree,

watching the road, very bored, I recognized that same sound of heaVy

equipment rolling. It was 1:30 p.m. A light rain had started again.



Chapter 10

Bull’s-Eye

My binoculars were aimed northward as I continued to monitor the

arrival of the truck and bicycle traffic on the muddy road. For the

next three hours only a few small stake-bed trucks moved on the

muddy road. At about 4:30 p.m. I detected the throaty exhaust sounds

of heavier vehicles approaching from well north of my tree obser-

vation position. Moments later two large, ten-wheel trucks appeared,

laboring to get over the hill. Within ten minutes I counted twenty-

five to thirty trucks, with common olive drab canvas tarps covering

their beds. They were rolling very slowly and carefully down the hill,

sliding and plowing through the deep mud that covered the

roadbed. By the time the lead truck of the convoy was directly below

my vantage point, I could see an additional forty-five trucks of vary-

ing sizes stretched along the road for about a half mile. It began to

rain much harder. Visibility immediately dropped to about a quar-

ter mile or less.

The two larger trucks that I had seen earlier were well out of my
view to the south, beyond the crest of another hill. It was 5:10 p.m.

when the sound of the convoy, all driving in low gear, slowed and

stopped. Suddenly it was very quiet except for the din of the inces-

sant rain slapping on the tree leaves around me. I watched through
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my binoculars intently, though it was difficult to see because of the

rain dripping onto the front lenses. Nothing was happening. The

truck engines were turned off.

Why had the trucks stopped? Why were the drivers remaining in

their trucks? Some of the heaviest trucks had pulled up on the east

side of the roadbed where there appeared to be slightly less mud. I

waited. Nothing moved for over thirty minutes. I was confounded.

While I was not concerned for my immediate safety, since I knew the

enemy would not have reason to climb the hill to my position, I was

extremely anxious to know what was going on down on the road. The

rain slowed somewhat, and I observed a uniformed soldier on the

road in the distance, slogging through the mud, walking north

against the traffic flow. He opened the passenger side door of each

vehicle, appeared to say something to the driver, closed the door, and

repeated the process until he passed over the far hill to the north.

On receipt of the message from the soldier, each driver climbed out

of his truck, closed the door, and began walking south on the edges

of the road, which had been least churned up by vehicles. Panning

my binoculars quickly back and forth along the line of trucks, I noted

that two of the drivers who had climbed down, had remained beside

their vehicles, not joining the others drivers. Why? I observed the

men carefully. Each truck appeared to have only one occupant—

a

driver. All the drivers were wearing uniform caps, with shorts and

shirts of light tan or medium olive green. It did not appear these werfe

military people, but rather civilian conscripts. Perhaps they were

North Vietnamese conscripts. I could see no insignia on their uni-

forms or caps, and no weapons. They laboriously plodded around

the muddy slush, over the south hill to my right, beyond my view.

“What the hell is going on now?” I wondered. The last driver dis-

appeared over the hill to the south. When would they return? Why
had they left? What about the drivers who had remained behind? My
mind was confused with unanswered questions. I watched intently.

The two drivers who remained were driving the largest canvas-

covered ten-wheel trucks. Both trucks were towing a canvas-covered,

twenty- to twenty-five-foot-long trailer, which were now parked almost

directly below my position. These two trucks were spaced six trucks

apart from each other. The drivers stood by their front bumpers
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smoking cigarettes, and appeared unaffected by the light rain. I ob-

served the drivers communicating by waving heartily to each other,

but they did not seem to want tojoin together for a conversation. Af-

ter finishing their smokes, each driver climbed back into his truck. It

was 5:50 P.M., which meant it would be dark in another twenty to

twenty-five minutes, as the sun set over the mountains behind me.

I contemplated the fact that what had happened on the road be-

low might be a godsend. Now I would not have to attempt to board

trucks and investigate their contents while they were moving. Board-

ing a moving vehicle would have been very dangerous in the dark

and slippery mud, and this tactic was at the bottom of the list of my
alternatives.

I concluded that the most likely reason the drivers had dispersed

over the hill was because one or more of the lead trucks, now out of

sight, had gotten mired in the mud somewhere farther south. The
drivers may have been summoned forward to help with the task of

pushing and pulling the vehicles out of the muck on the road. The
two remaining drivers may have been staying behind to guard a spe-

cial cargo. Could the cargo be SAMs? Why would they bother to

guard a truckload of SAMs in this apparently safe area?

I committed to my objective at that moment, having concluded

that conditions might never be more favorable for me, with so many
of the drivers leaving their trucks, and it being nearly dark. It was truly

a stroke of luck that the convoy had actually stopped! This is what

all of us had hoped for under the best of circumstances as the mis-

sion was being planned. I concluded that the trucks whose two drivers

had remained behind were of a size capable of carrying missiles—if

there were any missiles in the convoy. The trailers pulled by these

two large trucks were also of a size sufficient to carry a rack of two to

four SAMs. I mentally marked the relative positions of the two vehi-

cles from which I had seen the two drivers climb out for a cigarette

break.

After climbing down from my tree observation post, I quickly dug

a small hole with my hands in the dark muck beneath the tree. The
hole immediately filled with standing rainwater. I stirred the puddle

several times, loosening the dark earth around the edges until I cre-

ated a muddy soup. Then I cupped my hands together, dipped them
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into the mud and, using the mud as an abrasive, commenced scrub-

bing my face, neck, and head to remove all traces of the camou-

flage paste. While carefully scrubbing and concluding with a wash-

ing of clear rainwater, I decided I would not wear my black boony

hat on this recon. I needed to look like a Chinese ... at least I did

not want to look like a Caucasian! None of the Chinese would have

camoflauge paint on their faces. None would be wearing a soft boony

hat, certainly not a black one. Most wore medium tan uniforms and

a matching soft hat with a short, round brim. I had on custom-made

black pajamas, which I believed would pass inspection at a distance

in the dark. However, the fact that I was six-foot-two and weighed 175

pounds did not help to promote a disguise. The typical Asian man
was about five-foot-five and weighed 135 pounds. To the Asians,

someone my size and with a large nose (by comparison), was bor-

derline “giant.” Before leaving, I strung a few lengths of parachute

cord between the trees at the edge of the grove to aid my return in

the dark.

Carrying my trusted Stoner rifle on its sling over my right shoul-

der, with one ammo clip locked in and one clip in my right thigh

pocket; my 9mm semiauto pistol with silencer in a shoulder harness

inside my shirt top; the K-bar knife in my boot beneath my pajama

bottoms; a penlight flashlight in my shoulder pocket; and with my
heart pounding in my chest, but making a great effort to appear non-

chalant, I walked out of the tree grove and down the hill—just as

though I was out for a Sunday walk in the park. The downhill dis-

tance was about five hundred feet.

There was a light, chilly rain still falling and it was almost dark. I

guessed it was about fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit. With good luck,

the windows of the two occupied trucks might be steamed up from

the drivers breath. After ten minutes I made it down to the drainage

trench beside the roadbed,jumped over it, and walked right up onto

the muddy road ... as though I was supposed to be there. I walked

with supreme confidence. I was immortal! I was not cannon fodder!

I had a crucial mission! I was an invicible winner! I ate nails for break-

fast and breathed fire on my enemies! For all my confidence, my
stomach was in a knot! I was fighting fear as never before. My mouth
was competely dry, as only fear can make it. I was very much alone,

and had only myself to rely on for anything that might occur.
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I passed three trucks and approached the fourth, which had the

trailer in tow and a driver in the cab. Pulling the passenger side door

open with my left hand, I drew my revolver from the shoulder hol-

ster inside my pajama top with my right hand, while simultaneously

taking a step up on the running board of the truck. The Asian driver

had obviously been asleep. In my thoughts, I hoped the driver of the

other truck down the line had also fallen asleep, though his truck

was well back from my position.

The driver was mumbling and groggy in his attempt to gain per-

spective on his visitor. I could just make out his form in the driver’s

seat. The mild, silenced thud of my pistol firing was the last sound

he ever heard. I was aware of a rush of wind inside the truck cab as

my pistol fired, and my ears were blocked momentarily.

Continuing the fluid motion with which I had opened the cab

door and stepped up on the small running board, I climbed into the

cab, keeping my pistol pointed at the driver, closed the door, and sat

next to the soldier I hadjust executed. On entering the truck, I made
every effort to give the appearance to any observer that I was another

driver, just visiting for a while. I needed to be confident that if an-

other driver had seen me walk up to the truck, my actions would not

give me away. Everything had to look normal.

Glancing out the rear window of the truck cab, I could see that

the truck-bed tarpaulin prevented my viewing the cargo area. I

waited five minutes. The smell of cordite from the exploding 9mm
shell permeated the cab of the truck. My enemy, slumped against the

opposite door, never moved.

Nearly three decades later I still vividly remember that moment.

I had already killed several enemy soldiers in firefights prior to this,

but never one this close. Some soldiers can kill their enemy and never

feel remorseful. 1 met soldiers in Southeast Asia who I believe actu-

ally took pride in and achieved a “high” by killing the enemy. Two
Special Forces soldiers whom I met in Long Bin boasted loudly about

how they had slit an enemy’s throat and performed surgical atroci-

ties on his body. They laughed heartily as they graphically described

the gurgle sound in the enemy soldier’s windpipe as his life’s blood

squirted from his sliced carotid artery. It wasn’t easy for me to un-

derstand their glee over having killed another human. I found

no joy in it. In the midst of a firefight, or in the case of this driver,
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however, there is no time to be remorseful over killing. You pull the

trigger, the enemy succumbs, and you are already three strides

ahead, fully consumed with covering yourself; your teammates; and

your escape, extraction, and return to safety.

The NVA, Vietcong, and Pathet Lao were usually very experienced

soldiers whose mission was to kill Americans, South Vietnamese, and

their allies. They were often ruthless killers with little apparent con-

cern for their own lives. They delighted in cruelly executing Amer-

ican and South Vietnamese soldiers, even those whom they found

wounded and unable to defend themselves. For me, any enemy sol-

dier was a target. Always, when I fired, I wanted each bullet to make

a clean kill. I rarely fired my rifle on automatic, because I felt I could

be more effective with well-aimed single shots or, at the most, three-

shot bursts. The enemy intended to kill me and my countrymen. My
task, driven by self-preservation in its most primitive form, was to kill

them before they could zero in on any one of us.

But in the case of the truck driver, it was different. He was asleep

as I opened the door. I could not take a chance on him hitting the

horn, pulling his pistol, or somehow attracting attention to my pres-

ence. Moreover, I could not simply try to knock him out with a gun

butt, tie him up, and leave him in the cab, because he would obvi-

ously tell his returning compatriots there was an enemy in the area.

I could be tracked down and killed. In essence, it was either him or

me. One of us would die, and for me it had to be him.

My subsequent rationale for killing this driver was simple and ac-

ceptable to me. He was logistically supporting North Vietnam. Ifyou

willingly supply the enemy, offer him shelter, food, or other aide, you

die as one of the enemy. Did I think about the truck driver’s family

and their sorrow? No. Yet I still never found pleasure in killing the

enemy, except when I knew they had wounded or killed one of my
teammates, in which case I killed with some satisfaction. The killing

was necessary.

In the dim light of the truck cab, several moments after firing the

pistol, I glanced down toward the seat and saw the dead soldier’s

clenched right fist resting on the dirty, oil-stained, cloth-covered
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bench seat. About a minute after I had pulled the trigger, I glanced

down on the seat again and saw the soldier’s hand twitch open

slightly, his fingers beginning to slowly extend from his fist. This

movement startled me, and I reacted instantly by pointing my pistol

at the man’s head, prepared to fire. I stared in the gloom at the sol-

dier’s face, wondering if he was really dead, or just wounded. The
slightly bloody entry wound was a visible dark spot on his right tem-

ple at the hairline.

“No way could you be alive. No way,” I muttered aloud.

Replacing my pistol in the holster inside my shirt, I remained in

the cab for another three minutes, and then opened the door,

climbed down, and stepped onto the muddy roadbed. Holding the

door open, I pretended to say good-bye to the driver. I even bowed

a little, as many Asians do. After casually closing the passenger door,

I made my way to the rear of the truck, untied the rear flap of the

tarpaulin, and climbed inside . . .just like I was intending to pull an

inspection of the cargo. I could not be certain that there was no one

in the truck only thirty yards behind, or in some other part of the

convoy watching and sensing something wrong. But it was now dark.

The tarpaulin over the trailer behind the truck blocked the view from

the rear. The rain had stopped.

I was a lucky son of a bitch. My ultrasimple deductive reasoning,

regarding vehicles that appeared to be of the proper size to carry

racks of SAMs, had brought me to the right truck on the first try! As

the tarp closed behind me, I reached out in the total darkness of the

cargo area and hit my knuckles on hard sheet metal. I groped and

felt around the object.

“Bull’s-eye!”

It was most certainly the fin of a SAM missile! Feeling about

rapidly, I confirmed there were four SAMs loaded on a rack, two

above and two below. I whipped out my penlight, shined it briefly

through my fingers on the SAMs, then moved farther inside the

cargo area, and immediately saw Cyrillic writing stenciled on the

side of the top missile. The characters were definitely not Chinese

or Korean.

“Russian,” I said aloud, with a great sense of pride of accomplish-

ment and good fortune. For an instant I wondered if I could get away
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with sabotaging the missiles, which would clearly be used against our

fighter pilots in the next few weeks. But that might prove foolish and

time consuming. Plus the fact that I knew practically nothing about

missile construction, and therefore knew nothing about how to sab-

otage them, short of blowing them up, which was obviously out of

the question. I had decided much earlier not to photograph the mis-

siles and did not carry the camera with me. How would I have car-

ried a camera without its being obvious?

Excited, I climbed back out, retied the tarp flap, casually looked

back down the line of trucks, and walked back to open the passen-

ger door. I pretended to thank the driver for his permission to make
an inspection, and closed the door. I then walked south, past three

vehicles. It was completely dark by then, and I had great difficulty

making out the shapes of the trucks ahead.

When I reached the third truck in the line I turned right. Because

of the darkness, I had to carefully climb down into the flooded

drainage ditch, the water in the ditch flowing strongly southward.

Clawing my way up the opposite bank, I started up the hill to my
refuge in the tree grove. The time was 6:25 p.m. I was now quite con-

fident that I had not been detected. It was too dark—my kind of

night. Several times I slipped on muddy erosions in the hill, tripped

and fell over rocks and small shrubs that I could not see as I strug-

gled onward. I skinned and scraped my shins and forearms. But I

never acknowledged pain; I was too excited by the success of the

mission. I began visualizing my extraction from this no-man’s-land

in China.

Trudging up the hill for almost twenty minutes, I hoped I’d hit

my tree grove en route. As the ground leveled out at the top of the

knoll I was quite out of breath—the juices had been flowing hard

over the last hour. Feeling along with outstretched arms, I hit the

grove of trees right on the nose. More good luck. The rain stopped

as I reached the crest of the hill. I thought I could see a little better

now in the dark.

In preparing for my return to the grove, I had cut off a few lengths

of parachute shroud lines, tied the ends together, and tied one end

to a prominent tree at the very front edge of the grove and stretched

the rest of the line directly to the tree that had the lowest branches,
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where I would spend the night. As I returned in the darkness, I felt

for and found the cord quickly. Then, cutting the cord from around

the large tree, I guided myself, hand over hand, along the line and

climbed up into the low-branched tree. I was totally whipped, and

my breath came in short gasps, partly from exertion, mostly from ex-

citement. I concentrated on slowing my breathing and heartbeat.

Planting my butt on a wide limb ten feet above the ground, I

leaned back and wedged myself between two limbs above my seat. It

was perfect. Unless I lurched forward in my sleep, it would be un-

likely I would fall out. That was always a danger. Normally I tied my-

self into a tree before sleeping. But I couldn’t find the strength to

tie myself in. I was too tired. I even forgot to cut the parachute cord

from the tree; I just left it in a pile at its base. I hoped no one would

discover it.

I spent a restless night, mainly because I was hungry and the tree

limb I was sitting on was uncomfortable. My rations were over in my
observation tree. I had flash-nightmares about Richard Shell and Ed
Brown being shot in their backs by Vietcong as they tried to extract

from “Dung” Island.

I had met Richard’s family: mother, father, and two sisters in Pen-

sacola. They were so obviously proud of him. What must they be feel-

ing now that their only son was gone—if they had even been told.

Making matters worse, his death could not be confirmed because the

bodies were never recovered. I awoke from the nightmare, sweating

in spite of the chilled air and not immediately remembering where

I was.

At first light I climbed down out of the tree, slung my Stoner over

my shoulder, picked up the pile of parachute cord, which was undis-

turbed, and headed back to my observation tree for a delicious

“snack-in-a-can.”

It was misty down in the valley. No sounds of trucks or tanks, only

the quiet, parked convoy. For breakfast I opened two cans of chicken

with noodles and a can of something called berry pound cake.

Strangely, for once, it tasted good. I drank heavily from my water

cache and washed down a Dexedrine together with three aspirin

tablets. My skinned-up shins and elbows were very sore. Using water

from my cache, I gently washed all the mud and muck from my limbs,
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hoping to prevent infection by spreading an antibacterial ointment

on the cut places. Gradually my head cleared. Momentarily I con-

gratulated myself on a successful mission, then I began to mentally

address the extraction plan.

I knew the body of the dead driver would be found at some point;

however, I could not predict what the Chinese would do when that

event occurred. Would they patrol the area to attempt to find the

killer? Would they call for helicopter gunships to patrol the area look-

ing for the assassin? I hoped they would assume the truck driver had

an enemy among the other drivers and had caught a bullet.

“Never mind,” I mumbled aloud, “it doesn’t matter what they

think, I need to get out of here now!” Using parachute cord, I low-

ered all my gear and empty ration cans to the ground and rappelled

down. With the gear pack on my back and my Stoner slung over

my shoulder, I headed to the edge of the grove. Heading west, away

from the road, I worked my way along the edge of the grove. It was

6:45 a.m.

My objective was to get at least two miles away from the grove, find

an open area with at least a half mile of unobstructed approach, plus

a quarter mile clear field beyond the extraction point. I worried

about being able to find such an ideal setting. Examining the route

ahead of me, another concern grew: I would be frequently exposed

for periods of time as I patrolled.

Just prior to finally exiting the area of the grove, I emptied my gear

pack of everything except the absolute essentials. If the need came
for me to start evasion, any extra weight and the soft earth would

combine to slow me down, making me an easier target. The task of

unloading, burying the few nonessentials, and then reloading criti-

cal gear took about fifteen minutes.

With that task completed, I sucked in several breaths of misty, cool

air and headed west. The aerial photos that I had reviewed were a

foggy memory. It started to rain again. I was happy about that. Still

I had to take care not to develop hypothermia, and I wore my rain

jacket and hat to retain a little heat in and around my body.

Hiking along with difficulty for nearly an hour through puddles

and waist-high grass and brush, I finally took a break in a small grove

of trees. Shedding my gear pack, I spread my poncho out and lay

down flat on my back to regain my strength, wondering if I would
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find the ideal extraction location. Then it hit me! What if the visi-

bility remained at zero-zero? A heavy mist hung at perhaps sixty feet

over my head. The Caribou pilot could track in on mv ADF signal

—

augmented at the end by my voice transmission for directional cor-

rections—but for the last half mile inbound to my position, the ex-

traction would require the precision of eye contact from the aircraft

pilots to my position. I doubted if there would be more than one at-

tempt to lift me out. The sound of low-flying aircraft in this zone

would certainly be unusual and thus sure to attract the attention of

the Chinese.

After an hour of rest, I donned my gear bag and rifle and headed

west-southwest. The rain had let up. The mist had risen to about 150

feet above the ground. This gave me moderate concern, because I

would be in the open as I patrolled further in a totally unfamiliar ter-

ritory. I had no topographical maps and nothing that would aid my
orientation except my memory of the aerial photographs, a compass,

and instinct.

I had walked for another forty-five minutes, and upon reaching a

good-size grove of trees I looked back over my path of travel and re-

alized I had been tracking a fairly straight line for almost a mile, per-

haps more, without any tree cover.

“This is the place!” I confidently told myself. The track I had taken

consisted of grasslands with occasional small hills. The grass and

scrub was about two feet deep everywhere. I had maneuvered around

the higher hills for cover, but I had not been thinking about the

straight line of the open area I hadjust traveled. Although I had been

walking generally westerly, there was also a good approach for an air-

craft from north to south, which would be preferable for the ex-

traction because of the high mountains about four miles farther west.

In a north-to-south approach the Caribou would pull up into the

cloud cover after hooking me, and would not have to turn sharply

to avoid the mountains, as it would if the approach was east to west.

Quickly I planned the next strategy, but I was tired and stressed out

at this point.

I would install the bungee lift apparatus on a small hilltop, facing

north. The plane would fly in, skimming the ground, and extract me
from the top of the small hill.

Heading into a nearby tree grove, I soon found a very protected
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area to camp for the remainder of the day and through the night. If

I was lucky, I could be extracted in a day or two. Maybe. There was

plenty to do before I could think about that. I patrolled the perime-

ter of the grove just inside the tree line for about twenty minutes,

looking for any evidence of life. On reaching the south side I smelled

something rotten. Perhaps it was a dead animal. I moved along slowly,

staying concealed in the trees and underbrush, smelling the air like

a bloodhound, and literally followed my nose until I discovered it.

The grass in the field just outside the grove was matted down in an

irregular rectangle area of about thirty by eighty feet. I observed

some dark spots or piles in various places and went out to

investigate. Fresh water buffalo or cattle droppings, I guessed. The
smell was very rotten.

“They must have eaten some bad cauliflower or cabbage,” I

thought with a chuckle.

Actually, I was quite worried because where there are domesticated

water buffalo or cattle, there are farmers. Chinese farmers. Un-

friendlies. I moved out and completed my patrol, satisfied that I was

alone for the time being.

After dark, I went through the process of setting up the transceiver

and balloon antenna apparatus for a scheduled radio transmission

at 10:30 p.M. As before, I blew air into the balloon to partially fill it

before adding the helium. I was sitting in the dark on soggy ground,

feeling a slight pressure build in the balloon. Suddenly I realized it

was taking too long to fill it. Pinching the nipple of the balloon, I

squeezed what air remained and heard a faint hissing sound and

quickly realized the balloon had been punctured by something

—

probably something sharp in the gear pack. I clutched with near

panic. What if the third—and last remaining—balloon had also been

punctured?

I forced myself to remain calm. In the dark, I dug blindly through

the gear pack, which was not well organized since I had hastily

dumped it earlier. Finally, I located the other balloon and began to

blow it up in earnest, hyperventilating in the process. Thank God it

held air. When the balloon was about two feet in diameter, I attached

the nipple to the helium cylinder and opened the valve slowly. The
helium hissed in. The balloon began to tug as the helium generated
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lift. I forced the metal clip onto the balloon nipple and held it close

to my ear to determine if any air was escaping. Wonderful. No leaks.

Being satisfied finally that my balloon was not going to leak, I com-

pleted the process of hooking up the cable and aerial. Then I teth-

ered the steel cable to a strap on my gear pack, using it as an anchor

until just before time to transmit.

The constant humidity and warm weather always brought out

mosquitoes the size of skinny buzzards. They chowed down on me
like a royal banquet, and I scratched like mad. I sorted through my
gear pack trying to find the pouch containing the Avon Skin-So-Soft

cream that we used as an insect repellent. The Avon product was im-

ported into Vietnam by the gallon. I found the pouch, pulled out the

plastic squeeze bottle, and smeared it over every exposed part of my
body. I smelled very sweet from the Avon, but the mosquitoes were

totally turned off by the smell. The smell would dissipate.

I waited until 10:10 P.M., then moved out of the trees to a position

about twenty-five feet into the field, and gradually let the balloon rise

up on the cable into the darkness. The wind was calm. The night re-

mained overcast. The rain had stopped for a while. I unwound the

crank until I reached the cord wrapping that indicated the balloon

was a hundred feet above me.

At exactly 10:30 p.m. I commenced my transmission. My heart was

already racing double-time, as usual. Would our planes be up there

over North Vietnam? Was all the equipment working? Were the bat-

teries sufficiently charged? Was the transceiver working? Was the bal-

loon leaking? I switched on the ADF transmitter, paused ten seconds,

then switched on the transceiver.

“Blue Bird, Blue Bird, this is Bat Boy, copy?” I spoke nervously into

the microphone. No reply came for nearly four seconds. Then light

static and an American voice!

“Bat Boy, Blue Bird’s on station. We have your position. Over.”

With nearjubilation I said, “Roger, Blue Bird, Bat Boy has the data.

Ready for extraction. Bulls’-eye! Bull’s-eye! Over.”

The A-3 pilot responded, “Bat Boy, we copy your bull’s-eye. Say

your condition and location of unfriendlies.”

“Blue Bird, condition five-by-five. No known unfriendlies within

four miles east, repeat east, of my AO. Open area for extraction
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approximately one mile, approach from north to south, no ob-

structions.

“When can I expect extraction? Over.”

“Bat Boy, stand by one,” the pilot said casually.

I had turned off the ADF transmitter to avoid possible detection

by the Chinese and huddled over the transceiver for the next minute.

The wait was intolerable. I was sweating profusely, in spite of the cool

night air, still wondering if MACV/SOG would really try for the

planned extraction of my worn-out, nervous body.

The pilot came on again. “Bat Boy, we are working on your situa-

tion. Transmit at T time plus one point five, next day. Bat Boy, say

nation of the birds you found. Over.”

I paused for a moment, and responded, “Blue Bird, I say again,

bull’s-eye! Over.”

I intentionally did not identify the origin of the missiles.

“Roger, Bat Boy, we are picking up bogeys on radar now. Need to

haul outta here. Out.”

The radio went quiet. Just a faint hiss of static. I felt quite alone,

very isolated and vulnerable. I switched off the transceiver. All was

quiet.

As I cranked the balloon down, I began to plan. T time plus one

point five tomorrow meant I was to transmit again at 10:30 p.m. (T

time) plus one and a half hours. That would put the transmission

time at midnight. At that time I would hope to receive instructions

for extraction.

I had been reeling in the cable for about ten minutes or so, not

thinking about the balloon, when I felt it hit my head lightly, sig-

naling that it was all the way down. I reached up and very carefully

pulled the balloon into my lap. The balloon was wet and slippery

from the mist in the air. I made certain I had a firm grip on the nip-

ple, just above the clip, and unhooked the wire cable. The balloon

was tugging at my hand. I maintained a hold on the nipple and re-

moved the clip, placing it between my teeth for safety. Loosening my
hand slightly, I began to let the air escape slowly. The nipple vibrated,

making a flatulent sound as the air came out. I stood up, still hold-

ing the nipple, waiting for the air and helium to be expelled. Sud-

denly my grip on the wet balloon slipped. With a \ibrating sound,
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the balloon took off. I lost sight of it immediately in the dark and

could tell only by the sound that it was headed up into the fog above

me. Once all the helium was expelled, the balloon would fall to earth,

somewhere.

I was extremely upset at my mistake. Little errors can cost your life

in combat. I knew the balloon would expel its air (my air) and the

helium quickly through the half-inch diameter nipple. But I could

not see in the dark field more than about two yards. The sound of

the balloon ceased somewhere above my position, but I could not

determine where the sound had ceased relative to my position.

Where would I find it? The balloon was black, the night was black

and frankly, the moment was also black, for me. I had escaped death

many times before. But this time it might be the devil’s undoing of

my otherwise immortal body.

I stood there in the field, my radio gear between my feet, the bal-

loon clip still in my mouth, and tried valiantly to get my mind back

into a survival spirit again. “Stay cool, fool,” I admonished myself. I

rapidly considered my options.

I could wait until morning and hunt for the balloon in the field.

If I could not locate it, I could climb a tree tomorrow and haul the

antenna cable up with me, climb back down, hook up the antenna

at the base, and make the HF radio transmission. The problem with

the second choice was that I had not seen any tall trees in this par-

ticular grove. The communications techs had told me I’d need only

twenty-five feet of antenna, but a hundred feet was better to get the

transmission out. Did they tell me that? Or was I just forgetting the

torrent of instructions they peppered at me in preparation

for the mission? I was tired and becoming confused. That’s a lousy

condition to be in when you are touring around in the enemy’s

backyard.

I decided to hunt for the balloon at first light. If that effort failed

to produce it, I’d find the tallest tree, climb as high as I could while

pulling up the cable, and try to make the antenna work.

Still standing in the field, I used my penlight to aid my vision pick-

ing up my radio gear. I gripped the pen light with the red lens barely

shining through my fingers, and used it to guide me back to my
living quarters in the grove. The rain was still holding off. With the
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radio gear stowed in its waterproof bags, I organized all my equip-

ment for a hasty escape and evasion, if required. My hammock was

slung between two stout limbs low to the ground. There was under-

brush all around the hammock, which gave good security. I was about

twenty yards in from the edge of the trees, and it was impossible to

detect my position from the bordering field. I opened four cans of

C rations as I sat in my hammock. It was not possible to tell what I

was eating, except for the canned sweet corn. The rest all tasted the

same to me—bad. I drank my fill ofwater, and buried the ration cans

nearby.

It was nearly 11:30 P.M. at this point. I unrolled my light poncho

for cover and prepared to sleep. Lying in my hammock, I had been

visualizing the next day for about ten minutes when I realized I

needed to move my bowels. Rolling out of the hammock, I laid my
Stoner in it, then untied and removed my boots. I wore no socks, of

course. Wet socks would eventually become wadded down in the bot-

tom ofyour boots. The cool groundwater oozed up between my toes.

I eased off my pajama bottoms and laid these across the hammock
too. I wore no underpants (skivvies) because these also would be-

come soggy, then the elastic waist band would stretch, and they would

slip down below your waist, ending in a wad in your crotch. We be-

lieved that socks, underwear, and toilet paper were for politicians and

sailors; not for warm weather combat. I removed the penlight from

my shirt pocket and shined it between my fingers toward the ground,

grabbed my rifle, and tiptoed around seminude, looking for a pri-

vate spot away from my hammock to shit. This was not difficult to

find in this part of China.



Chapter 11

Preparation for Extraction

After replacing my black pajama bottoms and boots, I covered my
face, shaved head, neck, hands, and wrists with a large quantity of

Avon, and climbed into my hammock. My Stoner lay on my chest,

muzzle pointed toward my toes, with a round chambered, safety on,

and the selector on “automatic fire.” I covered myself with my pon-

cho to shield me from the intermittent falling rain. I could hear the

hum of mosquitoes patrolling my perimeter.

Since I had decided not to set my vibrating alarm clock, I awoke

naturally the next m orning. It was just barely light among the trees.

My watch showed 6:45—I had overslept, but had seventeen hours and

fifteen minutes before I had to make the next radio contact. I lay in

the hammock listening to the quiet for about ten more minutes.

Suddenly I heard a sound that I could not immediately identify.

It was like a human taking slow, measured steps on cold, crusted

snow. No snow around here! I listened. My breath quickened—it was

close. I thought I could hear more than one set of steps on the

“snow.” No voices. Just the very slow cadence of steps, followed by

pauses for several seconds. Whatever was making the sound, it was

getting closer, perhaps forty yards, just outside the perimeter of the

trees.
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I slithered out of my hammock like ajellyfish being poured from

a bucket, and lay on my belly on the soggy ground. Though I was

quite stiff from staying in one position for nearly seven hours in the

hammock, I reassured myself that I could not be seen from the field.

Unless the enemy decided to enter the grove, I was safe. I melded

into the foliage, lying motionless for another ten minutes. The

sounds continued. Who the hell was it? Soldiers? Farmers? Chinese

Boy Scouts? Slowly I rose to my knees, but the underbrush obscured

any view to the border of the trees.

It was important to know who was in the area causing the sounds.

If it was some Chinese, I might have to make other arrangements for

an extraction zone. I inched forward, walking on my knees silently,

rifle ready. I knee-walked my way for about ten yards until I could

see light through the trees—the field just beyond. Nothing. No hu-

man shapes. The sounds continued. After moving forward another

five yards, I stopped and saw what was making the sound. The dark

coats of water buffalo! I counted five of them grazing near the edge

of the grove. The sounds I had heard were coming from the water

buffalo grabbing tufts of grass in their teeth and tearing it offjust

above the ground.

Obviously, I was greatly relieved, but would they accidentally

munch on my balloon or step on it with sharp hoofs as it lay some-

where out there in the field?

Did the presence of water buffalo mean that Chinese farmers or

herders were also nearby? Seeing no human forms, I decided to

climb back into my well-hidden hammock, andjust rest and wait un-

til the water buffalo grazed off to greener pastures. I pondered my
status and listened intently for human voices that might have ac-

companied the water buffalo. After nearly an hour, none were heard.

In the meantime, the water buffalo wandered out of range of my
hearing.

During my retreat from the trees on the knoll the previous day, I

had not seen any fences, and I wondered if the owner of the water

buffalo just let them roam freely. It seemed inappropriate and odd,

from my experience. But no one showed up to herd the animals.

Lying back in my hammock, I was shortlyjolted to consciousness

by the memory that I had to locate the lost balloon. Other than that,
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I had litde else to do before the transmission at midnight. I was not

used to having free time on my hands. It gave me too much time to

consider my situation and the potential dangers that might be out

there. I ate some C rations. After another hour passed, I stood up

and eased my way toward the edge of the trees. Then I pulled a full

recon of the grove perimeter. The fog had lifted to about two hun-

dred feet, and it was possible to see nearly a half mile away beneath

the clouds.

About 8:00 a.m. I moved to the edge of the grove and looked out

into the field in search of the balloon. I set up a visual grid of the

area of the field where I believed the balloon may have come down.

In an organized approach to the search, I mentally counted off four

squares of fifty feet by fifty feet each in the field. As I paced out in

the tall grass to the first square, beginning five feet from the edge of

the grove, I turned around after thirty paces to survey my position

relative to the grove prior to starting the search of the first grid

square. Suddenly, I saw something out of place move.

Bobbing very lightly in the slight breeze on the end of a tree limb,

twenty feet above the ground, at the edge of the grove, was a black

object.

“Damn!” I excitedly said aloud. “That’s the freakin’ balloon!”

Standing below the branch, I observed the balloon carefully, won-

dering if a tree branch had punctured it. Since the balloon was well

out of my reach, I needed a pole to bring it down.

I returned to my campsite, picked up eight two-foot sections of

the aluminum pole that I would use for assembling the extraction

system, and returned to the edge of the grove where the balloon was

stranded. I studied how best to lift the balloon from the branch with-

out tearing it. Finally, I assembled the pole pieces, reached up with

one end, and gingerly lifted the balloon. It was easy! The balloon

came down on the end of the pole, and I lowered it into my hands.

I then moved a few feet back into the trees and promptly blew air

into it. I blew it up to a soft eighteen inches in diameter, held the

nipple tight, and began to squeeze the balloon between my arm and

chest. No hissing sound. No leaks! I was elated.

Returning to my campsite, I began to check and clean my rifle and

pistol carefully. This was always important in climatic conditions such
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as these. I removed another thirty-round ammunition clip from my
vest and carefully taped it upside down onto the clip already installed

in my rifle. This gave me access to a total of sixty rounds of shells,

quickly. When the first clip was expended, I’d simply eject the clip

into my left hand, rotate it 180 degrees, andjam in the fresh clip. I

wanted to be ready for any action during the setup of my extraction

bungee system. That task being accomplished, I decided to do some

pre-assembly of the extraction bungee system. I did not want to haul

my gear pack out into the field, remove the equipment and do a ma-

jor setup in the open. That might be foolish.

Once again I administered more Avon cream to battle the swarms

of mosquitoes and biting black flies.

If I was notified that night by the A-3 pilots that extraction would

occur the next morning, I would be ready. I certainly would not at-

tempt to assemble the extraction equipment in the dark of predawn.

The two green aluminum poles for the extraction assembly were

each eighteen feet long by three-quarters of an inch in diameter.

There were eighteen sections that fit together with ferrules, with the

top section having a Y-shaped top for the horizontal bungee cord to

lay across. For safety later, when carrying the poles to the field, I put

two turns of olive drab cloth tape around each ferrulejoint. I pulled

out the coil of orange bungee cord from my pack. It was fifty feet

long by about five-eighths of an inch in diameter, and looked simi-

lar to nylon mountain climbing rope, except that this bungee was

highly elastic and capable of being stretched to about three times its

limp length, like a huge rubber band. After marking the exact mid-

dle of the bungee with green tape, I left the cord in a coiled pile and

pulled out six sections of parachute riser cord from the gear pack,

each section being twenty-five feet in length. The parachute cords

would be used as stays to support the poles as close to vertical as pos-

sible on the hilltop. Once the three stay-cords were tied to each pole,

I wound tape tightly around the half hitches to prevent any slippage.

Then I removed the six twelve-inch aluminum tent stakes from the

gear bag. These were lashed to the six tag-ends of the parachute

cords.

The assembly took me about forty-five minutes as I sat in my ham-

mock in the grove. At that point I pulled a quick perimeter recon
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and saw nothing of concern. As I patrolled, I went over the extrac-

tion process in my mind several times.

I stopped to eat some more rations, drank water, and, in fact, took

a catnap for two hours. That nap was a rare treat, and perhaps dan-

gerous. I just needed to make the time seem to pass more quickly.

When I awoke and checked my watch I still had about nine hours

before my next radio transmission. I was bored, anxious, a little

scared, and apprehensive.

The desk warriors at the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., would get

their information shortly. I wondered how they would go about mak-

ing political hay out of being able to name the origin of those sur-

face-to-air missiles on the Chinese trucks. The odds of my being suc-

cessful had not been good. Maybe there were other, overriding

reasons why they risked my life to have this information, and the ra-

tionale was beyond my scope of understanding, because I only saw

the war from a microperspective. The planners, likeJohnson and Mc-

Namara, probably saw it from a strategic perspective.

Frankly, I did whatever I could to remain alert for those next nine

hours. After doing some exercises, I probably recalled pleasurable

moments of my life before the war, particularly the crew races in

which I had participated in England. I did simple algebraic equations

in my mind. I tried to picture old girlfriends from college days, and

wondered when I would get back to the days of driving fast cars, fly-

ing planes, and chasing attractive women. I wondered how my team-

mates were doing, and grew anxious that on my return I would find

more of them killed in action.

I stowed all gear in the large bag and checked my water and food

supply. There was enough for two more days unless I decided to ex-

ecute and butcher a fifteen hundred pound water buffalo and have

a private barbecue for my closest friends in southern China.

Two hours before dark, I gathered up the fifty-foot coil of bungee

cord, found the mid-point again, and slipped on two carabineer

rings, sliding them to the center of the bungee. Then I carefully

stepped off twenty feet in either direction from the center point. At

those two points I tied three overhand knots on top of each other,

which resulted in a hard ball of bungee about four inches in diam-

eter. When the extended tail hook system dragging behind the
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aircraft captured the bungee, the two knots would prevent the cross

bungee from slipping out of the snap hook that had grabbed the

bungee. At least that was the theory. It was supposed to work; how-

ever, my instructors in Nakhon Phanom could not assure me suffi-

ciently that this method had actually worked every time, even with

the sandbags. Not much satisfaction there.

I prayed and wondered if He heard me and would honor my fer-

vent request to reach safety in the next day or so. I wasn’t good at

prayer, but the time seemed right to pray.

At 4:45 P.M. I decided to take one more perimeter patrol. I was get-

ting to know this tree grove even better than the one I used to recon

the supply road when I first inserted. The patrol took nearly forty-

five minutes. I walked slowly. Nothing moved except the leaves and

branches on the trees and the grass in the field. There was no change

in the weather. The fog drifted about two hundred feet above me.

The temperature remained at about sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit,

and thankfully it had not rained for several hours. I knew the Cari-

bou pilot would need at least three hundred feet of ceiling to make
an extraction attempt to extract me. It would be my function to act

as weatherman, and to transmit weather data to the A-3 pilots who
would then in turn relay the data to the air base from which the Cari-

bou would depart.

An hour before last light, I walked boldly out of the grove, a dis-

tance of about 150 yards, and located the hill upon which I would

install the apparatus. Approaching the foot of the hill, I slung my ri-

fle onto my back and crawled to the top. It took nearly five minutes

to crawl to the top, and once there I maneuvered my prone body

around 360 degrees at the top of the hill, studying everything in

range of sight. I could still see for almost three-quarters of a mile and

saw nothing of concern with respect to security. I carefully studied

the intended north-to-south approach of the extraction aircraft.

Within two hundred yards on either side of the approach path there

were no hilltops with an elevation as high as the one I selected.

It was critical that the sixty-foot extension of the aircraft’s hook

assembly not strike a hilltop and bend the heavy aluminum stabiliz-

ing bar while the aircraft was on its final approach. If this happened,

the extraction would likely fail because the tail hook might not ex-
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tend a sufficient distance below the aircraft, and it would pass over

the assembly.

I made my way back to the grove, satisfied that everything was in

order. It was tough to go back to my campsite because anxiety would

again badger me. I wished I had a deck of cards with which to play

solitaire! I needed something mindless to do; anything to divert my
attention. When bored or anxious, I would eat. So I ate. It began to

rain hard again, and I huddled under my poncho, sitting in my ham-

mock with my feet resting on the ground, rocking myself gently back

and forth, bored as hell. The rain stopped at 10:15 p.m.

At 11:00 p.m. I moved to the edge of the grove and began to set

up for the radio transmission. With nervous care I blew up the bal-

loon, added helium, applied the balloon clip, tied on the antenna

wire, and tethered it to my gear pack. This was all done in the dark

without the need of my penlight. It was my third assembly and I felt

my confidence building.

At 11:45 p.m. I slowly unwound the balloon cable from the crank

assembly. At one hundred feet I attached the clamp-on clip from the

transceiver, switched it on, and rotated the volume knob. The static

was unusually loud; however, a minor adjustment of the squelch knob

cleared the sound to a minor hiss.

It was midnight. I palmed the microphone and punched in the

button.

“Blue Bird, Blue Bird. Bat Boy here.”

The response from the jet pilot was immediate this time.

“Roger, Bat Boy, five-by-five. Extraction at T plus eight, repeat, ex-

traction at T plus eight. Code name Red Bird. Red Bird. Any un-

friendlies? Say weather. Over.”

“Blue Bird, Bat Boy. We copy. Extract at T plus eight, code name
Red Bird. Negative on the unfriendlies. Repeat. Negative on the un-

friendlies. Approach is three-quarters of a mile on a one-nine-zero

radial, hilltop, unobstructed. Ceiling three hundred feet, overcast,

light rain. Over.”

This was all good information for any Chinese listeners, if they could de-

cipher it in time to figure out where I was located.

“Roger, Bat Boy. Copy that. Safe trip. Out.”

I turned the transceiver off. It was so quiet out there I could hear
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my heart pounding with excitement. I knew the tough part was about

to come; however, contact with the A-3 pilot gave me renewed con-

fidence and determination. I was filled with anticipation. Or was I

just confusing that feeling with heightened anxiety? Eight more

hours to liftoff. Once again I previewed the extraction in my mind,

seeing exactly how it was supposed to transpire at 8:00 a.m. tomor-

row. God willing, I would be able to end this nightmare of a mission.



Chapter 12

Extraction from China

That night I slept fitfully. My alarm was set to vibrate at 5:30 A.M.; how-

ever, I awoke at 5:15, before the alarm, and slid out ofmy hammock.

Shortly, I began to feel nauseated. It was the same queasiness one gets

as a child before the first day of kindergarten or first grade. The feel-

ing was caused by sheer anxiety.

I dumped the contents ofmy pack into my hammock. Beneath the

trees it was still dark. I broke out my penlight and held it in my left

hand, shining it through my fingers. I located and slipped the

parachute harness on loosely over my ammunition vest. I left the

ammo clips in my vest pockets and planned to jettison the clips just

before extraction. It remained possible I could still find myself in a

firefight prior to the arrival of the Caribou. Perhaps my enemy would
be a farmer out hunting with his old rusty bolt action rifle, which had

been in his family since the Ming Dynasty.

I located the roll of international orange marker ribbon among
the gear in the hammock and tucked it in my shirt. Taking a long

drink of water, I ate nothing. I was too excited to take time to eat. I

set aside a waterproof bag containing the ADF transmitter, the

transceiver, and the microphone. The coils of bungee cord were

placed on my left shoulder, the Stoner on my right shoulder. Finally,
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I rolled up the lightweight rubber coated nylon suit I would wear to

protect me from hypothermia, and the two pole supports with

parachute cord and tent stakes attached that had been assembled the

previous day. I held the poles as I made my way through the under-

brush to the edge of the grove with the help of the penlight with the

red lens.

At the edge of the grove I stopped to listen and plan. I debated

the merits of setting up the assembly in the semidarkness, or waiting

until 6:30 a.m. I decided it was too dark, and I waited until 6:30 to

move out and do a partial setup on the hilltop. There would be time

enough to raise and stabilize the assembly when the first radio trans-

mission from the Caribou was received. The last minute raising of

the apparatus would give less time for any Chinese to spot it and

move in on me.

I headed out to my hilltop, spread the apparatus out, and checked

the ground for resistance to the tent stakes. I then ripped off ten

lengths of bright orange ribbon, each eighteen inches long and three

inches wide. These ribbons were tied with overhand knots at two-foot

intervals along the bungee cord. The orange ribbons would aid the

pilot in visually locating my position (after tracking in on the ADF)
and discerning the wind direction. The ribbons could potentially at-

tract the Chinese too, if there were any around. Finally, I attached

the fifteen-foot-long bungee cords as shroud lines to the two cara-

bineers sliding on the main bungee cord between the two four-inch

end-knots. As planned, these bungee shrouds would hang down to

my shoulders when I was in a sitting position, and they would be tied

just before extraction to the shoulder clips on my parachute harness.

For the extraction, I would sit on the ground and face the on-

coming aircraft for the liftoff. I would effectively fly backward

through the air.

It was 7:15 a.m. I hooked up the microphone; raised the external,

telescoping antenna on the small emergency transceiver; switched

the unit on; thumbed the mike; and spoke.

“Red Bird, Red Bird, this is Bat Boy. Over.”

No reply. I left the transceiver on and looked up at the clouds

above. The cloud ceiling was at least seven hundred feet. There was

no ground fog. I prayed.



Extraction from China 155

At 7:20 a.m. I transmitted again.

“Red Bird, Red Bird, this is Bat Boy. Over.”

Nothing!

I checked the squelch knob on the transceiver and found it in the

full squelch position. The squelch facility in a radio is designed to

block certain static and allow voice transmission to flow through.

However, with the radio in the full squelch position I was blocking

out both the static and the pilot’s reply. Dumb shit! I turned the

squelch back to receive just a slight hiss of static and tried again at

7:21 a.m.

“Red Bird, this is Bat Boy. Copy? Over.”

Then it came!

“Roger, Bat Boy. Red Bird. Initiate ADF now. Over.”

I nervously switched on the ADF, having intentionally left it turned

off until I made voice radio contact, for fear of giving my position

away to area unfriendlies.

Then I transmitted again. “Red Bird, say your distance.”

“Bat Boy, we estimate we are twenty out. Say conditions. Over.”

“No unfriendlies,” I said. “Ceiling five hundred feet, visibility one

mile. North-to-south approach. Will call when I have a visual. Over.”

The Air America pilot gave me a simple response. “Roger.” Like

it was a piece o’ cake.

I sprang up quickly to set the tall poles uprightjamming the short

tent stakes into the ground by stepping on their tops to brace the

main poles. The main bungee, having been taped lightlyjust below

the Y at the top of the two poles, needed to have an eighteen-inch

bow in it, and not be stretched tight between the poles. As I lifted

the second pole into position, the fifty-foot length ofbungee looked

like an extremely small target for the pilot to hit at nearly one hun-

dred mph. The orange ribbons hung limp from the cross bungee.

With the extraction assembly in place, I put on the rubber suit, put

on and tightened the parachute harness, moved over to the mid-

point of the assembly where the bungee shrouds hung down from

the carabineers, and sat down on the ground. I had my transmitter

and rifle next to me. The ADF transmitter remained on. As I reached

up to grasp the bungee shrouds, I heard the aircraft off to my right.

Quickly I radioed to the pilot.
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“Red Bird, you are estimated a half mile southeast of my position

at this time. Over.” I estimated this by the sound, praying I was rea-

sonably accurate.

“Roger,” said the pilot with incredible calmness. Nothing else was

said. The drone of the aircraft diminished as the plane flew on be-

fore turning south into the final approach.

Each bungee shroud was then tied to carabineers on my shoulder

harness clips using a bowline knot, followed by a half hitch for added

safety.

I could barely hear the engines of the aircraft as it prepared a fi-

nal turn toward my position. In fact, I spotted the plane before I

picked up the engine noise.

“Red Bird, turn left ten degrees. Over.”

“Roger,” the pilot grunted.

Without using the Red Bird code name prefix, I said, “Now right

five degrees. Respond visual contact. Check altimeter, fifty. Over.”

There were about ten more seconds of silence. It seemed like ten

months.

“/ have visual contact, Bat Boy. Contact!” The pilot’s voice rang out

from the transceiver lying on the ground beside me.

The Caribou was hurtling toward me at the rate of about 140 feet

per second, nearly 100 mph. I slipped the Stoner over my neck and

left shoulder, then yanked the three clips from my vest and tossed

them aside. I also ripped off the extra clip taped to the duty clip and

tossed it away. It was tough to find Stoner clips, but the extra weight

under the G-force might injure me. I tossed my boonie hat like a Fris-

bee, pulled the light rubber hood over my head and tied it under

the material flat beneath my chin—wishing I had a crash helmet.

As the aircraft raced toward me it appeared to skim the grass on

the field with its gear and flaps extended, and at full throttle. The
sixty-foot tail hook was extended downward, at a sixty-degree angle.

My heart was in my throat. I was totally focused. The steel hook as-

sembly looked like it was coming straight at my face. The pilot ex-

pertly guided the twin-engine aircraft fifty feet above my position. In

fact the hook assembly flew only about five feet over my head and

hit the slightly slack cross bungee cord. The stabilizing bar slid up-

ward and one of the three hooks clamped onto the cross bungee cord
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strung between the vertical poles. I did not look up. Too scared to

watch.

My body was ripped off the ground and accelerated up into the

air. In about two seconds I was flying at 100 mph. Zero to 100 mph in

two seconds creates a substantial G-force on the body, equivalent to

five or six times gravitational pull. The bungee shrouds stretched to

their fullest capacity and stopped with a hard jerk. My eyes momen-
tarily seemed to bug out of their sockets, my right boot nearly pulled

off my foot, and the parachute harness ground into my thighs like

steel tourniquets. The G-force also caused the webbed nylon sling on

my Stoner to bind into the rubber suit and into my neck, causing in-

stant pain. I tried not to notice the pain. My chin was forced down to

my chest, and it was impossible to move it upward for at least ten sec-

onds. I felt like I might choke on the neck of the suit.

The force of acceleration was over in about ten seconds; however,

the drag of my body continued to create great pressure on the

parachute harness around my legs. It was one of the most simulta-

neously exhilarating and yet unpleasant sensations I had ever expe-

rienced. I began to feel claustrophobic.

As planned and implemented, the hook assembly tied to the one-

inch diameter bungee led up to the large electric winch inside the

Caribou. The stabilizing bar for the hook assembly was cut loose from

the bungee cord as the bar neared the winch inside the Caribou. The
crewmen cut the lashings on the bar and pulled the uppermost end

of the bar inside the aircraft as I was being winched in. The main

cross bungee cord had been torn loose from the light taping on my
pole assembly, as planned, and the right tag end of the cross bungee

whipped beside me as I flew through the air, backwards, unlike Su-

perman. The Caribou pilot ascended about five hundred feet into

the clouds while retracting his landing gear and flaps. Within a mat-

ter of seconds after liftoff I was shrouded in clouds filled with mois-

ture. My rubberized suit protected me only slightly. The air passing

my body then, at over 120 mph, caused me to become very cold.

“Will hypothermia become a problem for me now?” I wondered

fearfully.

The noise of the aircraft engines increased dramatically during the

next minute as I neared the Caribou.
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The maintenance crew at some air base had completely removed

the access ramp that was normally used to load cargo through the

rear of the aircraft. The winch, mounted on ribs at the ceiling of the

fuselage, was positioned about two feet behind the rear lip of the

cargo deck of the aircraft and braced on steel legs that were bolted

to the deck.

The trickiest hurdle came next: getting my butt safely into the

plane. The blast of air suddenly diminished to nearly nothing as I

was winched out of the slipstream of the plane, being shielded from

the wind by the fuselage. I tipped my head backward and looked up.

The winch was rotating, winding the bungee cord that led to the

clamp on my cross bungee. The crewmen cut the lashings at the end

of the stabilizing bar and discarded it out the rear of the aircraft. The

winch wound up the shroud line bungees attached to my parachute

harness. I was beneath the ceiling of the plane; however, my body

was still hanging out over mother earth.

I heard voices shouting to one another. The voices belonged to

two crewmen, each being tethered to the side of the aircraft by ny-

lon belts attached to cargo tethers on the fuselage ribs. All I re-

member was two humans reaching out from either side of me. Their

hands met, clasped, and were pressed against my belly, guiding me
backward to the cargo deck of the Caribou. As my toes struck the

solid deck, one of the crewmen backed off on the winch a foot to let

me down to the floor of the aircraft. Using their knives, they cut the

bungee cords at the rings on my parachute harness. Still holding on

to my harness, the crewman on my left shouted in my ear to turn

around, face the cockpit, and walk forward to a smalljump seat be-

hind the cockpit. Removing my rifle from my neck and shoulder, I

slumped into the seat and strapped in. The crewmen were right be-

hind me. They squatted down on either side ofmy knees and, shout-

ing above the engine roar, asked if I was okay or if I needed anything.

I nodded my head in reply to the first question; then shook it to in-

dicate “no” to the second. I leaned my head back against the skin of

the aircraft, closing my eyes. I was totally exhausted from the ordeal.

We remained in the clouds for the entire flight, using them as a

shield from enemy view. I had no discussion with the pilot or co-

pilot, who were intent on watching their instruments and FDS in the

soupiness of the clouds.
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From the instant the hook assembly hit the cross bungee cord of

my extraction system on the ground, to the time I strapped into the

jump seat for the ride to safety, was about seven minutes. Five of those

minutes were very cold.

I shivered and shook for nearly the entire trip back, in spite of the

crewmen having wrapped me in three wool blankets and given me
hot coffee from a thermos. I was certain that I had the beginnings

of hypothermia.

I awoke with a change in the sound of the engines. I noted the

two crewmen strapped into their seats across from me. I concluded

we were approaching the airstrip. About ten minutes later I looked

out the opened rear section of the Caribou and could see we were

flying below the cloud cap. The engines were throttled back, and we

were in the approach for landing at Vientiane, Laos. The pilot

greased the aircraft onto the runway, the sound of the main landing

gear making two slight squeaks as the rubber met the pavement.

Then the nose gear hit the pavement. Immediately the pilot reversed

props and went into full power. This action, combined with a heavy

application of the brakes, brought us to a quick stop on the runway.

We taxied to the operations building and the pilot cut the engines.

A form and face appeared beneath the open tail section before

the propellers had stopped turning.

“Hey, Big Guy, whose damn missiles were they?”

It was Bill’s voice shouting at me.

In jest, I shouted back, “Californian!” Bill had been born and

raised just outside of San Diego.

There was none of the usual, “Hey, Big Guy, glad you made it back

safely. Are you in good shape? Any blood? Any holes beside those

God gave you?”

“Bullshit!” Bill shouted. “Get your butt out of there and let’s have

a beer.”

I unhooked my seat belt, released my parachute harness and

dropped it to the aircraft deck, picked up my rifle, walked aft, and

climbed down to the tarmac. The two crewmen were already stand-

ing on the tarmac and I shook their hands, thanking them for their

good work. Bill threw his arms around me and hugged me. I was ap-

palled! Certainly I was not expecting to be hugged by my case offi-

cer. It wasn’t macho.
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While waiting near the aircraft tail to thank the pilots, I began to

feel weak from hunger. My knees were wobbling, my head was light,

and I simply wanted to eat something, then crash on anything soft

and sleep for a few days. The incredible intensity of this mission had

suddenly ceased. The adrenaline no longer flowed.

“That was a tough one, man,” said Bill. “Now we’ve got to get on

the radio. We need to call Saigon to tell them whose missiles those

are. They’re waiting in Washington for the word.”

“Fuck ’em,” I said, with extreme, venomous anger welling up in-

side me.

“Did you get a good look?” Bill asked vehemently. “I mean, did you

really get next to the missiles?”

‘Yeah,” I replied quietly, not volunteering more information for

the moment.

“Where’s the cold beer, Bill?” I wanted to play with Bill’s head a

little, and avoided a direct answer.

‘You didn’t see the missiles, right, man? You really didn’t get to

see ’em,” shouted Bill, childishly trying to use reverse psychology on

me and simultaneously dying to know if I had accomplished the ob-

jective of the mission. Bill was obviously frustrated in his attempt to

debrief me, to get the answer he needed and get on with the show.

“Come on, Big Guy!” Bill shouted, moving away from me as we
walked toward the operations building.

“Whose fuckin’ missiles were they?” He spread his arms and

opened his palms as if to say “I give up!” I stopped in my tracks,

turned, and glared at Bill.

I paused. “Russian!” I shouted back at him at the top of my lungs.

“Russian!” I repeated.

Still shouting, I said, “And what in the hell difference does it really make?

Call the President of the United States right now! Call LyndonJohn-
son. Get him out of his warm bed. Tell him the missiles killing our

pilots are Russian.”

Bill’s look of exasperation turned to one of relief. He took a deep

breath and simply said, You’re certain? Okay.”

I was angry over what I believed was the simple, politically moti-

vated rationale behind the mission objective. I never took time to re-
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alize that I really did not know the whole story behind the need for

this information. All that was certain was that I had taken an in-

credible risk, and gotten lucky. Oddly, I was both proud of my ac-

complishment and pissed at the same time. I was also dead tired.

The morning temperature was already eighty-five degrees, and it

was humid and overcast. I was still slightly cold as I walked into the

ops building for a beer, two burgers, and fries. They only had beer,

water, and a selection of C rations in green cans, which was called

food.

Bill let me sleep for three hours while he radioed in the infor-

mation on my sighting of the Russian SAMs. Then he awakened me,

and we took off in a helicopter for a short hop south to Udorn.

Tom,John, and Richard were the only teammates at Udorn when
I arrived. Tom was still recovering from a knee injury, Richard was

recovering from malaria, andjohn hadjust returned from a mission

with two South Vietnamese Rangers. They had been on an observa-

tion mission near Kompong Som in southern Cambodia. One of the

Rangers had been killed during the extraction.

Debriefings conducted by Bill Dunn typically followed each mis-

sion. At these occasions each team would work with Bill to develop

a mission report that included every detail we observed and experi-

enced, whether or not we thought everything important. The debrief

following my mission into China took place in two sessions of about

two hours each. My teammates sat in on the sessions, asking ques-

tions, prompting me, and adding some levity.

Courtesy of the U.S. Air Force, the four of us sat in the “O-Club”

for several hours drinking beer and eating some great Thai food,

while I told them the details of my mission into China. They were

proud of me, as I was of myself. After about two hours of talk and

laughter, I asked about our other teammates.John told me of a mis-

sion involving two of our team in eastern Laos. As he explained their

mission objective, I noted his voice dropped to just above a whisper,

and the look on his face and the expressions on the faces of Richard

and Tom assured me that something bad had happened. Finally,

John got around to telling me that Jerry Thomas and Peter Bells

had not been recovered—meaning they were presumed dead. He



162 COVERT WARRIOR

explained that their last radio transmission to the extraction heli-

copter indicated they were being pursued by North Vietnamese sol-

diers and that they were taking rifle fire. Nothing more was heard

from them. Our aircraft had overflown their last known position for

three days and had not received a response to radio calls.



Chapter 13

Combat Engagements

In the Hollywood movie productions with a Vietnam War theme we

are frequently shown combat teams engaging in incident after inci-

dent, back to back. This is done to keep the audience’s attention with

continuous excitement. Occasionally there is a film in which there

is a single combat objective and the film deals with the preparation

and buildup, the development and implementation of tactical plans,

accomplishment of the objective as the climax, and finally a con-

clusion in some format. Usually there is a gorgeous female who gets

into the action, then dies in the arms of the hero or is rescued from

the hands of the abusive enemy. These films have often provided a

distorted view of the war in Vietnam.

Many of FRAM 16’s patrols were quite uneventful in that we did

not encounter any hostile action. We’d hide on the ground or in

the trees, observe the enemy for a time, and report back. This de-

scribes the patrols of many combat units in Vietnam. In reality, one

did not engage the enemy with great frequency, that is, there weren’t

back-to-back firefights. For one thing, the stress resulting from com-

bat engagements with live bullets flying around, mortars exploding,

machine guns blasting their staccato, grenades bursting, and the

screams of men hit by bullets, shrapnel, or napalm, is extremely
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debilitating mentally and physically. In World War II, ground com-

bat engagements with theJapanese or the Germans in the Pacific and

European theaters would occasionally last for several days, even

stretching into weeks. Placing men under continuous anxiety and

stress reduces the effectiveness and decision making abilities as the

engagement time increases. Combat leaders know this well and usu-

ally will do everything possible to give soldiers “break time” to rest,

recover, regroup, replan, and reengage the enemy soldiers.

In Vietnam, engagements typically ranged from a three-minute

firefight to a three-day battle. U.S. soldiers usually had the advantage

of calling in fire support from fighter or bomber aircraft, or from ar-

tillery batteries on firebases located miles from the battle scene, and

sometimes bombardment from ships lying offshore. With deploy-

ment of this backup, engagements were usually broken off quickly

by the enemy.

FRAM 16 was primarily trained to infiltrate and gather intelligence

information without engaging the enemy unless it was impossible to

avoid an engagement, such as incidents wherein we were ambushed.

Many of our missions were quite boring, especially when we found

nothing of value to report as intelligence. In the beginning we were

divided in to A-, B-, and C-teams. As we lost members of our team to

enemy gunfire or booby traps, there were none trained to fill in our

personnel gaps. As we lost teammates we made up for this by select-

ing squad members from those remaining who were reasonably

healthy, making up a team of whatever number was required. Many
of our missions were one-, two-, or three-man jobs. We would patrol

out and climb a tree or dig a hole—whatever was required to observe

the enemy and report that information back to the REMFs (Rear

Echelon Motherfuckers) intelligence types who would massage the

information and develop strategic and/or tactical plans.

When our assigned missions did not result in physically engaging

the NVA or the VC, they were obviously welcomed. Wherever we pa-

trolled we had to be constantly aware of our location; know how we
would escape and evade if detected; avoid booby traps (many of

which were quite clever in terms of concealment); quickly decide

how to circumvent the enemy and approach from behind or to the

side to avoid detection; and how to insert and extract without get-
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ting into a firefight. This, of course, required constant focus and crit-

ical thought and plenty of good luck. Setting up an observation po-

sition high in a tree afforded a view of the surrounding area that was

often superior to being in a hide on the ground. Though we found

it necessary to use the trees as observation positions, I was uncom-

fortable up in trees because of the occasional difficulty in quickly es-

caping. If I was ever more than ten feet above the ground I always

had a line ready to drop down for a rappell. Sometimes mere sec-

onds made the difference between whether you could escape and

evade undetected, or not. Sometimes the branches below a tree ob-

servation position would impede a fast rappell and escape.

On one patrol in Laos, Ben White and I were positioned in trees

about fifty yards apart, overlooking one of the many trails and roads

that constituted the infamous Ho Chi Minh Trail. Our positions were

approximately seventy-five feet west of the trail. During the first two

days of our patrol, there had been an intermittent stream of bicycle

and foot traffic carrying war materials southward on the trail. Very

boring. We had planned to rappell down just after dark and retreat

some distance for the night, and extract the next morning. Just be-

fore last light, one of the NVA, who appeared to be a young officer,

stopped on the trail and began to direct the civilian laborers to move

west off the trail to eat rations and camp for the night. The North

Vietnamese set up their camp around and beneath the trees in which

Ben and I were positioned. There was virtually no time for us to get

down out of the trees and escape. When I realized what was about

to happen and was still able to use my walkie-talkie to communicate

with Ben, we agreed to sit tight and wait for the NVA to move out in

the morning. We spent a very hungry, uncomfortable night wedged

between branches in our respective trees, afraid to move for fear of

knocking loose a piece of bark and having it alert the enemy below.

I listened to the nasal, high-pitched voices speaking forty feet be-

low me while they smoked their cigarettes, ate their fish and rice, and

drank their fermentedjuices. At midnight I had to urinate. Actually

I had the urge to urinate about 11:00 p.m.; however, I held it. When
it was no longer possible to hold it, I slipped off my shirt, folded it

up, and placed it between my butt and the branch on which I was

sitting. I must have passed at least a quart of urine, which was at first



166 COVERT WARRIOR

soaked up by my trousers (black pajama bottoms) and then by my
shirt. It would have been nice if it had been raining hard, because I

would not have had to bother urinating on my new shirt. When fin-

ished urinating, I put my shirt on my lap and unfolded it very slowly,

trying to make sure any puddles were soaked up by the material, and

any last drips would hit the thigh of my trousers.

It was absolutely the most tedious urination of my life! After the

shirt was fully unfolded, I left it to dry on my lap. Then, when my up-

per torso became chilled to the point where I was into a hard shiver,

I put the shirt on and buttoned it up. At first the coldness of the damp
shirt was almost worse than the cool air before I donned the shirt.

But within about forty-five minutes I was more comfortable. The

strong urine smell helped keep me awake and maintain my balance

in the tree. I have often wondered what I would have done under

these conditions if I’d had a case of diarrhea. In all probability I

would have been detected and shot out of the tree.

Around 7:00 a.m. the North Vietnamese packed up and hit the

trail, and about 10:30 there was a break in the parade of foot and bi-

cycle traffic on the trail. Ben and I rappelled down and moved about

two hundred yards west in the Laotianjungle, where we sat down and

stifled our laughter with our hands as we discussed how each of us

had fared during the night. Ben’s problem during the night was gas

in his lower intestine—major gas. Each time he was forced to pass

gas, he would muffle it in his boonie hat, pressing it to his butt wjth

his hand. We laughed at ourselves and at each other for several min-

utes, to a point that our eyes watered and we rolled on the ground

holding our sides.

In another incident, not nearly as humorous, we were on a lengthy

patrol about fifty miles south of the DMZ near the western South Viet-

namese border with Laos. After two days in the jungle, where it had

rained very hard, we made radio contact with an Army firebase and

were granted refuge. During the course of a conversation with the

firebase commander, an Army Special Forces captain, who com-

plained of the need to capture some North Vietnamese soldiers and

bring them in for interrogation. I was operating with Tom andJohn
on this recon mission, and we volunteered to bring back some
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prisoners if the captain would tell us the nearest place where he sus-

pected there were NVA. We believed that such interrogation might

benefit us as well.

That night around 1:00 A.M. we applied camo paste and exited the

firebase. Passing through the recently mined perimeter of the fire-

base, we entered the jungle and set up camp for the night prepara-

tory to moving out at first light. At 6:30 A.M., after patrolling only

about forty-five minutes, we heard Vietnamese voices speaking in re-

laxed tones, at normal decibel levels. The three of us spread out and

moved in. We discovered six North Vietnamese eating breakfast in

a small clearing in the jungle. From a brief recon of the surround-

ing area it appeared that these soldiers were not part of a larger

group. Perhaps they were in a lookout or forward position for a larger

body ofenemy soldiers. Because our movements were masked by the

sound of rain hitting the leaves around us, we were able to crawl un-

detected to within ten yards of them. It was a “piece o’ cake” to charge

the unsuspecting NVA soldiers, capture them, tape their mouths,

bind their hands behind their backs, hobble their ankles to permit

only an eighteen-inch stride, and march them off to the firebase.

On approaching the edge of the clearing, we radioed in to the fire-

base and received clearance to approach with our prisoners. Once
inside the firebase, the Army Special Forces and ARVN soldiers hus-

tled the prisoners off to an interrogation tent. I followed the group

out of interest and curiosity. In the tent, an ARVN captain ordered

that the prisoners, who were lined up at the end of the tent oppo-

site the entry, be stripped-searched by the ARVN guards. They could

have been carrying concealed weapons, and stripping them allowed

them to be completely searched. It was also a demeaning psycho-

logical technique to strip an enemy soldier, hopefully making him

feel uncomfortable and vulnerable preparatory to being interro-

gated, and therefore more likely to “spill the beans.” When the shirt

was stripped off the smallest NVA standing on the left end of the line,

I noted nothing out of the ordinary; however, when the trousers were

stripped of this individual, I noted a difference: the person was ab-

sent a penis. I did a genuine Jerry Lewis doubletake. This was a fe-

male NVA! She had no breasts—not even a ripple of fatty tissue where

her breasts should be—just nipples that might have been slightly
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larger than the nipples on the men. The Army captain ordered the

ARVN captain to dress the woman and leave the others naked.

Shortly after an ARVN sergeant began interrogating and knocking

the naked NVA soldiers around with a large bamboo stick, Tom,

Richard, and I left the tent with the U.S. Army Captain. Personally,

I was not interested in observing the interrogation in a language

which I did not speak well at all. I was also not interested in observ-

ing the torture that the ARVNs would likely employ to get informa-

tion about troop locations and strength from the NVA soldiers.

So Tom and I wandered off to our tent and a short nap.John said

he didn’t need a nap and wandered off somewhere else. Minutes

after I had fallen asleep, John burst into our tent and shouted,

“Big Guy, the ARVNs are raping the NVAwoman—about five of them

are taking turns gang-banging her. You can hear her screams outside

the tent!”

I kippered up from my folding cot, grabbed my rifle, and raced

out of the tent with Tom andJohn right on my heels. We ran toward

the interrogation tent, about fifty yards away.

My fear was that with all those ARVN soldiers raping this woman,

she might not physically be able to respond to interrogation; that is,

she might go into shock orjust clam up. I was really pissed.

Storming into the tent, I observed one ARVN in the act of raping

the female on the ground, and four others standing around making

comments about the action, laughing, and keeping their weapons

trained on the male NVAs. The ARVNs were all noncommissioned

officers.

I have the gifted capacity to shout very loudly in a bass tone. Bel-

lowing loudly enough to shake the tent foundations, I caused the

ARVN to scramble up from his prone position on the female with

the speed of light. So loud was my bellow that great fear was evident

on the faces of the ARVN present, especially on the face of the ARVN
soldier whose trousers still lay in a pile beside the woman, and whose

erect little penis still protruded foolishly from between his shirttails.

I ordered the ARVNs out of the tent and left Tom andJohn to guard

the NVA prisoners, including the woman. With my rifle pointed at

the backs of the ARVNs exiting the tent, I followed them out,

marched them to the opposite side of the firebase, and lined them
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up facing me. I really did not know where I was headed with them,

just that I was getting them away from the scene.

At this point the ARVN and U.S. Army captains arrived at my side,

and I quickly explained to them what I had seen. To my surprise, af-

ter my explanation the Special Forces captain brought his Ml 6 to

his waist, pointed it at the ARVN soldiers, selected automatic fire, and

hosed them down with a twenty- to twenty-five-round burst of fire. I

was shocked and stood staring dumbly, with my mouth open, at the

sight of the dead South Vietnamese laying five yards in front of me.

For the moment I could not comprehend what hadjust occurred; I

fought to mentally compute the situation. The loud sound of the

bursts of automatic fire continued to reverberate in my ears for sev-

eral seconds after the deed had been done. The ARVN captain, about

twenty-five years old, appeared to be equally shocked. The Special

Forces captain turned and started to walk the several yards back to-

ward the interrogation tent, when the ARVN captain shouted his

rank and last name. My immediate fear was that the ARVN captain

was about to shoot the American captain in retaliation for what had

just occurred. I stepped back, fingered the safety offmy rifle, and pre-

pared to fire at the ARVN captain, but I did not move my rifle up to

do so. The American stopped and turned slowly around, and the

ARVN walked toward him with his rifle pointed toward the ground.

The two walked away together.

Later than evening 1 learned that four of the five ARVNs who had

been involved with the rape had recently been reprimanded. On a

patrol in which they had been engaged, their squad of six men was

found to have departed some 250 yards into the surrounding jun-

gle, where they sat down without carrying out the patrol beyond the

cleared perimeter of the firebase. When they returned to the fire-

base two days later, they reported that they had seen nothing. That

same night over fifty NVA “sappers” (NVA infiltrators) engaged the

firebase perimeter guards in a fierce battle in which 15 ARVNs had

been killed and the same number wounded. On subsequent inter-

rogation, one of the members of the ARVN squad spilled his guts and

explained that they had not carried out the patrol; instead they had

laid down, rested, and falsely reported their patrol.

I surmised that the American Army captain simply felt the need,
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as the commanding officer of the firebase, to set an example ofwhat

would happen if orders were disobeyed. He confirmed this to me that

night after the execution of the ARVNs. He was calm and cool in his

explanation—-just as though relating a walk in the park. Though I

made no comment to the captain, it remained difficult for me to ac-

cept the need to execute friendly forces as an example to the others.

I further surmised, and chose to conclude, that this execution had

really been a reaction out of anger and frustration.

The pounding rain finally stopped the next afternoon, so Tom,

John, and I departed that night to continue our original patrol to

an observation position. Four days later we called for an extraction

helicopter, and eventually ended up in U Tapao, Thailand, for a few

days of R&R.

The primary seaport of entry for war supplies and materials for

the North Vietnamese was Haiphong, located about sixty miles east

of the capital city of Hanoi, on the Gulf of Tonkin. Intelligence in-

formation always indicated that this busy port was occupied by

freight and tanker vessels of many nations, particularly China and

North Korea. It was widely known that ships docked in this port were

providing the North Vietnamese with weapons of all types, food,

clothing, and advisory manpower.

In early 1966 there was a temporary prohibition of the bombing

of Hanoi and the port at Haiphong, in spite of the U.S. knowledge

that the supplying and resupplying of the North Vietnamese was

greatly benefiting their war efforts. A plan was prepared to mine the

Haiphong harbor; however, this plan was canceled shortly before it

was to be implemented. A second plan was developed to plant

limpet mines on the hulls of selected ships docked at Haiphong. A
team of twelve UDT and five FRAM 16 members were selected for

the mission, which was to be carried out at night by submarine in-

sertion. The sub would take us through the Gulf ofTonkin to a point

within five miles or so of the Haiphong docks. In three rubber boats

propelled by ten-horsepower outboard motors, we would ride to

within a half mile of the docked vessels, then proceed using scuba

tanks to the hulls of the selected vessels, where the limpet mines

would be attached. We were supposed to sink the rubber boats prior
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to swimming in to attach the mines. The limpet mines were designed,

using delayed fuses, to blow a hole through a ship’s hull up to about

two feet in diameter, allowing water to flood the ship, causing it to

sink at dockside. A ship sunk at its dock would render the dock use-

less to all future ships bringing supplies to the enemy.

The harbor was heavily patrolled, twenty-four-hours a day, by small

vessels operated by North Vietnamese. From intelligence sources in-

side North Vietnam, it was learned that these vessels were fast and typ-

ically carried a crew of four or five men, with each boat having a ma-

chine gun mounted near the bow. We assumed they had crates of

hand grenades that could be dropped to explode underwater.

Grenades exploding underwater typically did not kill with shrapnel,

rather the concussion caused by the exploding grenade could kill a

human many yards away from where the explosion occurred.

We practiced as a team for six days in the Cam Ranh Bay area,

which is located on the South China Sea, two hundred miles north-

east of Saigon. At that time, Cam Ranh Bay was the home base of the

U.S. Navy’s Coastal Surveillance Force.

The practice involved exiting from the submarine at night, in-

flating the rubber rafts from the deck of the sub, motoring into Cam
Ranh Bay, switching to scuba, swimming in and planting practice

limpet mines on the hulls of Navy ships, and exiting to be picked up

by fast, small boats operated by a South Vietnamese UDT squad. The
small boats took us back to the submarine. We were never told how
the South Vietnamese boats were going to get into this area ofNorth

Vietnam; however, the boat crews would be taken aboard the sub-

marine as we extracted, and their boats scuttled. Locating these small

boats during our swim out from the harbor, and subsequently lo-

cating the submarine in the dark, was going to be accomplished by

radio direction finders.

There were several matters with respect to this mission that left

all of us significantly concerned. Obviously, the heavily patrolled har-

bor could be a nightmare to circumvent in our rubber boats. The
pickup and extraction by the South Vietnamese boats was of even

greater concern to us. Because of the enemy patrols, and our rub-

ber boats having earlier been scuttled, we would have to swim ap-

proximately three miles from the docks—which was planned to
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occur during an outgoing tide—to a point off Quang Yen where we

would be picked up by the small boats. From that pickup point we

had to run another three miles—through what amounted to a two-

mile-wide gauntlet—out of the harbor, to a predetermined point in

the gulf about two miles southeast ofDo Son, to link up with the sub-

marine again. In our conclusion, which was mutual, the odds of a

successful mission with all of us returning safely were poor.

Sharks, when they are feeding, are a constant threat to humans
swimming in their presence. While the Cam Ranh Bay area where

we practiced was relatively free of fresh garbage (dumped from ves-

sels), we assumed that ships in the Haiphong Harbor would not be

under the same fresh-garbage dumping restrictions as the U.S. ves-

sels in Cam Ranh Bay.

Following a team discussion of this subject, we asked for intelli-

gence on this matter; that is, the presence of fresh garbage and feed-

ing sharks at Haiphong.

I took the initiative to bring up this subject with the UDT lieu-

tenant who had been selected to lead the mining mission.

“Don’t worry about the sharks,” he said. “The water in the harbor

will be heavily stained with mud and junk. Sharks don’t swim in wa-

ter that has a lot of suspended soil, silt, and debris. That stuff clogs

their gills and they can’t absorb oxygen. It is doubtful you will en-

counter any sharks in that area because of the silt.”

That answer was not sufficient for me and several of the others,

because we knew that we could easily be swimming in water ap-

proaching the mouth of the harbor, which might not be as muddy
as it would be near the docks. We also considered the fact that

the ships might be dumping garbage in less silted water as they en-

tered or departed from the harbor, notjust when they were docked.

The UDT people seemed less concerned about the sharks than

the FRAM 16 people were, particularly me. To the UDT guys the

concern over being consumed by a shark was minor compared to

the problems they envisioned with respect to the insertion and ex-

traction.

Two days before we were to make the trip on the submarine up to

the Gulf, the mission was scrubbed. We were not told why, nor

whether the risks of the mission were considered too great. We
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celebrated this decision in grand style at a military club on the base

at Cam Ranh. It was not unusual for FRAM 16 teams to have their

missions called off at the last minute with no reason given. We were

never told of the hierarchy of people in charge of mission planning

and decision-making.While we usually had premission tactical input,

and our questions and concerns were usually fully addressed, we were

never privy to the same knowledge as the persons ultimately pulling

our strings from above.



Chapter 14

Demolition of Vietcong Radio Tower

At one of the many mouths of the Mekong River, where the mud,

debris, and water flows into the South China Sea, there was a small

unnamed fishing village, a short distance south of Ba Dong, fronting

the South China Sea—population of about 150, give or take a few

dozen. This was Vietcong country. By night the VC controlled many
villages in this area. By day the residents, including the VC, raised

staple crops, trapped and netted fish, and squeezed out a daily exis-

tence. Many small fingers of water cut back into the land from the

sea, and were perfect shelters for the fishing boats of the residents.

But many of these boats, disguised as fishing boats, were in reality

used for transporting war supplies, materials, and enemy soldiers

throughout the delta region and coastal Vietnam areas.

The VC had erected a radio tower in the unnamed village esti-

mated by intelligence photos to be one hundred feet in height. The
main antenna, supported by the tower, was just above the treetops.

The primary construction material of the tower was bamboo. The lo-

cation was at the northwestern edge of the village, slightly apart from

the greatest concentration of hooches (Vietnamese living huts) . The
purpose of the tower was to transmit and receive radio communica-

tions between the VC boat crews regarding transport assignments,
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instructions, and intelligence on American orALVN patrol boats ob-

served in the area. The radio transmissions had been intercepted by

U.S. forces, and it was concluded this was an important target. At first,

when the VC radio tower transmissions were intercepted by Ameri-

can coastal surveillance boats, the intelligence people thought it best

to take out the tower with a bombing run by planes from one of the

aircraft carriers cruising on Dixie Station in the South China Sea.

Subsequent photo recon revealed that the tower was strategically lo-

cated by the VC near the “downtown” area of the village. Intelligence

people had second thoughts about bombing the tower, because the

military was already being criticized for what the liberal American

media tagged “indiscriminate bombing of innocent women and

children” in villages throughout Vietnam.

Several of us were resting up in U Tapao when Bill called our team

together. Because of the haste with which Bill called the meeting,

and the serious look on his face when he walked into the billet shack,

I knew the next mission would be tough—no “piece o’ cake.” I was

right.

“Okay, this operation is for Turkey and Big Guy,” he said. After un-

rolling a large, detailed grid section map of the Mekong Delta region,

he said, “We need you guys to get into this village near Ba Dong and

take out the radio tower and the transceiver. The strike needs to

be done in the next week. The UDT people and the new SEAL
team are deployed in other actions for a while; hence, the mission

falls to us.”

Bill laid out the background, gaveJohn and me the aerials, maps,

and intel reports. We were to use C-4 explosives to knock the tower

down and take out the radio shack. He indicated that we would be

inserted by a fishing boat operated by ARVN river patrol forces, and

dropped off on the shore just over a mile north of the village. We
would be extracted from the South China Sea by helicopter when
thejob was done. The briefing was over in ninety minutes, and I be-

gan to prepare myself mentally for the mission.

I was always pleased to workJohn “Turkey” or “Turk” Schneider,

a graduate of the Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia Tech)

in Atlanta. John was slightly shorter than me, but about the same

weight. He had dark brown hair, ice-blue eyes that could penetrate
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steel, and was amazingly strong. He never complained about any-

thing unless it really mattered to us—like poor food, lousy water, or

American politicians. His father was a sheriff in north Florida. John

was the best of any of us in hand-to-hand combat. As he was a gen-

uinely nice, quiet fellow, we marveled at his ability to put down (kill)

an enemy with a single chop of his meat-hook hand. While hand-to-

hand fighting was unusual for us, John’s talent saved ammunition,

and it was far less noisy and messy. Ben White and George Townsend

once claimed they had personally seenJohn take on three VC at the

same time, someplace in southern Cambodia. They reported that

John killed them all in less than one minute, with his bare hands.

We kidded him that when he returned to the States he’d have to reg-

ister his hands as lethal weapons and carry a weapons permit. John
and I had become close friends.

Three hours after our briefing with Bill, we helicoptered out of

Soc Trang, South Vietnam; refueled, ate some chow, and flew east a

short distance to Long Phu, beside the Bassac River, for the boat

pickup.

It was a moonless night. The ARVNs arrived at the small firebase

at Long Phu about 6:00 P.M., in a fishing boat that had been captured

from the VC and overhauled and upgraded for missions such as the

one on which we were about to embark. Beneath the rectangular

tarpaulin, which stretched over bamboo joists amidships, were two

.30-caliber guns and several boxes of belted ammunition. While we

did not expect to engage the enemy from the fishing boat, it was com-

forting to know we had the extra firepower to defend ourselves.

We had two haversacks of C-4 cubes, about eight pounds of the

explosive, which could sink small warships or take down a major

building, if properly placed. We had six timed detonators, rations for

four days, and our weapons and ammunition. Dressed in black pa-

jamas, both of us were fully camouflaged about the head, face, neck,

and hands. We sat under the tarpaulin on boxes containing belts of

.30-caliber ammo. In the darkness I could not see John, but I could

hear the five AJRVN crew members chatting aloud among themselves

as we maneuvered eastward on the Bassac River. I guessed it was a

good idea for them to be talking (and possibly overheard by passing

VC boats) so that everything about our transit appeared to be nor-
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mal. We had to assume that because it was nighttime, any vessels mov-

ing around us were probably occupied by VC. We cruised out into

the South China Sea with no running lights.

Thankfully, the ARVNs knew their way around this area, because

we could see nothing. The light from a half-moon helped us clear

the various islands, and the high tide saved us from running up on

the sand bars that stick out in the channels everywhere. I was im-

pressed with the ARVNs’ ability to navigate and maintain orientation

in the dark. We did not communicate with them during the excur-

sion. For that time period my only concern was that we got inserted

on the beach as near as possible to the planned point of insertion.

Just prior to departing from Long Phu, I had carefully cleaned and

test fired my Stoner into the Bassac River, then loaded up five clips

of 5.56mm ammunition. John carried a twelve-gauge pump-action

shotgun. His shells carried lead buckshot, which could do serious

damage. The weapon was a crowd-killer, according to John; but we

hoped we would not be chased by an angry crowd on this mission.

We also carried .45-caliber pistols, knives, and frag grenades.

Eventually, the ARVN boat coxswain turned the helm over to an-

other crew member and crawled under the tarp with us.

“We will reach the beach in about forty minutes,” he said in ex-

cellent English.

‘You will go up to the bow of the boat one minute before we touch

the sand. When you climb off, do it quietly, and do not attempt to

help us push back from the sand. My people will take care of that.

Walk from the boat and into the jungle as if we were simply drop-

ping off friends from the boat.”

The coxswain then rolled the tarpaulin back to clear the view for

the machine guns, and placed them on their mounts. Two ARVNs
took positions at the machine guns and were prepared to fire at the

first sign of the enemy. Of course, ifwe had to use these weapons our

presence would obviously be compromised, and we would have to

abort the mission.

The rest of the crew continued their friendly banter in Vietnamese

as our vessel slowed and approached the beach in the darkness.

One of the machine gunners tapped us on the shoulders and said,

“Go to front, sirs.”
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John and I moved into position and couldjust make out the dark

outline of the trees that lined the shore, about fifteen yards back from

the water’s edge. As we disembarked, the ARVNs continued their cha-

rade by quietly calling their farewells to us in their native tongue. Two

of them immediately followed us over the side and began pushing

the boat back into deeper water.

We walked directly into the trees, then crouched down and lis-

tened for several minutes. I wondered if our footprints in the sand

would attract any attention; but this was doubtful because we were

barefoot. We put on our tennis shoes when we were in among the

trees.

Our track to the village would be southward, about 1.6 miles. It

would have been easier to walk along the beach, since thejungle was

quite thick here.John and I debated this for a moment. . . . The temp-

tation was great in spite of the exposure.

Finally, John whispered, “Look, Big Guy, it’s too fuckin’ dark to

try to move through the jungle, man. Let’s just follow the damn
beach south for about a mile, then cut back into the jungle. We still

have several hours until first light.”

“We’ll have to walk just above the water’s edge, because there is

too much chance the VC have set up trip wires (for booby traps) close

to the tree line, figuring that would be the usual route for un-

friendlies like us,” I replied.

John agreed. We removed our tennis shoes and walked back on.to

the beach. I slung my Stoner’s muzzle down and kept it moving in

unison with my left leg as much as possible. John did the same with

his shotgun. We walked single file, about two yards apart, so it would

simply appear that we were locals making our way down the beach,

not close enough to talk. The small waves hitting the beach provided

background noise, which canceled most other sounds. This con-

cerned me.

John took up the point. We had walked about fifty yards when I

got the idea that I could improve on the naturalness of our appear-

ance and presence on the beach. I concocted a limp, with my left leg

held straight, appearing to have been injured. If we were spotted it

would appear that we were just average VC guys, one of whom had

been injured. Surely, I thought, we would not be perceived as the en-
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emy if one of us was limping. I felt the VC would know that Ameri-

cans are not usually sent on missions if they are injured. The only

problem with this ploy was thatJohn and I were both tall. We did not

look like Vietnamese, in spite ofour black pajamas. But the darkness

concealed this.

John maintained the count of our strides, counting about thirty-

two hundred strides, which represented about a mile and a half, and

headed into the jungle for cover. It was 1:45 a.m. and the sun would

be up in five hours. It was impossible to orient ourselves with any de-

gree of accuracy because there were no landmarks that we could tie

to our map. About fifteen yards into thejungle we found a sandy area

and took a nap with one ear cocked for the slightest foreign sound.

There were none.John nudged me at 6:00 a.m. I awakened instantly,

alert and listening.

“Sun’s coming up, sweetheart,” John murmured. “I didn’t want

you to miss the beautiful sunrise. Room service will be bringing us

coffee and blueberry pancakes in a few minutes, then it will be Miller

time.”

John was always full ofhumor and practicaljokes. It made the mis-

sions more tolerable to have a teammate around who was less than

intense. We ate some canned rations sitting on the sand, watching

the sunrise. I thought of hot black coffee and blueberry pancakes;

but the lovely waitress never showed up with our order.

As the sun cut a thin yellow line on the eastern horizon over the

ocean we could gradually examine ourjungle surroundings. Out on

the beach I could see our footprints as they turned in from the South

China Sea to the jungle. The tide had gone out a few yards. If the

VC had found our prints they would have concluded that Gulliver

and his brother had been there. Our feet were U.S. size eleven and

Vietnamese feet are far smaller.

At 6:30 a.m. we moved inland. I took the point after selecting and

cutting a four-foot-long, slender piece of bamboo. The VC fre-

quently set mines and booby traps along trails that might be used by

their enemies. The trip wire of the booby trap was usually very thin

and set about four inches or more above the ground. We had also

observed trip wires of four- to six-pound test monofilament fishing

line or of finely twisted local vines. The point man would use the thin
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bamboo stick, if we were patrolling on or near a trail or path, in or-

der to feel the vines or monofilament stretched across our track. It

was possible to feel the tension of the tripper with the bamboo stick

without setting it off, even before the tripper could be seen.

In the dark shadows of the triple-canopyjungle it was particularly

slow going, because each time I felt resistance on the stick I had to

stop and slide my hand down the bamboo to feel if the resistance

was being produced by a branch or vine fromjungle underbrush or

from a tripper. Additionally, as we came to paths that appeared to be

more heavily traveled, I had to be on the alert for the presence of

toe-popper mines hidden just below the surface of the soil. Toe-

popperwas a misnomer. If you stepped on one it had enough power

to shred a man’s foot, even with a steel shank in his combat boot. We
were still wearing tennis shoes at this point and a toe-popper would

have removed a foot up to above the ankle.

Our patrol would have been greatly speeded and quieter ifwe had

chosen to use the numerous paths in the area; however, we elected

to thread our way through the jungle most of the time. As we pro-

gressed and began to believe we should be approaching the VC vil-

lage, we moved even more slowly—ten to fifteen yards at a time, then

stopping to observe and listen for a minute. About 10:30 a.m. we

stopped to take a rest break, sitting on the ground near a large thicket

of bamboo. Within seconds, swarms of mosquitoes were feasting on

our necks, even though we had earlier swabbed on generous portions

of non-sweet-smelling deet repellent. It didn’t help much as the

mosquitoes committed suicide on our bodies and right through our

clothing. The mosquito is the national bird ofVietnam, we believed.

We cut some ripening bananas off a nearby tree, andJohn and I

enjoyed a fruit cup consisting of bananas and mosquitoes.

After fifteen minutes of rest we began to patrol again. After hav-

ing progressed another one hundred yards or so we heard voices. A
woman. Then a man. Then a baby crying. Then silence. The sound

came from the same direction toward which we were patrolling.

Wejudged the people were another fifty to seventy-five yards in front

of us.

After several minutes of slow going we made the outline of a

hooch. Staying well out of sight of it, we patrolled slowly in a west-
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erly direction, and began to observe the palm frond and banana leaf

roofs of other hooches along a tree line. Shortly, we heard more

voices. We stopped and crouched low.

Aerial photo recon showed the radio tower to be approximately

250 yards inland from the ocean. I figured we were about that dis-

tance inland already. But we still could not see the tower, and heard

only occasional voices to our south. We continued patrolling west un-

til finally we could see no more hooches or hear any voices. I guessed

we were then about seventy-five to eighty yards northwest of the

perimeter of the village. The jungle was dense. It was 3:30 p.m. and

it began to rain.

Sitting on the ground in the thick underbrush, we began to plan

our next moves and listen. The fishermen had probably left the vil-

lage to go fishing or to haul war materials. But the women, children,

and dogs should have been making some noises. The rain may have

been canceling out the sounds. We decided to move back southeast

of our position, and had progressed nearly one hundred paces, when
we heard a man’s voice speaking above the sound of the raindrops.

The voice was so unceasing that I guessed he was giving a speech of

some sort. Maybe that was why everything had been so quiet several

minutes ago. We moved forward, three paces at a time. The male

tenor voice stopped, then started up again, then stopped, and we

heard the murmur of several voices. We could not see any hooches

or the radio tower. But as we crossed over a well-used path in thejun-

gle leading to the village, we both glanced east up the path, then

found cover on the other side.

We crouchedjust beyond the path for a moment, and I looked up

through a thin break in the jungle canopy. The top of the bamboo
structure of the radio tower appeared through the break, and I nod-

ded over atJohn, indicating with my index finger that I wanted him

to follow my line of sight. He saw the tower too. We grinned at each

other in brief acknowledgement.

Our objective had been located, and the immediate task was to

sufficiently recon the area to determine the best approach to knock

it out. First we needed to recon the guard situation around the tower.

We also had to determine the position of the radio equipment shack

relative to the tower. I whispered to John that we should wait until
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nearer dark, and suppertime for the villagers, before patrolling far-

ther. He nodded in agreemen t and we moved farther away from the

trail to pull a little R&R.

With the smell of cooking oil as our signal, we moved out. It was

5:45 P.M. and getting dark in the jungle very quickly. The rain had

stopped two hours earlier.

The village dogs, which can give away your hiding position very

quickly, are usually less of a problem during mealtimes as they are fed

the scraps. About thirty minutes into our ultracautious recon I picked

up a hint of a different smell. It was slightly sweet and pungent.

“Opium,” whispered John. I nodded back, smiling.

At that point we observed the backside of a long hooch, raised

about seven feet above the ground on multiple bamboo support

columns, located fifteen yards from the south side of the radio tower.

Three or fourVC were lounging in bamboo chairs near the left front

side the hooch.

“The hooch must be the radio shack,” I thought to myself.

It was the only structure I could see located close to the foot of

the tower. I concentrated on cementing a visual image of the radio

tower construction. It had four legs of stout, six-inch-diameter bam-

boo at the bottom. Strong cross members and X members were

lashed to the legs with what appeared to be twisted vines or perhaps

a type of rope. The pattern of the cross members was generally uni-

form as far up as I could see. Climbing the tower did not appear to

pose any difficulty for us. We only needed to climb up fifteen to

twenty feet and tie in the C-4 explosives. I wondered if the lashing

material holding the bamboo together was rotten. Would it hold us

when we climbed? Should we just blow up the base of the tower and

be done with it? No. We needed to get up to the second group of

cross members in order to have the cutting blast of the C-4 create a

whipping acting on the tower. We needed to demolish most of the

larger support members in the blast and cause the tower to fall and

break up. Otherwise the VC would have it rebuilt and operating

again in a week.

We inched our way about 150 yards back into the jungle as it was

getting dark. Some underbrush had been pounded down by villager
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foot traffic, and we had no trouble moving away. The voices of the

VC around the radio shack were muted, but we occasionally dis-

cerned their high-pitched laughter. They were relaxed and certainly

not suspecting there were two green-painted villains lurking a few

yards away, preparing to blow up their hooch. After discussing the

situation in whispers for a few minutes, we moved several yards apart

and were left with our own thoughts as we ate rations and set up for

a night’s sleep.

In reflecting on this mission now, many years later, I wonder how
John and I withstood the intense pressure. This was not a Hollywood

movie unfolding here, where the good guys from “Delta Force” al-

ways win in the end. This was a real life-or-death proposition. War is

about life and death. Either you kill enough of the enemy—knock

him to his knees, bomb his home and his workplace, obliterate his

supply lines, and bring him to the surrender table—or the enemy
does that to you. There is nothing complicated about this. The tense-

ness of these situations is very difficult to impart to those who have

not personally experienced it. Unlike football, hockey, or basketball,

this game is extremely dangerous. To win and survive, you employ

what you have learned from training and other experiences. You rely

on your wits and instincts; you constantly visualize your success, and

you have a supreme confidence in your ability and immortality. Risk

evaluation is a constant process of updating all the facts of the op-

erational situation. The more information you have, the less you have

to leave to luck. But luck is always part of the calculation of the sit-

uation.

There we were, two tough hombres, getting ready to take down a

one-hundred-foot bamboo radio tower, at night, in the midst of a

Vietcong village, with an unknown number of armed defenders

between us, getting the task accomplished, and getting ourselves out

of there safely. We had a long way to go.

The bark of two dogs was an unwelcome alarm clock forJohn and

me the next morning. We were both awake in an instant. The bark-

ing was heard again—about 150 yards from our position, we guessed.

We heard a male voice shouting two monosyllabic words. The bark-

ing stopped. In a crouched position we waited and listened.
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It was 6:30 a.m. when we heard the sound of a shrill mechanical

whistle. I thought I could hear the sound of many men speaking.

Wanting to take advantage of the opportunity to do some recon-

naissance, we hid our backpacks and haversacks of C-4, and we

moved southeast toward the south side of the village. The open area

of the village was already getting brighter in the sunrise, but it was

still fairly dark in thejungle where we were. About seventy yards from

the radio hooch, we stopped and listened. Very faintly we heard a

male voice speaking in a monotone, as if reading. He halted between

groups of monosyllabic words as if thinking about the next thing to

say. John tapped me on the shoulder and motioned for me to move

with him behind a large tree trunk.

John said, “Look, this village has gotta be crawling with people,

women, kids, dogs—the kids and dogs making this daylight recon

dangerous. We need to do another night recon and confirm the se-

curity setup. Maybe we ought to back off, wait for dinnertime, move
in closer and locate a good hide, check everything out carefully, pull

back, and strike tomorrow night.”

I whispered, “I haven’t seen any good hides close to the tower, have

you? The underbrush is smashed down for several yards into thejun-

gle from the cleared area of the hooches. The tower may be

equipped with a trip alarm that we couldn’t see in the dark. There

could be dogs prowling around at night; maybe even sleeping un-

der the tower or the radio hooch. But I agree, we don’t have enough

information yet, and we’re liable to get our asses shot off ifwe don’t

get it.”

“There’s a sizeable clump of banana trees thirty-five to forty feet

from the northeast corner of the hooch. Did you see that? If the

clump is not too dense, maybe we can get into it. Don’t worry about

the tarantulas in the banana trees, they don’t feed much at night,”

said John.

Neither of us liked the idea of being so close together in the ba-

nana grove if a firefight broke out, because we had been compro-

mised by a child or dog. We decided to move into the banana grove

after dusk and try to find another hide where we could split up. If

not, then I would drop back into thejungle and,John or I would do

the observation alone.
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We backed up to the position where we had spent the night be-

fore, broke out some C rations and had a lovely brunch in the jun-

gle. I catnapped for a while and it began to rain again. In the mid-

afternoon we checked all ofour equipment and thoroughly checked

our weapons for dirt or mud buildup. We would take the C-4 haver-

sacks with us for the recon,just in case we had an opportunity to blow

the tower that night. I had a one-hundred-yard roll of dark-green

heavy twine, which we would use to find our way back to ourjungle

resting position after the recon was completed.

We reapplied camouflage paste, and at 5:30 P.M. I motioned to

John that it was dark enough to move out. The sun was setting be-

hind us and did not filter into thejungle. I tied the twine to a sapling,

John took the point, and I unrolled the twine as we moved along a

few yards at a time. Within fifteen minutes we could see the roofline

of the radio hooch. We could also see the dark outlines of the ba-

nana trees near the corner of the hooch. On closer examination it

appeared to be too small a clump to hide us both adequately, soJohn
moved forward with great stealth to a holding position in thejungle

north of the banana trees. I remained forty yards west of him, under

the cover of a fallen tree trunk.

In our respective positions we could not see each other. The cam-

ouflage worked well. It was 6:45 p.m. The villagers began to cook din-

ner, and the smells of fried fish wafted around me. It made me feel

hungry, as usual. We remained in our respective positions until

11:30 p.m., at which pointJohn was to work his way into the banana

grove, remain there for up to two hours, then work his way back to

my position.

When he rejoined me later around 1:45 A.M., John told me that

he had been unable to get into the banana grove because he feared

being seen—the area between his holding position and the banana

trees was just too open. Further, he said that between 11:45 p.m. and

1:30 a.m. he had seen only one armed guard posted outside the

hooch. Most of that time the guard sat on the steps of the hooch, or

walked around the shack and the tower at infrequent and unpre-

dictable intervals, occupying himselfby chain-smoking and whittling

a stick with a pocketknife. His weapon was the usual AK-47. Around

his neck he wore a tube-shaped silver whistle on a string.
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We were both confident we would have no trouble laying the

guard to permanent rest, and I hoped that the next night there

would still be only one guard.

Rolling up the twine, we moved slowly away from the village and

reached our campsite in about fifteen minutes with no difficulties.

“This is going to be a piece o’ cake, Big Guy,” John whispered to

me. “Ya know, it would have been so easy to take out that guard back

there, climb the tower, and blow it tonight. What did you see?”

“No dogs and no kids after 7:40 p.m. Couldn’t see much after that

time. These people go to bed early; no lanterns. I didn’t even hear

any VC on the porch of the hooch. I couldn’t see clearly enough to

tell if there were trip wires on the tower,” I said.

“Well, there weren’t any that I could see,” saidJohn. “What about

blowing it tonight? Conditions might change ifwe wait until tomor-

row night.”

I paused for a moment or two, and then agreed that we should

strike tonight. Continuing to whisper to each other, we agreed that

the C-4 should be set at the joint of the first level of cross support

members with the four legs of the tower. But we would first wire two

explosive charges under the hooch, since we believed the radio

equipment was housed there. The timers on the charges under the

hooch were to be preset for forty-five minutes, and on the radio tower

they would be set for forty-six minutes. We felt this would be ample

time for us to start the timer for the charges on the tower, climb down
and activate the charges under the hooch, escape, and travel up the

beach at least a mile or so.

I whispered, ‘You want to flip a coin to see who takes out the

guard?”

John replied, “It’s dark. Ifyou flip the coin, how am I going to see

whether it’s heads or tails? Listen. How ’bout I’m thinking of a num-
ber between one and ten? You guess first and I’ll guess second. Who
ever gets closest to the number I’m thinking of, wins.”

I decided to play out his lighthearted game. “Okay, smart-ass, let’s

do it your way. You thinking of a number?”

‘Yeah.”

“Okay, lucky seven,” I whispered. “What number did you guess?”

“Five. And the number I had in mind was six. So we’re both one

number away. Want to try again?”
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“No, idiot. That guard has my name on his shirt, and I just sharp-

ened my knife two days ago. I’ll take him out and you cover me,” I

said.

“Okay, ifyou insist,” saidJohn. “But ifyou screw up and that gook

makes a sound when you’re trying to cut him, I’ll waste you both with

a twelve-gauge shell.”

We chuckled quietly to ourselves over this banter.

In the previous lighthearted exchange, we were discussing which

of us would have the opportunity to take another human being’s life.

That is a rough thought to any civilized, rational person. But, as is

often said, war is irrational. You do what you have to do to protect

yourself and your comrades, get the job done, and maybe go home
alive someday. If the enemy is in the way, you eliminate him. With

our training and the proper frame of mind, there was no mental

problem with my slicing the throat of an enemy while I was en route

to an objective. Thirty years later, I could not even kill a deer or a

duck. But this was Vietnam, where killing was the job. You didn’t

think about it, much.

It was 2:30 a.m. We had already preset the timers on the detona-

tors and would install them in the C-4, which would be wired in se-

ries—one set of two blocks wired under the hooch and another set

of four to be wired on the legs of the radio tower.

We moved into a position behind the long hooch. It was very quiet

except for the sound of snoring above us from the sleeping radio op-

erators. I smelled the cigarette being smoked by the guard, and could

see its occasional glow when he inhaled on it as he sat on the steps

of the radio hooch.John remained behind the hooch, and I moved
to the northeast corner and waited.

After standing there for nearly an hour, I heard the guard make

a sound as though he was stretching. It was 3:30 a.m. I heard him scuf-

fle about on the sandy soil and grunt as he stood up. The slight sound

of his footfalls indicated that he was walking around the hooch to-

ward me. I drew my knife with my right hand and leaned up against

the hooch. He passed by me only three feet away; so close I heard

him breathing. I took two steps in stride behind him, silent as a cat.

Grabbing him by clamping my left hand around his mouth, Ijerked

his neck back sharply to my left shoulder, shoved my left knee into

the small of his back, and cut his throat powerfully from left to right,
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through to his vertebral column. The only sound was a muffled grunt

and a gurgle. I held on to him for some seconds until I felt his mus-

cles completely relax, then I dragged him several feet under the

hooch.

John was at my shoulder as I came out from under the hooch. We
said nothing to each other, but immediately went to work setting the

charges on the beams supporting the floor. Then we both climbed

the tower. I was filled with adrenaline and breathing heavily. We
climbed easily in our tennis shoes. On reaching the first cross mem-
bers we wired up the C-4 and installed the detonator. John finished

before me and signaled me with a “S s s s t” sound. I “S s s s f’back

at him when I was finished. At that instant I activated the timer on

the detonator. Then we both climbed swiftly down from the tower

and moved over to the backside of the hooch, feeling around for the

C-4 charges under it.

Locating the detonator, John activated it, and together we
crouched behind the hooch and listened for two minutes.

John nudged me and we moved out, walking east along the tree

line of thejungle toward the beach. We passed two hooches that were

thirty feet from the tree line, forded a small, dry streambed, and

prayed we would not wake any dogs that might be sleeping under

the hooches. It was almost too easy. We moved along silently, cover-

ing about 250 yards before reaching the beach—all the time listen-

ing for any sounds around us, and listening to the sound of the smaJQ

waves washing up on the beach. There was enough moonlight to

barely see where we were going, and we finally felt soft sand under

our feet.

The detonators had been set to blow when we were well up the

beach. As we were walking in the salt water, the small waves flowed

in and washed away our footprints immediately. After progressing

about a mile up the beach—nineteen-hundred paces by my count

—

I murmured toJohn that we had covered a mile.

In a low voice he said, “I make it about twenty minutes she blows.”

We promptly headed inland toward the jungle and progressed

only ten yards before encountering so much underbrush that further

progress in the dark was impossible. Within twenty minutes of stop-

ping we heard a loud explosion—the radio hooch going up. Less
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than a minute later we heard a second explosion, signaling that the

tower had blown up. The amount of C-4 used by us was definitely

overkill; but why not use it?

It was music to our ears and we smiled to ourselves in the dark.

We were too far from the village to hear any shouts or screams; how-

ever, we commented to each other that the villagers were probably

running around yelling and screaming, trying to figure out what had

happened. It must have been a helluva rude wake-up call.

We progressed northward along the beach just over a thousand

paces, finally reaching an estuary of the Delta that was carrying mil-

lions of gallons per hour of muddy water out into the South China

Sea. This was to be our transportation to safety. We were most ready

to get the hell out of there, but I was not looking forward to the swim

ahead.



Chapter 15

Foiled Recovery and Near Death

After consuming most of our remaining rations and relaxing on the

sand for a few hours, John and I waded out into the muddy water

and manually inflated the small life belts that we had carried in our

packs. Then we slipped the life belts up under our armpits. It was

4:45 a.m.

Using the frog kick, and remaining shoulder to shoulder so as not

to lose contact in the darkness, we swam our way in a northeasterly

direction, attempting to swim out into the most swiftly flowing part

of the estuary. Unknown varieties of rotting vegetation were con-

stantly bumping into us. Broken vines twirled themselves around our

extremities. Judging by the horrible smell, the river was definitely a

cesspool of every type of discard, including human excrement and

rotted garbage. Sharks were not a concern because they would stay

well away from the mud-filled water that would surely clog their gills.

Nothing but leeches could survive in this watery trash. I tried not to

think about it, and kept my lips pursed to avoid swallowing some rare,

exotic disease-bearing amoeba or bacteria.

From aerial reconnaissance, the heavily mud-stained water was

shown to extend out for a distance of about a mile before the brack-

ish water of the estuary finally began to be absorbed by the ocean
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water and gradually became clearer. We were supposed to reach that

point by 6:15 A.M. and expected a helicopter extraction shortly

thereafter. The extraction helicopter was being supplied by an air-

craft carrier, courtesy of the U.S. Navy. The helicopter was set to come
in every morning at the same hour, beginning with our first day, un-

til we were retrieved.

Silently I dreaded the probability of sharks patrolling the area

where the water became clearer and less silted. What a helluva way

to die: bleeding to death from an unseen enemy that gnawed your

leg off at the hip and left you to bleed or be consumed, one bite at

a time, by other sharks.

John and I spoke very little to each other as we let the outgoing

tide carry us to our extraction point. Our speed slowed as we got far-

ther from the shore and the current slacked. By 6:00 A.M. we had

stopped trying to distance ourselves from the shoreline. The line of

the rising sun on the horizon was now visible to us.John pulled a flare

canister out of his pack and stuffed it into his shirt, where it could

be quickly retrieved when we spotted the helicopter.

Just before 6:30 a.m., as dawn was first breaking, we could hear the

droning ofwhat we believed was a helicopter. It was coming in from

the north of our position. Then we saw it. There was sufficient light

to use smoke to signal our position, andJohn pulled the D-ring on

the smoke end of the canister. He held it in his outstretched hand,

allowing the red smoke to drift out over the water. There was very

little breeze at that point to disperse the smoke—it hung around us

like a cloudjust above the surface of the ocean. Almost immediately

the helicopter pilots saw the smoke and turned directly toward us.

It was a wonderful feeling to see that old gray Navy H-19 heading to-

ward us. We would be safe in another ten minutes or so.

Moments later, the helicopter was hovering above and a crewman

let the horse collar down to us. The collar was fastened to a steel ca-

ble connected to a winch that was extended out from the starboard

side of the helicopter. When the collar hit the water it was closest to

John. He grabbed it, slid his arms through the opening, pulled

the collar down under his armpits, and gave a hand signal that he

was prepared to be retrieved. I remained in the rotor wash, which

splashed water all over me, and watched John take the seventy-
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five-foot ride up to the hatch on the side of the helicopter. The crew-

man reached out and placed his gloved hand around the wire as if

to guide it, andjust asJohn’s waist reached the bottom of the hatch,

the crewman pulled in on the wire, helpingJohn get a foothold on

the bottom of the hatch. Then he grabbed him by the shirt and

pulled him into the helicopter.

When John had freed himself from the collar, the crewman acti-

vated the winch, dropping the collar down to me. In normal proce-

dure I would have slung my rifle over the front side of my body be-

fore inserting myself into the collar. But I forgot to do this in my haste

and excitement until I was in the midst of putting the collar under

my armpits. Not wanting to delay the extraction for even a few more

seconds, I signaled that I was prepared to be hauled up. My Stoner

crunched into my back under the collar. I tried not to notice the pain

that it created on my ribs and shoulder blade.

I was within about twenty feet of the bottom of the helicopter when
I looked up to see how much farther I had to go. The noise of the

rotor engine was extremely loud to my unprotected ears as the

helicopter hovered above. A split second after I looked up, I saw

three-eighth-inch holes appearing in a straight line along the side of

the helicopter progressing rapidly from near the tail forward toward

the hatch. I knew instantly the holes must have come from the au-

tomatic fire of a machine gun somewhere—probably from a small

riverboat, and I did not have time to determine where the shooting

was coming from. The sound of the rotor and engine drowned out

any sound of gunfire.

The helicopter heeled to port, swinging me on the wire under the

fuselage. Then it lurched to starboard; and, as I swung out from un-

der the helicopter, still looking up, the crewman fell out of the hatch,

grabbing onto the wire with his left arm, clutching his belly with his

right hand. His hand was drenched in blood, and blood was gush-

ing out from between his fingers.

I saw the pain in his face, his open mouth trying to scream, his

eyes tightly shut, and heard him scream briefly above the roar of the

rotor engine. The toe of his boot smashed my forehead sharply at

the hairline and dragged down my nose, causing me a major shot of

pain. I thought my nose was being ripped off as I slipped out of the
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rescue collar like a piece of oiled, wet spaghetti, and fell about sixty

feet into the ocean, landing flat on my back.

For an instant, as I fell, I experienced a sense of resignation: This

is it, it is all over, I am not going to survive this mission; and I wel-

comed death as freedom from battle. My rifle dug into the flesh of

my back as I smacked the water, and I lost consciousness. Fortunately,

I had not deflated my small life belt before entering the horse col-

lar. It was still up under my arms when I regained consciousness a

few seconds later, coughing and retching salt water. The pain in my
back was intense, and the more I coughed the more the pain in-

creased. I looked around quickly for the helicopter, but it was merely

a dot (about the size of a fifty-cent piece) on the morning horizon

as it disappeared to the northeast.

Next I looked around for the source of the automatic weapons

fire. I wasjust a mile offshore and it was quite obvious that a VC boat

must have somehow sneaked up undetected, and fired on the heli-

copter as I was being hauled up. I prayed I would not see a riverboat

heading my way to finish me off. I was defenseless, and knew I would

never be able to get my rifle off my back to defend myself because

of the intense pain in my back. The slightest movement of my arms

set off waves of agonizing pain.

There were no riverboats within my 360-degree field ofvision. The

mere jostling of the light waves on the surface made me wince fre-

quently with pain, and I felt myself losing the will to survive. How long

could I survive alone in the South China Sea, a mile from shore with

the tide carrying me east, out to sea, foot by foot? I looked at my
watch and noted with dismay that the crystal had broken. Obviously

it was useless. The hands were stopped at 6:35 a.m. Then I remem-

bered how this had all begun, and I looked around for the helicopter

crewman who had knocked me out of the collar. His body was

nowhere in sight, and he was probably dead. Would his blood in the

water create a shark feeding frenzy?

As I was suspended in the water by my life belt, I contemplated

my situation and how, by some great blessing, I might be able to sur-

vive. Miraculously, the life belt air chambers had not been punctured

by my rifle and it had not deflated on impact. I would never have

been able to remain afloat, let alone swim, without that life belt. A
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second miracle: My half-filled canteen was still attached to my belt

on my left side. Painfully, I removed the canteen and took two long

swallows.

There was not much I could do except hope the Navy would send

in another rescue helicopter. Meanwhile, I continued to hope that

a VC boat would not cruise by and finish me off—or worse yet, haul

me out of the South China Sea and torture me. The pain in my back

was so intense, I probably would have told the enemy everything they

wanted to know and half of what they did not need to know. I was

physically a mess and mentally exhausted. I twitched my toes inside

my tennis shoes to assure myself that my injuries had not caused

paralysis.

I bobbed around for several minutes, searching the horizon for a

rescue aircraft. Suddenly, from the northeast, I heard the increasing

sound of a reciprocating engine aircraft. Rotating myselfaround with

my feet, I saw the equivalent of a heavenly angel; it was a venerable

AD Skyraider! The pilot was diving almost directly at me, pulling up

at about one hundred feet off the water and passing about seventy-

five yards east of my position. I tried to lift my right arm to wave, but

the pain forced it back to the water. I could not even signal my po-

sition. But as the Skyraider pilot pulled up, I believed I saw him rock

his wings. A minute later he returned, this time only fifty feet above

the ocean, and flew almost directly overhead—so close, I could see

his helmet and his face. I thought he saluted me as I looked on. Be*

neath his wings were two rocket pods and several small bombs. With

his machine guns and rockets, I knew he was loaded for bear and I

was in good hands, except perhaps for the sharks.

Soon the first Skyraider wasjoined by a second, and they set up a

circular cap above me that seemed to last a long time—at least an

hour. I relaxed in spite of the awesome pain and drank two more
gulps of water. It was a great day to be alive. Finally the sun was up
and shining on me. It is strange how circumstances can sometimes

change from totally rotten to awesomely good in a short period of

time. I was indeed blessed and almost forgot about the pain in my
nose and back. I thought that if I ever got out of this salt water, I

would never go near the ocean again. I would move to Kansas or Ok-

lahoma, where no tidal waves could ever reach me. I would gladly
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put up with the dust and drought, the frigid winters, the boring mile

upon mile of farm crops growing; but if I would never see the salt

water again, that would be sufficient. I didn’t even care to see a fresh-

water pond or lake.

John flashed into my mind’s eye, and I wondered if he had sur-

vived the machine gun shelling of the helicopter. I hoped he was

aboard an aircraft carrier just over the horizon having thick black

coffee, scrambled eggs, ham, grits, and sweet rolls. The Navy sailors

always ate well, especially those stationed on a carrier. It occurred to

me that the helicopter might not have made it back to the carrier.

What if the enemy shells had penetrated a vital fuel or hydraulic line?

I wiped that thought out ofmy mind by watching the Skyraiders con-

tinue their lazy circles just east of me.

It seemed like several hours passed; I couldn’t be sure. Two new
Skyraiders arrived and relieved the two that had arrived first. The de-

parting A-ls both flew in low over my head to check me out, waving

their wings on approach and departure. I nodded my head; however,

I suspected they could not see me move. But they could see that

my head was erect, and I prayed they would know I was still alive.

The ocean water was relatively clear now, because I could see from

the surface down to my knees. I looked around for shark fins on the

surface.

I began working to detach my rifle sling, because I felt I might be

able to reduce the pain in my back if I could release the rifle. It took

me about ten minutes before I could loosen the sling sufficiently to

get it over my head. The effort was incredibly painful. I knew I prob-

ably had some broken ribs, because it was so painful to inhale air, and

I hoped nothing was damaged internally, such as my lungs. I thought

I might have collapsed a lung. Deciding not to release my rifle, I took

a turn of the sling around my left arm. I could always hold my rifle

pointed up to improve the visibility of my position if the waves and

swells affected the view of my head bobbing on the surface—at least

I hoped this would help. I had a smoke canister in my pack, but I knew

I could not retrieve it, because it would involve too much use of my
arms—and the pain would prevent me from doing so.

Wondering why it was taking so long for the Navy to dispatch an-

other helicopter to come pick me up, it occurred to me that there



196 COVERT WARRIOR

was no way I could get myself into the collar to be extracted. I knew

the pain would cause me to pass out and wondered how I could sig-

nal that to the helicopter pilot or crewman. I decided that when the

helicopter arrived, I would put my face in the water and make every

effort to appear disabled or dead. In that way, I hoped the pilot would

quickly order the crewman to lower a wire stretcher into the water,

and perhaps have the swimmer-crewman jump in to help load me
into the stretcher.

With that decision having been made, I stuffed my Stoner between

my chest and the life belt, leaving the muzzle about twelve inches

above my head. Then I rested and drank the remaining water in my
canteen. It could not be that much longer to wait.

Sure enough, within about halfan hour after putting my rifle into

position, I heard the friendly whomp-whomp-whomp sound of the ro-

tors of a helicopter. As it came to hover above me, I didn’t look up;

rather, I dropped my face into the water, then raised it up slowly, then

dropped it back into the water. Several seconds later I saw a Navy

swimmer coming toward me in the choppy water created by the ro-

tor downwash.
“We’re here to get you, man. Are you hurt?” asked the swimmer,

yelling with his lips close to my ear.

I nodded my head but said nothing. The swimmer signaled toward

the helicopter and ten seconds later a chicken-wire stretcher ap-

peared at the end of the cable. The swimmer removed my treasured

Stoner and my backpack, dropping them into the depths. Then, skill-

fully, he dove with the foot end of the stretcher, carrying it down
to my feet. He wrapped a stretcher strap around my ankles, and

surfaced next to me, supporting me under the arms. I let out a yell

of pain.

On the swimmer’s signal, the crewman in the helicopter activated

the winch that took up the cable slack, and the swimmer guided my
upper body into the stretcher and buckled another strap across my
chest while the stretcher bobbedjust on the surface of the water. The
swimmer signaled the crewman to take me up. The swimmer was left

in the water. As I was taken up, I caught a glimpse of the Skyraiders

passing low between us and the shoreline, continuing to guard

against any VC boat that might have a chance to fire on us. Seconds
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later, the helicopter crewman pulled the stretcher and me into the

cabin while another crewman let off on the winch to give enough

slack in the cable to allow this to be accomplished.

The crewman quickly unclipped the stretcher from the cable,

shackled on the horse collar, and dropped it down to retrieve the

swimmer. While this was being done, the cabin crewman knelt down,

covered me with a blanket, and put his mouth next to my ear.

“Where are you hurt, sir?”

“My back is broken up. No open wounds. Need some morphine

quickly,” I responded. “Lotsa pain, need morphine now.”

The crewman scrambled forward to the cockpit, and I assumed

he wanted the pilots to radio back to the aircraft carrier my request

for morphine. Several minutes later, as the helicopter was headed

out to sea, the request was granted, probably by a doctor on the car-

rier, and the crewman plugged me with a syringe of morphine. A
great peace and comfort came over me within less than ten seconds,

and I went to sleep immediately in spite of the crewman’s efforts to

keep me awake. The last thing I remembered was the crewman at-

taching an oxygen mask to my face.

I awoke very briefly as the roar of the rotor engine increased and

we hover-landed on the carrier. Then I was vaguely aware of being

transported in the stretcher to the carrier’s sick bay. On arrival I was

transferred to a gurney and rolled into a brightly lit examining room
where two orderlies, using blunt tipped scissors, proceeded to cut off

my black pajamas. As this process was nearly completed, three Navy

physicians gathered around me. I was offered water through a flex-

ible straw and I drank deeply. After several minutes of questions and

answers about how my injury had occurred, the oldest physician or-

dered X rays from the base of my skull to the base of my spine. He
also issued an order to the X-ray technician to treat my case as a bro-

ken back, which probably meant that I should be moved tenderly.

Six men, including the corpsmen, placed their hands under my body

and lifted me from the stretcher, putting me back onto the gurney.

I was still painless from the morphine, a bit groggy at this point, and

preferred just to take a nap rather than be put through a set of cer-

vical, thoracic, lumbar, and sacral X rays. Three corpsmen prepared

to lift me onto the X-ray table.
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“Hold it, men. I want at least five men to lift me to the X-ray table.

I don’t want my body to bend even half an inch or you may cut my
spinal cord. Don’t try it. Get some more men in here.”

I was surprised at the vehemence of my order to the corpsmen,

wondering where I had summoned the strength to raise my voice.

Anyway, it worked, because two more orderlies appeared, and I was

moved to the table without bending my spine. Rolling me over on

my chest was quite painful. The morphine was wearing off already.

The X-ray equipment buzzed as they took four X rays from my neck

to my butt; then two more ofmy front rib cage. After placing me back

on the gurney, I told one of the men to tell the doctors I was going

to need some more morphine in a few minutes and to have it stand-

ing by. As they rolled me to a holding room, I wondered if they had

sterilized me with all the X rays taken.

Fifteen minutes later I was rolled into another room, used for an-

alyzing X rays, which was darkened except for several backlighted

screens on one side of the room. The physicians were putting the

developed X rays up on the screens. They began at my neck and ex-

amined each vertebra and disk carefully. These X rays were followed

by two thoracic shots. Even to my untrained eye I could see the ribs

on my left side did not have the same balanced alignment as those

on my right side.

“Okay. We have two ribs fractured here and possibly a third green

bone fracture here. These two are pressing on the left lung, but.it

does not appear that there is a puncture—-just some minor bleed-

ing,” said one of the doctors.

“Look at this lumbar shot.”

From my vantage point I could see the broken ribs. In addition,

I clearly saw that two transverse processes on the left side of two of

the lumbar vertebrae were snapped off and hanging.

Pointing with his finger, one of the doctors commented matter-

of-factly, “Okay, we have two lumbar processes broken, possibly ex-

posing nerve ganglions here and here. It appears we probably have

compressed disks, here and here.”

This was followed by some technical medical discussion among the

doctors before they turned to speak with me.

‘Young fellow, it appears you have some broken ribs, which will
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heal in a month or so. You’ll have to be careful in your movements

so these do not puncture your lung. But you also have two com-

pressed disks, and two lumbar processes that are broken downward,

possibly exposing some nerve ganglions. Now, you told us you re-

member hitting the water flat on your back?”

‘Yes, sir,” I replied.

“Well, the strange thing we see here is that your ribs are broken

inward, but your lumbar processes are broken downward. If the lum-

bar processes had broken inward, we might expect some paralysis,

which you don’t seem to have.”

“No paralysis, sir.”

“Well, even with your rifle being mashed between you and your

impact with the water, it is difficult to understand how the ribs were

broken inward and the lumbar processes were broken off downward.

Is it possible you have had two separate accidents?”

“Hell, sir, I’ve been knocking my body around a whole lot for the

past several months. You learn to live with the pain. I can’t be sure

if I hit my back hard enough in another incident prior to getting

knocked out of the horse collar this morning. By the way, sir, I un-

derstand the chow aboard a carrier is pretty decent. I haven’t had a

square meal in several days. Since I don’t have any major holes in

me where the food I eat would pass through, how’s about ordering

me up some baked armadillo steak, grits, broccoli, and sweet whole

milk? Some morphine would be fine for dessert.”

The doctors roared with laughter and ordered me some food from

the mess deck. Then they got those serious looks on their faces again.

“We’re going to let you eat some chow now, and then we will have

to see whether we need to put you in traction. We will examine the

X rays further and make that determination. Meanwhile, we want you

to remain flat on your back. That will make it tough to eat, but that’s

the way it will be until we get finished reviewing the X rays.”

Before they rolled me out, I asked, “Do any of you know how my
partner, John Schneider, is doing? He was onboard the first heli-

copter that took automatic fire. I guess that helicopter came from

this ship?”

The doctors looked at each other and then gazed downward. I

knew without pressing that the worst had happened.
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“The helicopter was pretty badly shot up. The pilot was killed

along with the crewman who is presumed dead—the one who fell

out and hit you on the cable. The copilot and your friend were

both wounded. The copilot was losing blood from his wounds as he

flew inbound, and he lost it about two miles out from our deck. The

helicopter went into the ocean from one thousand feet of altitude

and sank before our rescue helo could get out there. There were no

survivors.”

My best friend in FRAM 16 was dead. I could not deal with it right

now. It was as if someone stuck a dagger in my heart. In a pleading

voice I asked again for more morphine. But the doctors agreed that

I should be on Demerol, which is far less potent than morphine, just

to see if I could handle the pain level without resorting to more mor-

phine. Having never had Demerol, I could only hope it was as satis-

fying as morphine. It wasn’t. I needed something to help me over

the loss ofJohn.

For the first time in my adult life I had to be fed by someone else.

An orderly sat on the edge of my bed and spooned me some mushy
meatloaf, green beans (overcooked, of course), and mashed pota-

toes. The galley was out of fresh milk, and I refused to drink the

canned stuff, which tasted like it had been laced with boat varnish.

I drank orange juice through a straw instead.

By the time I had finished the meal the Demerol had taken effect,

but it did not diminish the mental pain at the loss ofJohn. Fond
memories of him floated in my brain. Though the physical pain had

decreased only slightly, I still managed to fall asleep very quickly and

slept for about seven hours. When I woke up, I pressed the “call but-

ton,” asking the orderly who answered the call for a bedpan. Defe-

cating in a bedpan while lying fat on your back is a lousy experience.

I should not elaborate. After sipping two cups ofwater, I slept for an-

other six hours.

A doctor woke me about 7:00 a.m.

“We have decided to get you over to Clark Air Force Base for fur-

ther evaluation and treatment, my friend. They have an available bed

or two, and are much better suited for treating injuries to the spine.

You will be better off there than anywhere else right now. So we’ll

get you on a S2F COD (Carrier Onboard Delivery) flight, shoot you
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off this bucket, and get you out of the combat zone and into the land

of beautiful female nurses and other neuromedical types.”

“When do I leave?” I asked.

‘You’ll load on the hangar deck in about an hour and a half,” the

doctor replied. “We’re going to put you in a traction harness so the

effects of the catapult shot will not hurt as much. Regardless ofwhat

we do, you may feel ajolt of pain from the cat shot, but we hope there

will be no damage to your spine or the nerve ganglions. Meanwhile,

we’ll order you up some breakfast, then give you some more De-

merol. We’ll gather up your gear and get you aboard. Is there any-

thing more I can do for you?”

“No, sir. But . .
.”

“What is it, fella?”

“Was there no chance of recovering my teammate’s body from the

wreckage of the helicopter? I mean, isn’t there some way?”

“Afraid not,” said the doctor. “I imagine that helicopter went down
in very deep water. We’ve been told that our rescue helicopter re-

ported no bodies and no debris from the crash site. I know it is re-

ally tough on you, but he’s gone now.”

I sobbed. The doctor left me to my tears. My tears were of anger,

sorrow, and helplessness. There was nothing at all I could do. I would

have to contact his parents by telephone from Clark. They would

probably have already received one of those terrible telegrams, de-

livered by a uniformed military officer, that stated he was “missing

and presumed dead.”

At 7:30 a.m. one of the doctors and five orderlies came in and

transferred me to a padded stretcher. They installed the traction

equipment at either end of the stretcher and stretched me out. It was

very uncomfortable. Then they issued me four Demerol pills in a pill

jar, covered me with a gray woolen blanket, slid my X rays under the

blanket, and started me on myjourney to Clark.

Amid stacks of mailbags and boxes that were tied down with ny-

lon straps, the orderlies loaded me into the reciprocating twin-en-

gine S2F. The crewman aboard the plane checked the straps that an-

chored me in, then told me he would dispense the Demerol as

needed during the flight. He closed the side hatch and buckled him-

self into ajump seat behind the cockpit. The S2F was then rolled over
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to a port side elevator to be brought up to the flight deck. When the

elevator stopped, I heard the reciprocating engines start. They

sounded like a large Model-T Ford starting up; coughs and wheezes,

then a catch, followed by a roar and vibration. We taxied forward to-

ward the catapult after the pilots had gone through the preflight

checklist and engine run-ups. I could not see anything outside the

aircraft. The traction equipment completely limited my movement.

I could move only my arms and eyeballs.

The pilot taxied the plane into position for the cat shot. The crew-

man shouted to me over the roar of the engines.

“All set, sir?”

I didn’t respond. There was no use in my trying to shout. Within

three seconds we were airborne. I felt only a slight amount of pain,

mostly discomfort from the traction equipment, especially on my
neck. Several minutes after takeoff, the crewman came over to me
and kneeled down beside me. He removed his crash helmet and

asked if I was okay. I told him I was fine, no pain, but that I needed

him to loosen up the neck halter of the traction device. Hesitating

for a moment, he let off on the click winch two notches. It felt much
better. He suggested I wave my arm in the air if I needed anything.

Sleeping most of the way to Clark was the best method of not hav-

ing to deal with the recent events and my condition. I really was not

particularly concerned that I might not fully recover. Those thoughts

did not occupy my mind. But, when awake, I mournedJohn and rhy

other teammates who would never go home.

My thoughts also turned to the fact that once recovered, I would

never return to combat. I had done my time in service. I had been

fortunate to live through it, and I would use my “impaired physical

condition” to get me out for good. Someone else could take my place

in that godawful war. I was going home.

I slept on and offfor the several hours it took to reach Clark. When
the engine pitch changed, I awoke. My ears began to pop, which

meant we were changing altitude. The crewman came back and said

we’d be on the ground in about ten minutes. He asked if I thought

it would be best if he tightened up the head harness on the traction

device again. I agreed and spent the remaining time in that un-

comfortable stretched condition. The pilot put the aircraft down with
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three minor tire squeaks, which is unusual for carrier pilots, who are

used to cutting powerjust over the deck, then letting the aircraft slam

onto the deck to catch one of the arresting wires . . . known as a con-

trolled crash landing.

I thanked the crewman and pilots, and was quickly unloaded into

a waiting gray ambulance, then was taken to the Clark Air Force Base

Hospital.

As we drove along, I thought about the events of the past twenty-

four hours and suddenly realized that I did not even know the name
of the aircraft carrier to which I had been taken by the rescue heli-

copter. It didn’t really matter, but it would have been nice to have

known.

John was dead! And that still hurt far more than my back. I was

consumed with anger and sorrow. We had become very close com-

rades.



Chapter 16

Hospital Recovery

The other bed in my hospital room was behind closed draperies. I

guessed someone was laying there, recovering from something.

This was the beginning ofmy six-week physical recovery from that

free fall from the helicopter into the South China Sea. As I was be-

ing settled into the hospital bed by the orderlies and a nurse, I quickly

developed feelings of safety and well-being. For so many months I

had lived on life’s knife edge. It was the absence of that way of life

that made me superaware of the security I was finally enjoying.

I was greeted twenty minutes after my arrival by two young Air

Force physicians, one an orthopedic surgeon, the other a general sur-

geon. They had reviewed my X rays, which I had carried with me
from the aircraft carrier. They illustrated to me, using their hands,

that two of the discs in my vertebrae appeared to be pinched and

were slightly bulging, probably as a result of my fall into the water

from the helo. They prescribed extended traction to see if this

would solve the disc problem. My ribs had multiple small breaks and

should heal quickly. But the Clark doctors, like the aircraft carrier

doctors, expressed particular concern over the two broken transverse

processes in the lumbar section of my back. They ordered more X
rays to decide if the position of the bones endangered any of my
nerve ganglions.
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With perplexed looks on their faces, the surgeons asked me to re-

count the fall from the helo. I explained in great detail the event that

took less than three seconds from the time the crewman hit me as

he fell from the helo until I struck the water on my back. My rifle

had been slung across my back, and was obviously the cause of the

diagonal bruise that traversed my body from above my left hip to my
right shoulder blade. This had caused or contributed to the broken

ribs; however, it did not explain how my transverse processes were

broken in a downward position while my ribs were broken inward,

toward my lungs.

I tried to recall anything else that would aid the perplexed doc-

tors in to understanding what had transpired. Once again, I men-

tally rolled back through several missions in which I had sustained

various injuries until I finally recalled an incident several months ear-

lier, in Soc Trang, where I had been working out on a makeshift chin-

ning bar, doing chin-ups as part of my exercise regimen. The chin-

ning bar, installed about eight feet above the concrete floor of the

Quonset hut, had broken loose as I strained to finish the last chin-

up. For some reason I had brought my knees up against my chest as

I strained in this last effort, and my foot hit the wall opposite the bar.

When the bar broke loose from its moorings between the exposed

rafters, I fell with my back hitting the concrete floor. The pain in my
back was almost instantaneous, and I recalled feeling very foolish that

something like that could have happened to me. I quietly groaned

at every movement ofmy back for at least a month after this incident,

and eventually, with the help of aspirin and some painkillers, I man-

aged to cope with the pain. In fact, I had forgotten about it alto-

gether. I told no one about the incident.

As I was transferred to a gurney and rolled down the hallways to

the X-ray area I finally comprehended the serious comments of the

doctors concerning the dangerous condition of my back. I feared

that if I moved my torso in the wrong direction, even slightly, the

lumbar processes might cut into the ganglions. Here I was, finally

out of harm’s way in Southeast Asia, no more bullets, no more clay-

more mines, no more enemy soldiers. But one wrong move and I

might become instantly paralyzed, at least partially. The fear height-

ened when the two X-ray technicians moved over to the gurney

and got ready to lift my six-foot-two-inch, 1 75-pound frame onto the
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X-ray table. The same situation occurred as when I was on the air-

craft carrier.

“No! No!” I shouted. The X-ray techs stood back in surprise at my
warning shout. “YouTl need four men to move me,” I said. “If the two

of you guys try to move me, you might cause further spinal injury.

Get some other men in here and move me very carefully. NOW!” I

ordered them with as much authority as I could muster.

Shortly, four techs were in place, and after some discussion be-

tween them as to how I was to be lifted, they moved me from the

gurney onto the X-ray table, with the care of a treasured antique

dresser. The X-ray table was ice cold on my bare skin, but frankly I

was glad that I could even feel the cold. I tested the use of my legs

and toes and was reassured to know I still had full sensitivity. My
fear of further movement remained. This time only three X rays

were taken, each requiring me to move painfully into a different po-

sition with the assistance of the technicians. When the X rays were

developed a few minutes later, the radiologist was summoned to the

X-ray room.

After further reviewing my X rays, the radiologist supervised the

techs in placing my torso in two other positions for more X rays. I

felt strong pain in my back. After being returned to my hospital bed,

I demanded a shot of morphine to relieve the pain. A male nurse

came in five minutes later and administered the much needed gift

of painlessness. Shortly thereafter, the orderlies, supervised by. a

physician, set up my head-to-foot traction unit, leaving me relatively

immobilized except for my arms. Then I slept for about two hours.

When I awoke I could hear a low mumbling ofwords from the di-

rection of the adjacent bed. Constrained by the traction system, I ro-

tated my eyeballs to the edges of their sockets in order to see if the

draperies were still pulled around the other bed. I was curious about

what was happening to the person in the adjacent bed. The male

voice continued in muted words. I listened carefully. The words

sounded like the incantations of a man praying softly. This was con-

firmed by an Amen.

A nurse entered to see about my level of pain and to check the

traction system. I told her that the pain was under control but that

they should be on standby for more morphine when I needed it. She
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replied that the doctors wanted to wean me from morphine and get

me on Demerol again.

“No,” I pleaded innocently. “I’m really enjoying this morphine;

tell the doctors to wean me very slowly because I am addicted to

the stuff.”

The nurse chuckled quietly. I laughed aloud and experienced a

sharp twinge of pain, which diminished shortly.

It was early evening. I began to fall asleep again. I slept intermit-

tently. The traction gear was most uncomfortable, bordering on

claustrophobic. Nurses would come in from time to time, peer at me
in the dim light, and ask if I needed anything. An adorable blonde,

blue-eyed Air Force nurse came in with my dinner and liquids. I in-

stantly fell in love. She asked if I needed help eating. The sound of

her voice melted me like butter in a hot skillet.

I said, “Honey, if you’ll feed me, I’ll give you a diamond ring!”

She laughed and said she’d feed me if I behaved myself. Her name
was Sally, and this was to be her last day at the hospital. Her thirteen-

month overseas tour was up, and she was headed home to her par-

ents in Columbus, Ohio, in two days. I was heartbroken.

I watched the sunlight through the blinds as morning arrived. Dur-

ing the night I had heard the person in the bed next to me moan
softly, twice. It concerned me. Nurses had checked him from time to

time behind the drawn privacy curtains, but they never spoke. I

guessed my roommate was out of it . .

.

maybe in a coma. I wondered

about him, but for some reason I refrained from asking the nurses

about my roommate. A doctor whom I had not seen before came in

with a stethoscope around his neck, stepped inside the draperies, said

nothing to my roommate, and left a few minutes later, nodding po-

litely to me in the dimmed light as he passed by the foot of my bed.

About 7:30 A.M., as I lay there half-awake wondering when I had

eaten last, a man in an Air Force uniform walked into the room. He
acknowledged me with a slight smile and a nod, saying only, “Good

morning, young man, how are you feeling?”

I grunted something in groggy reply. Then he parted the draperies

beside the other bed. After about five minutes he stepped out from

behind the draperies, closed them, walked to the side ofmy bed, and
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looked at me with a somber face. From the two embroidered gold

crosses on the ends of the white scarf draped around his neck, I re-

alized he was an Air Force chaplian.

“Hello,” I said more cheerfully. “How’s it going?” The chaplian

walked over and stood beside my bed.

“I’m okay, fella. What is your story?” the chaplian asked kindly,

moving to the foot of my bed where I could see him more easily.

“Well, I busted up my back in ’Nam and they’re trying to patch

me up here. Say, what’s the story with my roommate over there? I

keep seeing folks going in and out past the draperies. Can you pull

the drapes and let us chat a while, or is he in rough shape?”

The chaplian replied in a very low tone, “I am afraid your room-

mate won’t make it. She is in a coma and the doctors don’t give her

much of a chance. She has severe brain, liver, and kidney damage

from gunshot wounds and ajeep accident in Vietnam, outside Long
Binh.”

The chaplian cleared his throat. “She is a young Army nurse. She

had been over there only two weeks when a MASH convoy in which

she was riding was hit by an enemy ambush. She was one of fourteen

medical types hit.”

I was dumbfounded and felt angry. Ijust couldn’t fathom that an

American woman had been hit by enemy gunfire. Women. What
were they doing in harm’s way? This wasn’t some macho-chauvinist

reaction of mine; Ijust felt as though women ought to be protected

from bullets, mines, and bombs. At the same time I felt guilty. Here

was a woman all shot up, probably going to die from complications,

and here I was, on the road to healing. Tears came to my eyes as I

stared at the chaplian. I heard her moan deeply. She seemed to be

trying to cough. The chaplian pushed my call button and in a mo-
ment a nurse appeared. The next moan, more like a gurgle, was

quite loud. Then there were several gurgling sounds. The nurse

drew back the draperies and stood by her bedside. Because of my
traction gear I was unable to turn my head and see what was hap-

pening. The chaplian joined the nurse by the woman’s bed. Then
it was quiet for a few minutes as the nurse stood there by her bed,

not doing or saying anything. Then there came a gurgling sound,

which came at intervals. Then quiet. I could not see the girl’s face.



Hospital Recovery 209

The nurse stepped back, removed her stethoscope, and slowly

closed the draperies. She turned and looked solemnly at the chap-

lian, shaking her head, as if to say, “No. She’s gone to be with God.”

“I’m afraid she’s gone, sir,” she said with a bit of a catch in her

throat as she spoke. “I’ll notify her doctor.”

I was speechless, and very sad.

“Why?” I shouted within. “What for?”

Death had come to my teammates and so many other men. It was

always a wrenching emotional depression for me when I heard of or

saw the death of a buddy or fellow American that I knew. In order

to counter the remorseful feelings after such events, I had often con-

soled myself by thinking that while a life had just ended tragically, a

new life was beginning for that person. It was beginning in a place

far better than the one they had on earth. This, I reminded myself,

is a transitory life; and while life is to be cherished, it is also a pro-

cess that must be experienced in preparation for the life hereafter.

Even with these thoughts, I was unsatisfied that a young nurse had

died at the hands of the enemy—right next to me. I was angry. Very

angry. And I had no way to vent that anger. To yell or throw things

against the wall was, for the time being, beyond my capacity as I lay

there in traction.

About 30 minutes passed when a nurse opened the door of my
hospital room. There was a man dressed in a blue oxford shirt, open

at the neck, standing in the doorway. With my limited eye mobility,

I could not turn to see his face clearly. The nurse said a few words to

the man as she stepped aside and let him pass by. As he approached

the foot of my bed, I recognized Bill.

In a loud voice, ignoring the presence of the chaplain, Bill said,

“Well, now, look at the old goldbricker, living the life of Riley in the

hospital! When ya coming back to work, man? How are ya feeling,

Big Guy? Hear you busted up your back a little.”

The timing of Bill’s visit could not have been worse. The chaplain

excused himself and left the room as Bill approached and sat down
on the wooden chair beside my bed.

“What do you want, Bill?” I mumbled with calculated, casual dis-

interest.
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“Well, that’s a fine greeting from the Great One! I just boondog-

gled my way all the way over here from ’Nam to see firsthand how
you were doing, and you ask me what I want? Is it pretty rough go-

ing for you? ... I mean the healing bit?

I replied, “Look, Bill, I’m not in the mood for rah-rah stuff. Ifyou

are here to do a status report on me for the Company, just tell ’em

I’ve got another two months of traction and rehab, then I’m out. Got

that? Out!” I shouted, wincing in pain.

“Well, Big Guy, we need you back as soon as you are able,” Bill said

after a pause. ‘You did a helluva perfectjob taking out that VC ra-

dio tower with of John. I was sorry to hear we lost him during the

extraction . . . and we almost lost you too. I feel real bad aboutJohn.

Great guy. Sure glad you made it. But I didn’t come here to discuss

when you’d be ready to come back and help us. We just want you to

concentrate on getting better, then get yourselfback into good phys-

ical shape, and we’ll figure out what we are going to do with you when
you are ready. Some great assignment will come up and you’ll han-

dle it the way you always have.”

“Now, Bill, you look me straight in the eye and listen carefully to

what I’m going to say. I want the truth.John is dead. Most of the oth-

ers are dead. How many out of the original sixteen team members
are alive? I want the truth, man!” I demanded with quiet ferocity.

After a lengthy pause, Bill said, “Well, we sent Robert Gomez on

to Bethesda Naval Hospital some months ago. He’s in pretty bad

shape from a claymore mine. You remember that. He oughta be

down in Miami with his parents in another month.”

I growled, ‘You didn’t answer my question, Bill. How many? An-

swer me!”

Soberly, Bill said, “Well, the answer is that you are the only one

left over here. We’ve lost fourteen of the team over the last eighteen

months or so. But Robert, as I said, is hospitalized and he’s alive.

Some of the others you already knew about. Others you may not

know about because you’ve been working different operations. But

you have your whole life ahead of you now, Big Guy, and there’s a

spot for you with us. You might really enjoy working in the covert sec-

tion. . . . Great guys working in that area, and the pay is real good;

much better than the average grad four or five years out of college.
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Or you could come back to Saigon with me, and we’ll work some-

thing out for you. You ought to expect to make about twenty thou-

sand dollars a year to start. That’s a helluva lot of dough!”

The door opened and a doctor came in, walked past my bed, and

stepped between the drapes that surrounded the dead nurse’s bed.

Seconds later he reappeared, removing his stethoscope. He said

nothing, and departed through the door.

I was quiet for a moment. Then, looking back at Bill, I said, “Look,

I want you to hear me loud and clear on this. Years ago my dad would

tell me, ‘Every man has a basic obligation to his country. You do your

time.’ So I did my time. I get nothing out of this time except the

knowledge that I did ajob and did it damn well! My friends are dead,

except Robert, who’ll probably never walk or take a bowel movement
by himself again. There is nothing to discuss between you and me,

Bill. I’m out of this deal, and that is final.”

The door to my room opened again and two orderlies with a gur-

ney came in. They rolled the gurney around the far side of the dead

nurse’s bed, and I could hear the draperies being opened fully on

that side, followed by the rustling of sheets.

“What’s going on over there?” Bill asked in a hushed voice.

“Oh, that’s just another victim of Vietnam. ... A young female

nurse ... all shot up, dead, going home to Mom and Dad in a cof-

fin with her name and address printed on the outside,” I responded.

They rolled the nurse’s body out, draped in a white sheet, proba-

bly heading to the morgue. Bill and I didn’t speak for a couple of

minutes. He paced back and forth, stroking his chin, deep in

thought.

“Listen,” said Bill, “you’ve been through a helluva lot. We know
it. It’s been tough. I’ll do some things here in the Philippines for a

few days, then get back here again and we’ll visit for a while. Then
I’ve got to get back to work. I hope you will have changed your mind

about things. Okay? Think about it, Big Guy.”

“No, Bill,” I said. “I don’t want you to come back. Just tell your peo-

ple I’m washed up and want out on a medical discharge. I’ve done

the job, and I refuse to go back to Vietnam or be a part of the Com-

pany anymore. I do not want a job with the CIA in any form. I’m

through, and that’s final. Finished. Find someone else to do your
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work. Nothing will make me change my mind. I want you to make

arrangements for me to get discharged from this outfit; get my pay

and my transportation back to Florida. I want your word that you will

get this done before you leave here for Saigon. The only direction I

am headed out of here is east!”

“Well,” said Bill, “we’ll have to go through the debriefing process

at some point, make sure you know what you can talk about in pub-

lic and what stays secret. But think about it. With your talent and ex-

perience you could make a whale of a lot of dough if you stay with

the Company, earn a nice government retirement, live happily ever

after. But ifyou are so foolish as to want to get out, then get out. We
don’t want any guys around who aren’t Company men.”

‘Yeah,” I said. “I was a team player. My team is dead. Sacrificed for

the cause, whatever the ‘cause’ is. I don’t even want to stand on the

sidelines and call plays for the rest of the game now. I want out of

the freakin’ stadium. You make the arrangements now, Bill, and for-

get the debriefing crap. I ain’t talking to nobody about nothing! Any-

way, there’s nothing I know that could benefit anyone if I did talk.”

Bill came over to the bedside, extended his hand. I shook it.

He smiled at me and simply said, “Good luck, Big Guy,” and left

without further words.

It was a difficult parting for me. Bill and I had become friends over

the last several months. But at that point in the hospital I was writ-

ing him off. It was a tough day for me.
%

Being in traction is miserable. In fact there is nothing in this world

more boring than lying in a hospital bed, staring at the ceiling, watch-

ing lousy Filipino television, having to use urinals and bedpans, and

with nurses checking in on you every forty-five minutes or so. I read

a few books; however, my arms quickly became tired from holding

the books up in my line of sight. The food . . . well, it was hospital

food.

The new nurse who came in to feed me was not particularly at-

tractive and, at age thirty-two, she was old in my opinion. I was twenty-

four.

The orthopedic surgeon assigned to my case tried on several oc-

casions to get me to talk about my experiences in Southeast Asia, but
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I was unwilling to go into any detail. I just didn’t care to relive my
expeditions, triumphs, and failings. But when alone with my
thoughts, particularly when asleep, my recollections were vivid with

detail, sound, and color. Automatic weapon gunfire would roar in

my ear; bombs from close air support would explode me awake; and

,

wounded men would scream in agony in the darkness ofmy dreams.

I would see the tension-filled faces of the enemy being shot or cut

with my own weapons. A hundred times I felt the salt spray in my face

as I fell from the helicopter. It was as if Satan himselfwas out to drive

me mad. I thrashed and hollered aloud in my sleep, to the conster-

nation of the nurses in the hospital. I often woke myself with self-

inflicted pain from thrashing.

The confines of the traction gear around my head and neck of-

ten caused me to feel as though I was in the stranglehold of an un-

seen enemy. Because of my nighttime thrashing in bed, my doctor

thought I should be protected from myself at night. He ordered arm,

leg, and torso restraints. This caused me greater stress. The only test

I failed in my early training was the metal box test for claustropho-

bia used at the Coronado Escape and Evasion School. To this day,

nearly thirty years later, I cannot abide being tightly confined. Since

leaving Southeast Asia, various foolish accidents have caused me to

break my left kneecap, right tibia, and right wrist. In each case the

orthopedic surgeons would read the X rays and prescribe a plaster

cast to immobilize the limb. In each case, claustrophobia set in within

a few hours and I went after the cast with a knife, cutting it off and

freeing myself. Then I wrapped the limb in several elastic Ace ban-

dages. The bandages effectively immobilized my limb; however, psy-

chologically I knew I could free myself by removing the bandages,

which seemed to assuage my claustrophobic reaction. Still now, my
ever-present, deep-seated fear is that I would get into an accident re-

quiring more plaster casts. I have told my wife in serious discussions

many times that if I am ever put in a cast, I must be heavily sedated

until the cast is removed. Being totally confined drives me toward in-

sanity and is my true Achilles’ heel.

In the hospital, after two nights of being more fully restrained, I

refused to let the nurse tie me down. An orderly was brought in to

do the deed, and I advised him that if he attempted to restrain me
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he would be in the O.R. (operating room) undergoing surgery for

multiple compound fractures and torn flesh in the region of his pri-

vate parts. He reached for my right wrist somewhat tentatively, and

I quickly immobilized him, bringing him nearly to his knees with a

shrill scream of pain as I grabbed a nerve pressure point on the top

of his hand, and pressed it with all my strength, without mercy. The

nurse helped the orderly to his feet and together they verbally

threatened me, saying they would have the doctor in to authorize an

injection that would slow me down. I wasn’t afraid; I was angry.

When the duty doctor arrived thirty minutes later, he barged into

the room with the nurse and the orderly. He shouted and lectured

me that I had no right to act like a savage in the hospital, that I was

being restrained for my own protection and healing. I listened to the

berating for a few minutes and held up my hand in an appeal for si-

lence. Asking the nurse and orderly to leave, using my kindest voice,

I explained to the doctor my problem with claustrophobia. He lis-

tened and did not comment. They did not restrain me further. An-

other battle was won.

The following morning, a senior staff Air Force psychiatrist came

in and sat down on a chair beside my bed. On his inquiry I explained

my problem with claustrophobia in moderate tones, and added my
complete understanding of the rationale behind their desire to re-

strain me.

I said, “Doctor, please try to understand. I cannot allow myself to

be restrained, regardless of the probability that I may injure myself

during my nightmares. I will do more physical and mental damage

to myself if restrained than if not restrained.” He probed further to

learn why I had this problem, but I had no answers from my child-

hood experiences to satisfy his queries.

The psychiatrist was a cool fellow, and I had many long talks with

him in the following weeks about my feelings and my patrols in

Southeast Asia. I never had much faith or confidence in psychiatrists

and psychologists. I felt that their’s was an inexact science, and my
father (a well-regarded surgeon) had frequently made scornful re-

marks about their profession. In retrospect, I sincerely believe that

I suffered no post-traumatic stress syndrome, so common to other

Vietnam veterans, in part because of the time this fine doctor spent

with me.
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He made me aware that I could only diminish myself by wallow-

ing in past transgressions and fears. In times alone, I realized that in

my more monstrous, ghastly, and lethal experiences of the war,

there were no witnesses, no accusers, just the power of my own con-

science to deal with. Gradually I began to talk openly with this doc-

tor about the details ofmy experiences. This seemed to relieve a great

deal ofmy inner stress. But the most influential reliefcame from one

of the many simple techniques suggested to me by this doctor.

In one of our sessions he counseled that rather than trying to for-

get the past, I might try working toward developing the mind-set that

the guy who went through those horrid encounters was someone

else; someone whom my mind could visualize going through com-

bat experiences; someone with whom I could relate, but was not re-

lated. That person carried out the orders of his superiors for the war

cause, for the safety and preservation of friendly forces, and espe-

cially for his teammates.

Later in my life a friend, who is also a psychiatrist, suggested to

me that the advice I had been given by the Air Force psychiatrist

would not help most patients because it allowed the patient to avoid

dealing directly with the problems of the past. I disagreed.

Because war is irrational, it frequently renders reason impotent,

I concluded in my hospital bed. However, every attempt must be

made to rationalize one’s covert, murderous actions in war. If ma-

nipulating one’s own mind, as suggested by the Air Force psychia-

trist, helps in the rationalization process, then it should be pursued.

It worked well for me. There is no way to amputate the past, but there

are ways to deal with it in the future, and I found the best way

for me.

Two weeks after Bill left my room, I received a thick package in

the typical government manila envelope, delivered by courier. The

contents were most interesting. First, there were multiple copies of

U.S. Navy orders in which I was referenced with the U.S. Navy rank

of “Lieutenant,junior grade.” In essence, the orders stated that upon

my release from the Clark Air Force Base hospital, I was to proceed,

with priority boarding privilege, via government aircraft to Travis Air

Force Base in California. I was to transfer via government surface

transport to Treasure Island Naval Station, near San Francisco, and

present my orders to the Treasure Island Officer of the Day in
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preparation for discharge from the U.S. Navy. I was authorized to re-

ceive the standard military National Defense Service Medal, which

was given to any American who served in the Armed Forces. Then
there was a U.S. government check forjust more than $1,800 to cover

my last month’s pay. The final document in the envelope was my
government authorization to fly coach via commercial airline, to my
home in Florida.

Bill had obviously done what I had asked him to do. He had not

returned for the debriefing, and I never heard from him again.

On the standard military form, DD 214, it was indicated that my
last duty station was Sangley Point Naval Air Station, a small facility

located across Manila Bay from the city of Manila in the Philippines.

I was being detached as Top Secret Control Officer and as Mess Trea-

surer from the Naval Air Station. The dates of my service were indi-

cated, but incorrectly. There was even a form signed by the com-

manding officer of the base containing an officer’s evaluation and

fitness report . . . which was excellent. The orders and forms looked

legitimate and in order, as did the other forms included in the en-

velope . . . except that it was all fabricated. It was part of the reverse

“sheep-dip,” and I was briefly amused at the lengths to which the

Company would go to cover my activities over the last eighteen

months or so.

With the help of the psychiatrist, I held down any depression and

quelled my anger by concentrating on the fact that I knew how much
FRAM 16 had accomplished. I knew that our deeds often were car-

ried out under the highest levels of risk to our lives, and we needed

no medals to validate ourselves.

It was over now, and I was going to get on with the rest of my life.

That guy who performed some incredible feats, cheated death from

time to time, and saved many lives, could be proud within himself.



Chapter 17

The Return Home

On 24January 1967, 1 boarded an Air Force C-135 at Clark Air Force

Base for the first leg ofmy trip home. The doctors had indicated their

satisfaction with the condition of my spinal discs, but admonished

me to avoid lifting heavy objects for another twelve months, and to

avoid strenuous or contact sports. I was given a written regimen of

exercises to strengthen my back muscles. I have never since experi-

enced any problems relating to my broken transverse processes.

Showing my orders to the boarding officer at the terminal desk,

I was called to board the aircraft with very senior ranking officers.

The C-135, an equivalent to the commercial Boeing 707, modified

for military use, was a four-engine jet aircraft, with a normal seating

capacity of approximately two hundred. The rows of six seats, divided

by a center aisle, faced aft. There were no windows in the passenger

compartment. I sat in an aisle seat next to an Army general, while

across the aisle sat a Navy admiral. Our seats were one-third of the

way back from the entry door. Because of military rank, we would be

first to disembark when we landed—except that officially I ranked

as an 0-2, near the bottom of the officer ranks.

I was dressed in standard camouflage fatigues, starched, creased,

and rather snappy-looking, I thought. There were no unit recogni-
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tion patches or rank insignia attached to my uniform. I was “traveling

light,” so to speak, carrying only a dop kit containing a toothbrush,

soap, deodorant, shaving gear, and pain pills. These were the sum

total of my earthly possessions, except about fifteen thousand dol-

lar’s worth of unused pay in my Florida savings account. That was a

lot of money in those days.

We climbed into our aft-facing seats, fastened our seat belts, and

waited for the engine start-ups. After settling in my seat, I noted a

heavy webbed cargo net strung across the aft inside area of the air-

craft. It was strung left to right and from the ceiling to the floor. Be-

tween the webbing I could see a stack from ceiling to floor of alu-

minum boxes with handles on the ends. There must have been

fifteen or twenty boxes back there. Each had small black lettering

stenciled on the end. It was difficult to see behind the webbing, and

I could not discern what I was looking at. “Shit!” exclaimed the tall

general sitting beside me.

I looked at him in surprise, since there was nothing readily ap-

parent that would have caused him to use the expletive. He, too, was

looking aft toward the cargo net and aluminum boxes.

“Those are coffins back there, and we have to sit here for the next

twenty hours or so looking at those things filled with American lads

killed in action!”

I momentarily felt sick to my stomach. There were probably more
coffins in the cargo space below. A lump of sorrow grew in my throat

as I looked at the seatback in front of me. The aisle was still filled

with military personnel, stuffing small bags into the overhead racks,

laughing among their friends. They were going back to the world

aboard their “Freedom Bird.” So was I. And so were those bodies of

dead men and perhaps women, packed unceremoniously and cold

in those metal boxes. Reaching into my chest pocket, I retrieved a

Valium and a sleeping pill, swallowing them without the aid of liq-

uid. I didn’t think I could bear looking at the austere scenery and

reminders of the past stacked in front of me. I preferred to check

out for a while.

Before I could fall asleep, the general asked, “What branch of ser-

vice are you in, young man?”

“I was attached to MACV Special Operations Group, sir,” I mum-
bled back without looking at him, and keeping my eyes shut.
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“Oh, do you work for the CIA? Were you flying for Air America?”

he asked, obviously trying to start up a conversation.

“No, sir,” I said. “I was in military ops and long-range recon, in-

telligence, that sort of thing.”

“Well, I’ll be damned. I wondered why you had no markings on

your camos there. Then you were in the field for a while?”

He paused, waiting for me to reply. I was feeling the effects of the

drugs.

‘Yes, sir.” I was rapidly slipping under a haze of sleep. “Sir,” I said,

slurring, “I just got out of the hospital at Clark and I’m . .

That’s the last I remember saying until we slammed down on the

tarmac in Guam.

My back was very sore when I woke up. I swallowed a Demerol for

pain, one offour I had been issued at the hospital for the return trip,

just in case I needed them. We had some time to kill while the air-

craft was cleaned and refueled. By the time I reached the top of the

ladder to disembark, I was approaching la-la land from the Demerol;

I had an enormous sense of well-being, free of pain.

I easily understood why so many people became drug addicts. The

absence of pain was one thing, but the other feelings were like none

I had ever experienced before in my life. It was obvious to me why

certain drugs could become addictive; but I never took up the habit.

After consuming two hamburgers with lettuce, tomato, mayo, cat-

sup, and mustard (no onion)
,
and a large vanilla milk shake, I found

a seat in the Guam terminal and waited for the takeoff on the next

leg of the trip. An hour later we were called for reboarding, and sev-

eral waiting soldiers cheered and clapped their hands. This was the

second leg to CONUS, and the soldiers were excited.

Taking my seat again, I put my mind on “ignore” as best I could

and buried myself in a paperback novel for the long haul to Barbers

Point Naval Air Station, Hawaii. This time I was seated next to an

Army major who had exchanged seats with the general. The general

probably preferred to sit next to someone nearer his rank, and some-

one who would talk to him—which I was not inclined to do. The ma-

jor reeked of cheap, sweet-smelling shaving lotion. I could not ever

recall an officer who wore shaving lotion while in uniform. I recog-

nized the aroma of Old Spice from my school days, when I wore it

during the summer because my girlfriend liked the smell.
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The major was a talker. First he started a conversation with his seat-

mate to his left about some colonel in Vietnam who had given him

a rough time at the headquarters of some military group in Saigon.

From the conversation I overheard, it was obvious he was a “REMF
(rear echelon motherfucker) which is what those of us engaged in

combat called the officers and men who worked in supply, logistics,

and other specialties far from combat.

Both men seemed to know the same colonel. I was not the least

interested. An hour after takeoff the major turned his head toward

me, and with breath that smelled ofboiled hot dogs and two-day-old

onions, said, “What’s your story, fella?”

Not wanting to discuss my activities in Vietnam with this desk

jockey who smelled like a barbershop delicatessen, I told him I was

a newspaper reporter for the Miami Herald. I told him we were work-

ing on a story concerning homosexuality and drug addiction un-

dermining the readiness of our military forces in Vietnam. I fully an-

ticipated that the major would pursue the conversation in order to

learn what I had found through my investigation, and I was prepared

to spin an awesome yarn.

Rather than pursue it, the major simply said “Oh.” That was the

last he spoke to me for the remainder of the flight to Hawaii. I chuck-

led to myself and continued to read, eat, and sleep.

We landed at Barbers Point on the Hawaiian island of Oahu
around 4:00 a.m. The night air was fresh; a light wind was blowing,

carrying the wonderful smells of plumeria and carnations. It brought

back memories of when my father was stationed in Hawaii and our

family had lived there for eighteen months when I was ten and eleven

years old.

Figuring about an eight-hour time difference between Hawaii and

Florida, I dropped a coin in a pay telephone in the terminal and

called home, collect. My call was picked up on the second ring and

the operator cleared the reversed charges.

“Mom?” I said. “It’s your wayward son, calling to let you know that

I am in Hawaii now, heading shortly for San Francisco, and I’ll be

home in about five days after I muster out of this fraternity Ijoined.”

Mom was conspicuously silent for a moment. “Is it true? Are you

really coming home? Are you safe? I can’t believe it!”
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She began to cry a little and choked out, “Here, talk to Dad, I can’t

talk right now.”

Dad got on the phone. “Hey, Big Shot! Kill any Communist gooks

over there?!” he asked, laughing as if it were ajoke.

That really bugged me. While I was in the hospital I had five con-

versations with my parents and had managed to write them three let-

ters. Neither knew of the details of my military activities. But I was

irked at my father’s question. I was looking forward to going home
for a while and then starting to job hunt. But when my father asked

me that question, I suddenly withdrew into myself. I didn’t want to

talk about it. What I had been doing over there was no one’s busi-

ness but mine.

So I simply responded, “Might have hit a few, Dad. I don’t want

to discuss that stuff now, or ever. I’ll be home in about five days. I’m

at Barbers Point, near Honolulu. They’re boarding my flight now for

Travis. I’ll call you in a couple of days and let you know my itinerary.

Okay?”

“Okay,” my father replied soberly. “We’re really looking forward

to seeing you. We’ll have a big ‘Welcome Home’ party for you shortly

after you get here, and we’ll invite all your friends.”

“No, Dad! I just want to come home, relax, go fishing, sit on the

beach, take walks, and reenter civilization again very slowly. It’s been

rough, Dad. You know what I mean. I’m not going to be in the mood
for a party or anything social for a while.”

“What ever you say, Son. You take care of your back, and we’ll lis-

ten for your call in a couple of days. We’re proud ofyou and we love

you. Come home.”

“Okay,” I said. “It’ll be a few more days, and we’ll be together.

Good-bye, Dad.” I hung up the telephone, feeling a bit upset by the

call. Did my father think I’d been out for a walk in the park?

I was hungry then, and walked over to the terminal gee-dunk

(small cafeteria) and ordered two half-pound hamburgers (all the

way, hold the onions), a large order of French fries, and a large

vanilla shake. I ate by myself, trying not to think about anything in

particular and not wanting to engage in conversation, just enjoying

good, fresh food; no C rations or hospital chow.

As the sun came up over the mountains of central Oahu, I walked
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outdoors to enjoy the morning, its peace and tranquility. We were

very near Pearl Harbor, and I recalled the many film clips I had seen

of theJapanese attack on our soldiers and sailors, moored ships, and

parked aircraft. I was born six months after that fateful Sunday morn-

ing of 7 December 1941. Fleetingly I recalled the deaths of thousands

of men and women by the weapons of the Japanese, the horror of

fires from bomb explosions, of machine guns, and torpedo blasts.

Trying to visualize that attack, I wondered why our government,

which knew full well of theJapanese military buildup, could have al-

lowed our armed forces to be so unprepared for that devastating at-

tack. Where were the air patrols? Where was the command and con-

trol with the radar early warning system? We were caught napping!

At 8:00 a.m. we boarded the C-135 for the final leg to California.

Because there were no passenger windows in the aircraft I could not

see the beautiful view of Oahu from the air.

The flight lasted about five hours and we landed at Travis Air Force

Base in the mid-afternoon (with the west to east time change). I re-

trieved my dop kit from beneath my seat and followed the senior of-

ficers to the head of the ladder. I felt the chilly blast ofJanuary air

blowing through the open door of the plane. It was quite a change

for me. Inside the terminal I asked for directions to the Treasure Is-

land Naval Station and was directed to a Navy bus for the short trip.

After check-in at the Bachelor Officer’s Quarters (BOQ)
,
using my

orders as ID, I reported to the duty officer for the base.

The duty officer looked over my orders carefully, then looked up
and said, “I don’t get it, Lieutenant. You are being detached from

the Naval Air Station Sangley Point and you are going to muster out

here? Why did they send you here? Why didn ’t you muster out in the

Philippines at Sangley? We have no provision to hold a mustering-

out ceremony here, except maybe once a month!”

“Well, sir,” I said. “I don’t know all the inner workings of these

things. I sure don’t need a ceremony to muster out! I’m just follow-

ing my orders. I don’t want to go through any ceremony, sir. I just

want to get on back to my home in Florida.”

“Okay,” said the duty officer. “This is rather irregular, and I don’t

understand what’s going on. I’ll check this out with the base com-
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mander, and he’ll probably tell me to call BUPERS (Bureau of Per-

sonnel) to confirm that we are to have you sign final papers and

muster out here. I’ve never seen anything like this before. One more
question, Lieutenant—why are you wearing camo fatigues with no

rank or insignia? Let me see your Navy ID card.”

Of course I had no ID card, no dog tags, no way of identifying who
I was, except my orders. That was an interesting predicament, so I

made up a story.

“Well, you see, sir, I was in an off-dutyjeepney accident in Cavite

City, outside Sangley Point in the Philippines, and was transported

by medevac to Clark Air Force Base for treatment and recuperation.

I was at Clark for two months, and while in the hospital, my military

tour of duty obligation was completed. They whipped me up a set of

detachment orders at Sangley and shipped them up to Clark. When
I was released from the hospital, I hopped on the first plane for the

States. In the accident, I lost my wallet containing my ID, and I left

my Navy uniforms and dog tags behind at the BOQ at Sangley when
I was flown to the hospital at Clark. But you have my detachment or-

ders there in the envelope.”

I was very proud of myself for coming up with this story for the

duty officer so quickly. He seemed to buy it and suggested I get in

touch with him around noon the next day. He wanted to discuss it

with the commanding officer. He then called the BOQ and autho-

rized a room for me.

Heading for the officer’s club, I was looking forward to a nice cold

beer, a huge steak, baked potato, fresh garden salad, and maybe a

piece of cheesecake with black coffee. I walked into the small O-Club

and over to the maitre d’s stand.

The civilian maitre d’ looked me up and down, and said, “Sir, you

are not properly attired. In the evenings we require either the uni-

form of the day or a jacket and tie.”

Frustration started to well up in me. But I decided there was no

future in making an issue of the matter. I was hungry. I rationalized

that the maitre d’ was just doing hisjob and following O-Club regu-

lations, so I said nothing, did an about-face, and walked out to the

curb. Two sailors were walking by, and I asked directions to the en-

listed men’s club. They gave me directions, I found the building, no
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questions were asked, and I enjoyed the beer, steak, potato, salad,

and apple pie (no cheesecake available), and probably paid about

half what I would have paid at the O-Club. Then I walked back to

the BOQ and caught a good night’s sleep.

At 8:00 A.M., my phone rang. It was the new duty officer calling.

“Lieutenant, the base commander wants us to issue you a new ID

card, and he wants you to go over to the PX and purchase or borrow

a dress-blue officer’s uniform. Then you are to join a small muster-

ing-out ceremony day after tomorrow.”

Remaining as calm as I could, I said, “Sir, I need to see the base

commander immediately. There are some things he is not aware of,

which I think will help clear up this matter and get me on my way.”

“Well, Lieutenant, the captain is pretty tied up today; I’ll see what

I can do for you. Frankly, if you are mustering out of the Navy, I see

no reason for you to spend the money to purchase a uniform, have

it altered, shine your shoes, and . . . well, you see the point, I’m sure.”

‘Yes,” I said. “And if the captain will see me, I think I can save that

money and a lot of time.”

Four hours later I was in the base commander’s office. This time

I decided to tell my siory and not lie to the commanding officer

about being in an jeepney accident. I briefly explained who I was,

that I had been attached to MACV and was being detached from ser-

vice by the CIA and the U.S. Navy.

There was one big hurdle here. I had no way of proving my idern

tity. I carried orders, but I could have knocked off some Navy lieu-

tenant and picked up his orders—and now was on a Navy base try-

ing to get mustered out of the Navy so I could get a free trip home!

When I had completed my background story, the captain raised

his bushy eyebrows, paused, and finally said, “Well, young man,

you’re the first of your kind I have run across. Why didn’t you just

tell the duty officer this yesterday? I’m not going to ask you any more
questions—most ofwhich I’m sure you wouldn’t want to answer any-

way. But I need to verify your story somehow. When that’s done, I

want you to get a military ID card. Then we’ll get you vouchers for

civilian air transportation back to your home. No need to buy a uni-

form now, but we probably ought to get you a silver bar insignia for

lieutenant to wear on your collar points. Then you will at least look
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like a member of the U.S. armed forces. Now then, tell me how to

verify you are who you say you are.”

“Well, sir,” I said, “as far as anyone is concerned I’m nobody, but

I’m trying to reenter the ranks of real people, trying to become
‘somebody.’”

I thought for a moment. I had never had personal contact with

anyone who worked at CIA headquarters in Washington. I couldn’t

immediately recall the names of my instructors at Pensacola, nor

could I expect them to still be there. I had no friends in California

that I could recall. Moreover, I had no idea how to get in touch with

Bill Dunn.

Suddenly I remembered something Bill had written in a short note

attached to my orders.

“Ifyou ever have any problems, call the CIA at Langley in Virginia

and tell the operator you need to speak with the First Baseman for

Vietnam.”

I suggested this to the base commander, who promptly had his ad-

ministrative yeoman put through a call for him. I stood by the tele-

phone extension next to the worn leather sofa in his office.

A few minutes later the yeoman knocked, entered, and said he had

a CIA operator at Langley on the line. The base commander picked

up the phone, and I simultaneously picked up the extension.

‘Yes, I need to speak with the First Baseman for Vietnam,” I said

nervously.

“Moment, please,” said the operator.

Seconds later, “First Baseman-Vietnam here,” said a nasal, bari-

tone voice.

I gave him my full name, the FRAM 16 group to which I’d been

attached in Vietnam, and quickly related to him my problem and

what I was trying to accomplish. I also told him the Treasure Island

commanding officer was on the line with me.

The First Baseman replied, “Hold a minute,” and put us on hold.

We waited for about five minutes and the First Baseman returned

to the line.

“Okay. We can do one of two things. We can have them fingerprint

you there, then send the figureprints to us for verification and clear

your identity up from that. Or I can ask you some questions that prob-
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ably only you would know the answers to. Ifyou answer correctly, then

the base commander can, if he wishes, have your ID card issued, get

you the travel vouchers, and you can move on. Which would you pre-

fer, Captain?” he asked the base commander.

“Well, if we do the fingerprint thing, it will take us several more

days with the mail and all. I’d like to see this boy get home. Why don’t

you go ahead and ask him some of your questions.”

“Okay. I’m getting this out of your file here,” the First Baseman

said to me.

“What college did you graduate from?”

I told him.

“What is your father’s full name?”

I answered.

“What was the name of your CIA case officer in Vietnam?” I gave

him Bill’s full name.

“Okay, what does FRAM 16 stand for?”

I responded, “FRAM is not an acronym for anything, we were told.

The T6’ part perhaps refers to the original number of men on my
team. We were divided up into two teams of five, one team of six.”

He paused for a minute and I could hear him flipping pages.

“Okay, now what is the name of the man on your team who was

killed in action when you were being extracted from your last mis-

sion, the one in which you were injured?

I was very surprised and wondered how such information could

already be in my file. I surmised that Bill had filed a report on me
and sent it in to the CIA. He probably mentioned John’s name in

that report.

I answered the question, “John Schneider.”

“All right, Captain,” the First Baseman said to the base comman-
der. “I’m satisfied we have the right man, if that’s enough for you.”

“That’s fine with me,” he said. “We’ll get the temporary ID card

issued to this man and get him out of here as quickly as possible.

Thank you for your assistance.”

The captain hung up the telephone, smiled at me, and said, “Well,

young man, let’s get you moving. I’ll have my yeoman escort you

around and get you some J.G. bars for your collar, then get the pic-

ture ID card issued. We’ll pull together your final discharge papers

and not bother with any ceremony. Then we’ll get the travel vouch-



The Return Home 227

ers for you so you’ll be set to fly commercial, and you can hit the road.

Is there anything else we can do for you?”

I thanked the base commander and briefly apologized for the con-

fusion. It was nearly 5:00 p.m. when we got the tasks completed. I

opted to stay in the BOQfor one more night and have another meal

at the enlisted men’s club (since I still had an improper uniform for

the O-club) . The sight of round-eyed American girls accompanying

the sailors at the club reminded me I had plenty to look forward to.

On return to the BOQ, I called Eastern Airlines and made a plane

reservation for the next morning.

Stretching out on my bed in the BOQ, I called home and alerted

my father as to my time of arrival at Miami International Airport.

Fourteen and a half hours later, I left Treasure Island in a taxi for

San Francisco Airport and the final leg home.

As I walked down the gangway of the Eastern Airlines plane, and

as my feet touched Florida pavement, I had an urge to grandstand

a bit by kneeling down and kissing the concrete. But I managed to

summon my cool and avoided making such a symbolic scene. I had

a growing feeling of elation as I walked into the terminal. I was safe

now. I was home. I was twenty-four years old and had my life ahead

of me.

I tried not to be emotional as my mother let out a shriek ofjoy

and rushed past people toward me. She grabbed me in a bear hug,

which caused me some pain in my back, but I said nothing about it.

My father and sister were also there to greet me. We hugged, cried,

and generally made a scene in the airport for a couple of minutes.

Some people in the busy terminal stared at the reunion. Some
smiled. Others looked bewildered.

My father finally took command of the situation, and said, “Okay,

let’s get out to the baggage claim, pick up your gear, and get this show

on the road.”

“Ah, Dad,” I said. “I don’t have any gear. Just my dop kit and my
orders. That’s it.”

My father, always the jokester, said, “You mean you didn’t get to

bring home any souvenirs like a North Vietnamese flag, your K-bar

knife, some photos ... or how about a Vietcong ear?”

My mother was aghast at the suggestion that her wonderful son
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would bring home a body part from an enemy soldier. She quietly

berated my father for this.

Refusing to take the comment seriously, I just laughed and said,

“No, Dad, I’m sorry to disappoint you. The ear began to smell in the

hospital at Clark. A nurse discovered it in my room by following her

nose, and took it to the body-parts incinerator.”

My father laughed heartily while my mother and sisterjust scowled

at us as though we both were crazy.

I arrived home to champagne, a sirlon steak cooked medium-rare

on the charcoal grill, my favorite mashed potatoes with green peas

mixed in, and two pieces of homemade Key Lime pie. I was in bed

by 9:30 p.m. that night, exhausted.

The next morning I was up at first light. While the rest of the fam-

ily slept, I left a note in the kitchen, and I went for a walk on the

nearby beach. I was alone with my thoughts, watching the sun seep

over the horizon, safe from the enemy, and trying to deal with all my
feelings.

As simple as it sounds, it was great to be alive. I walked along the

beach, looked at the small waves from the Atlantic Ocean hitting the

beach, and after a while sat down on the sand and talked to God

—

perhaps really for the first time.

I prayed and wept a little. I remembered my teammates. I saw each

of their faces clearly, and I could hear their laughter and voices. I

asked God to hold them close to him and to forgive them their sins

and transgressions. I didn’t know much about God. I really didn’t

know how to pray to Him. I asked for peace and comfort now that

He had brought me home safely. I asked Him to forgive me for the

mortal sins I had committed in the war, and I asked Him to show me
what He wanted me to do from then on. I took the liberty of telling

Him I didn’t think I’d make a good preacher.

He responded over time by giving me a lovely wife, magnificent

children, a good career in business, a fine home, money in the bank,

and good health.

I am blessed indeed.
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After convalescing for several weeks at Clark Air Force Base in the

Philippines, I found little difficulty relaxing at my family’s home in

Florida. I was struck by the dichotomy ofmy life at the time: coming

out of a searing and traumatic combat situation on the other side of

the world into an idyllic setting among the Florida palm trees, my
family, and Americans who gossiped about their social lives and their

latest shopping sprees. But the transition back to “normal” life was

not without problems for me. I dealt for a while with a mental tur-

moil that was debilitating for me. I retained considerable sadness

over the loss of my friends in Southeast Asia, and there was likely

some guilt sustaining my melancholy feelings. Why had I survived

when the others had not? Did they risk more than I had risked? Had
I held back? Were their lives any more on the line than mine? Should

I have risked more? I should not feel ashamed that I survived, but

the thought persists to a degree in my brain even to this day.

There was no one person then in whom I could comfortably con-

fide my thoughts. I chose not to join any Vietnam veterans groups;

however, I often thought about finding a priest, psychiatrist, or per-

haps a friend who would listen to me ramble on, and ask questions.

Instead I pushed these thoughts into remote compartments of my
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brain and refused to deal with them. This is why this writing has been

somewhat of a catharsis for me. It aided me in dealing with feelings

of guilt and regret, and to place them into a somewhat rational per-

spective. Also, the intensity of my sadness over friends lost has di-

minished with the passing of time, but will never be entirely elimi-

nated. In 1974, and again in 1983, I tried to write about my
experiences in Southeast Asia. On both occasions I found such writ-

ing to be too painful for me; hence, I threw my notes away, and

stuffed my thoughts and feelings back into their compartments.

I experienced very few nightmares or flashbacks of my service.

When these did occur, I was usually overtired from my day’s activi-

ties. My strongest recollection of nightmares was the sound of auto-

matic weapons fire close by as I lay asleep. I would awaken with great

fear and panic. The first time this happened, I was at home in a dark

bedroom. I recall three occasions when the sound of automatic fire

erupted loudly in my dreams. Each time, I rolled out of my bed, lay

on the floor, and listened for the source while thrashing about with

my hands and arms trying to find my weapon. After the third oc-

currence, I determined I should sleep with a nightlight on to permit

immediate orientation when I awoke from a nightmare. That helped.

On return from Vietnam, I married a fine lady, and we had a son

who has been a greatjoy to me ever since. Unfortunately, we divorced

after several years of marriage, and I remained single for three years

before remarrying. My marvelous second wife has given us two chil-

dren, ofwhom I am extremely proud, and who have given me great

happiness and never-ending support. I am proud to be classified now
as a “family man,” because clearly my family is the most important

thing in my life, above all else.

I have made my living as a consultant and financier in the real es-

tate field, primarily with respect to the lodging industry. My experi-

ence in Southeast Asia has been ofno benefit to my business life, and

I cannot adequately define the impact, if any, it has had on me as a

person and on my personal relationships. Simply stated, I have long

reflected on my service as having been an important and difficult

obligation in the course of an otherwise normal life. The Vietnam

chapter ofmy life is long past, and I only look ahead to the new chap-

ters being written. Unlike a few who have suffered varying degrees
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of post-traumatic stress syndrome from their combat experiences, I

got on comfortably with my life in the civilian workforce immediately

after my return home.

I have enjoyed my life, and tried to be a good husband, father, and

provider. With the completion of this book, I feel that whatever

wounds or damage the war did to me are healed.
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Vietnamese, Viet Cong, and Pathet Lao forces

in their backyards, often far from the killing fields

of South Vietnam.

Covert Warrior relates some of the most daring

feats of combat ever described in print. One mis-

sion found Smith and his five-man team in Laos,

sent to observe enemy troop movement when
they stumbled upon a POW camp holding

downed American fliers. In a superbly orchestrat-

ed attack, Smith, armed with his Stoner machine

gun, and his team members ambushed the enemy

guards, freed the POWs, and helicoptered them to

safety and freedom courtesy of Air America.

Even more remarkable is the edge-of-your-seat

story of being parachuted—alone—into southern

China. The mission: determine the origin of sur-

face-to-air missiles (SAMs) that are shooting

down U.S. warplanes attacking North Vietnam.

Miraculously, Smith survived to tell the tale.

Covert Warrior is perhaps the most remarkable

memoir to come out of the Vietnam War.

In 1967 Warner Smith returned to civilian life fol-

lowing his service in the Navy and the CIA. He
currently works in the field of real estate invest-

ment and finance. Smith lives in the southeastern

United States with his family.

Printed in the USA

Lynn

Smith



U The CIA created and trained its

own small teams and military

operatives for reconnaissance and

covert operations in areas

important to their needs in Laos

and Cambodia. FRAM 16,

my team, was in my opinion

one of the best.

To the rest of the world FRAM 16

did not exist. I believe that what

we accomplished was sometimes

incredible, but its still largely

unknown by the American public

and military. I have never read or

heard any mention of our team,

its missions, or results.

But the North Vietnamese

and Viet Cong knew

who we were.
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