PROLOGUE

A Hard Day at Tam Ky

21 May 1969 is a brural day for Delta Company, It is our first, heavy combat at
Tam Ky. An estimated 100 disciplined North Vietnamese Army (NVA) soldicrs
wait quietly and patiently in concealed, fortified bunkers, holding their fire. Their
bunkers are expertly positioned and camouflaged in heavy brush, unseen from
air or ground. Approaching troopers of the 101st Airborne are unaware of their
F‘[’ESCHC‘C.

The overgrown, football ficld-sized bunker complex rises several feer above the
surrounding long-abandoned dry rice paddies. Like an emerald island, the enemy
fortification looks serene and beautiful against a sea of brown dirt under a brilliant
blue sky. Lare in the morning, an already hot, broiling tropical sun climbs higher
overhead. Our 2nd Platoon of 30 combat-experienced troopers cautiously crosses
the open 50 m of sun-hardened ground. Once safely across, the platoon enters part
way into the thick brush and stops pending further orders.

Jungle fatigues already soaked and dark with swea, the soldiers welcome a shorr
break. A sharp-eyed young soldier in the lead squad sees what may be an old bunker
immediately to his front. In the past five days, dozens of such bunkers have been
found withour incident. Given permission by his platoon leader to clear the bunker,
the soldier approaches in a low crouch, hand grenade in his right hand, M-16 rifle
in his lefr.

Five meters from the bunker, an enemy AK-47 fires two sudden bursts of fve
7.62 mm rounds. The soldier is hit, violently slammed to the ground by the
sledgehammer blows of several rounds. Bleeding and in pain, he somchow holds
on w his gn:n‘ddf: and rifle. L}"ing on his back, cral:ufﬂg his rifle in one arm, he pulls
the pin and throws the grenade into the small open firing port of the bunker. The
ear-shattering violent explosion startles everyone. In the deathly quiet thar follows,
eyes and ears of friend and foe are now anxiously alerr. Both know their enemy is
at hand.

Hearing the enemy rifle fire and explosion, platoon sergeant, Sergeant Firse
Class (SFC) Pedro Rios, instinctively knows his young soldier is in trouble. Rios
immediately moves toward the soldier’s position, approaching in a low crouch. An
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enemy sniper positioned in a tree above the bunker sees Rios, shoots, and instancly
kills him. The wounded soldier Rios sought to help returns fire and kills che sniper.
Again, all is silent.

SEC Rios, age 40, is Delta Company’s most experienced senior sergeant. With
20 years of Army service, he is both father figure and mentor to his platoon's
young soldiers. All are in their first or second year in the Army. Rios is loved and
respected by his men. Their crusty sergeant cared for them as sons. They knew, if
need be, he would give his all on their behalf. Today, he did. Rios is also father
of three young children. His wife expects his return home in three short months.
SHL'”}’ 'H]'If.i 11'|'|CK|'.|L‘CFCd|.}", I'H_" "l.'-"i” Come hnmc SO0ONCr 1o !:H'_‘ mnllrnr_‘d ﬂnd hllrif_‘d I'J}"
his grieving family.

This is Delta Company’s introduction to a herce day of combar at Tam Ky. A
long. seemingly endless day with high casualties. Today is only a prelude of things
to come. No one yet knows a longer, more grueling ten-day bautle on Hill 376 is
just days away. The soldiers of "Never Quit” Delta Company will live up to their
name. They will fight understrength along with their sister companies with increased
casualtics and loss of leaders, under harsh bardeficld conditions. On “the Hill,” after
many setbacks, a new “Never Quit” commander will lead them to victory.



INTRODUCTION

Into the Fray

*Courage above all things is the first quality of a warrior."—Carl Von Clausewitz

An Untold Story About Infantrymen

Courage Under Fire is the untold story of Delta Company, 1st Batalion, 501st
Infantry Regiment at Tam Ky during Operarion Lamar Plain. It is a true tale of
infantry soldiers in combat who live up to their “Never Quit” matto. An infantry
company of young soldiers, many not long out of high school, with the US Army's
hardest job—fighting as infantrymen on an unfamiliar batdlefield far from home. In
their late teens and early twenties, they are a mix of draftees and volunteers. Excepr
for their current company commander, CPT Bobby Begley and SFC Rias, all are
first-termers on their initial Army enlistment. Most arrived in Vietnam with less
than a year of vraining and service.

Bartle weary after 26 days of continuous combat at Tam Ky withour a break,
much reduced in numbers by casualties, they do more than hang on. They fight
a decisive battle on Hill 376 against a tough and determined enemy under a new
company commander, CPT Leland Roy. They are courageous young infantrymen
in an unpopular war. Men who will carry memorics of combar at Tam Ky the rest
of their lives. Some good, some bad, many troubling. Some withheld even from
family. They will forever remember those who didn't malee it—honored fellow soldiers
known only to these men, their families, and friends who loved them.

Bardleficld conditions facing these young soldiers surprise many. Replacements are
few as casualries multiply, including loss of junior officers and experienced enlisted
leaders. They fight as frondine soldiers bearing the brunt of high-level political
decisions adversely affecting their circumstances. Without wavering, they faithfully
do their duty despite danger and death. It is a story of tough combat and tougher
men, courageous soldiers upholding the US Army’s Infantry’s long, honorable lineage.
Men worthy of the infantry’s memarable battle cry, “Follow Me.”
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Background

‘The year 1969 is a turning point in the Vietnam War, The number of US military
in Viernam hits an all-time high of 549,500. US casualries in 1968 were the highest
yer, 16,899 killed in action. Casualty rares in early 1969 begin to surpass 1968. Toral
war dead is now over 31,000 with more than 200,000 wounded. The American
public is tiring of the seemingly endless war and its heavy casualties.

[n late 1968, President Nixon is elected on his campaign promise to end the war.
US national media and war protests are increasing strident demands to scop the
war. Five days after Nixon is sworn in as president, he sends negoriators to Paris to
begin dirccr peace talks with North Vietnam. Fase-climbing US casualries are a top
concern for the new administration, more so for families sending soldiers to war,

In May 1969, sensitivity o staggering US casualtics gers much worse, The 1015t
Airborne Division, the storied “Screaming Eagles” of World War I1, fights two
major batdes. Each begins less than a week apart separated by 100 miles. This is
the renowned 101st Airborne Division, known by an older generation for its valor
in Normandy on >-Day and later in the Bartle of the Bulge at Bastogne, Belgium.
It is the same 101st introduced in 2001 to a new generation by the popular HBO
World War I series Band of Brothers.

Today, few know the seven-year history of the 101st in Vietnam. The Screaming
Eagles suffer nearly 20,000 casualties killed and wounded, twice their 9,328 WW11
casualties. They fight in Vietnam from 1965 to 1972, a period much longer than
their valiant one-year service in WWII (from 6 June 1944 o 8 May 1945). Their
Vietnam service exceeds the entire six years of WWII (1939-1945). In Vietnam,
19 101st soldiers receive the Medal of Honor, most posthumously.

The 1st Brigade of the 101st is the first of the divisions units to deploy to Vietnam,
arriving in July 1965, and is one of the US Army’s first combat brigades to join the
war. The rest of the division, including the 2nd and 3rd Brigades, arrive in Vietnam
in December 1967 in the largest and longest airlift to date directly from the US
to a combat zone. Despite its early arrival in Vietnam, the 101st is the last combat
division to leave Vietnam in 1972,

In just over 30 days during May and June 1969, the 101st suffers its highest
casualties in the Viernam War, the direct result of two major operations. One becomes
well known and famous, the other is undisclosed and hidden for straregic political
and military reasons. The first, Operation Apache Snow fought by the 3rd Brigade,
is better known as the “Bartle of Hamburger Hill.” The second, Operation Lamar
Plain, fought by the 1st Brigade, is hardly known at all and is now mostly forgotren.

Hamburger Hill—A Familiar First Bartde

The term “bartle” is used here in a general sense. The Battle of Hamburger Hill is
not the official name for the combat on Dong Ap Bia. The official US Army name
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Casualty Table 1: Two Intense 10715t Baudes

Operation KIA WA MIA Total Remarks
Apache Swour 73 5306 7 621 Source: The 1015t
Sed Brigade, 1015t Operaiional Repore
(Hamburger Hill) Sor Period Ending 31
10 May—7 June 1969 Jrely 1969 dated 9
December 1964, See
fribeliopripiny

Lamar Plain™* 120 404 1 325 Soserce: Coffelr

1st Brigade, 101st Darabase and Official

(Tam Ky} US Army Casualty

15 May—13 August 1969 Fecords. A devailed
acrounting of Lamar
Plain’t casuatties is
Jound in Chapter 20.

Tostal 198 G 8 1,146

*Most casualties occurred in the firsr 12 days of Apeche Snow, 10-21 May 1969
**Most casualties oceurred in the first 28 days of Lamar Plair, 15 May-12 June 1969

is Operation Apache Snow. Similarly, the later reference to Operation Lamar Plain
as a “sccond battle” is not made in a technical sense. As a matter of official policy,
the US Army in Vietnam preferred to use the term “operation” instead of “bartdle.”
However, “bartle” is widely and informally used in and out of the Army and it is
used in thar sense here.

“Hamburger Hill” was the central battle of Operation Apache Snow. It was fought
primarily on Dong Ap Bia, the mounrain the Vietnamese call “The Crouching
Beast.” On military maps ic’s simply Hill 937, the number designating its height
in meters. Operation Apache Snow is unfortunately first known by its negative press
accounts. The 1980 film Haméburger Hill and later the 18-hour 2017 documentary
The Vietnam War by Ken Burns and Lynn Novick add to the battle’s notoriety.

‘The personal courage of the young soldicrs who foughr the batde was initially
downplayed or overlooked. It is unfortunate thar Viernam War movies too often
portray infantry soldiers who fought in the jungles, coastal plains, and mountains as
victims or pawns in the lost cause of an ill-advised war. Thar inaccurare description
is a grave disservice to the hundreds of thousands of soldiers who answered their
nation’s call and faichfully fought in combar in which tens of thousands died.

"The 3rd Brigade, 101st Airborne Division (supported by the Marines” 3rd Division
and several batalions from the Army of South Vietnam) bravely fights the 11-day
Baule of Hamburger Hill. Most of its US casualties occur from 10-21 May 1969,
though Operation Apache Snow continues for 28 days until 7 June. The battle is the 3rd
Brigade’s “most intense and brutal conflice” since its December 1967 arrival in Viernam.?



With the battle raging, on 14 May newly elected President Nixon makes his first,
national, television address announcing his new war policy and its key tener: “We
have ruled out attempting to impose a purely military solution on the bardefield.™
Unforrunately, the barde underway on Hill 937 seems to openly contradict Nixon’s
just proclaimed, bur not yet implemented, policy. In the baule, the NVAs 29¢h
Regiment is decimared with 630 enemy soldiers killed. An unknown, much larger
number are wounded. US casualries are high. Bur much less than the enemy: 78
killed, 536 wounded, and 7 missing, a total of 621 casualties. Major General Melvin
Z.ais, 1015t commander, aptly calls the battle a “tremendous gallant victory” and by
military measures, he is right.

Burt outside Vietnam, and particularly in Washingron DC, the general’s words
fall on deaf ears. Media reports filed in Saigon and amplified in the US national
media call the bartle a “mear grinder.” Emphasis on the high US casualties further
underscore “the failure” of successive frontal atracks on the enemy’s mountain
stronghold. Seme major media outlets conclude the batde was not worth the cost
in US lives. The obvious, tough political question is hard to answer: *If the US no
longer secks a purely military solution, why are we fighting big battles with such
high casualties?”

Other accounts faule the 101st for abandoning the mountain fortress just days
after capturing it at such a high cost. Colonel Joseph Conmy, the 3rd Brigade
commander, is accurat{:!}r quntcd, bur his words, “the mountain has no strategic
value” are misconstrued and taken out of context. Ignored by the press and those
against the war is the truth that the mounrain was rargeted only because the enemy
was located there. Once the enemy was destroyed, there was no reason to keep
barde-worn soldiers on the desolate, decimared mountain top.

Despite the military victory, media accounts of bartle casualties create an uproar
among President Nixon's political adversaries in Congress and ant-war protestors.
Just as the fighting ends, on 20 May, US Senator Edward Kennedy hotly denounces
the barttle on the US Senate floor. He calls the repeated frontal assaults and high
casualties “senseless and irresponsible.” His words unleash a firestorm of protests and
political fallout on the home front against Nixon’s conducr of the war.

In response, President Nixon accelerates his plans drawn up in March 1969 o
withdraw US woops from Vietnam. On 28 March 1969, after a National Security
Council review of Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird’s visit to Vietnam and his trip
report, President Nixon decides to begin comprehensive redeployment planning.®

General Creighton Abrams, the astute and competent Commander of Military
Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV) has been under constant pressure to reduce
large US offensive operations and their high casualties. Hamburger Hill becomes
the impetus to accelerate implementation of Nixon's new strategic “Vietnamization”
policy to turn the war over to the South Viethamese government, permitting
carly withdrawal of US combat troops. In support, MACV initiates a new policy
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of highlighting South Vietnam’s military forces and downplaying the role of US
forces. There is just one complicating problem—a second major battle by the 101st
1s already underway.

A Troublesome Second Battle

The second 101st battle begins 15 May and is foughe by the 101st Airborne’s Ist
Brigade at Tam Ky, some 100 miles south of Hamburger Hill. Despire the batle’s
lackluster name, Operation Lamar Plain resembles Operation Apache Snow in two
ways: bitter fighting and high US casualries. Both are hard fought by 101st soldiers
against well-trained, well-cquipped, and disciplined enemy forces. Most of Lamar
Plain’s casualties (85%) occur in the first 28 days of fighting from 15 May o 12
June though the operation doesn't officially end for 6() more days on 13 August.
Casualties for the two operarions shown in Casualty Table 1 underscore the problem
faced by MACV, the Joint Chicfs of Staff, Secretary of Defense, and the President.

Operation Lamar Plain’s high casualtics occur while shock waves from Hamburger
Hill’s losses are still reverberating in Washington DC and the nation. The timing
couldnt be warse for the Nixon administration. News of a second major barde so
soon after Hamburger Hill with a high death toll could be politically disastrous. Like
the 1968 Test Offcnsive the previous year, the announcement of over a thousand
US casualties in a matter of weeks could result in an immediate, significant loss of
popular support for the war, louder demands ro stop the war, and undermining
President Nixon's goal to achieve peace with honor.

To prevent damage to on-going strategic military initiatives and Nixon's war
plans, General Abrams manages to keep Lamar Plain and its high US casualries
undisclosed to the media and thus ro the US Congress and the American public.
The intent is both clear and understandable—avoid escalating the growing outery
against Nixon's conduct of the war and buy more time to implement Nixon's new
strategic policies of Vietnamization and US troop withdrawals. General Abrams and
his stalf at MACV are successful in keeping Operation Lamar Plain off the front
pages and out of TV coverage. As a result, 1st Brigades battle and its high casualties
at Tam Ky are largely unknown even today over 50 years after the war’s end. Also
unknown is the bravery and sacrifice of the young soldiers who fought there.

For those interested in a full account of why and how the battle at Tam Ky was
hidden see Appendix 1. However, readers should note thar Courage Uneder Fire is
not about the MACV decision to keep Lamar Plain hidden. Operational reports of
the barttle arc no longer classified and are readily available. Nor is this book abour
Nixon's new policy of Vietnamization or his decision announced 8 June 1969 to
begin troop withdrawals. These important matters are mere backdrops to Lst Brigade's
heavy combar ar Tam Ky. The story here is about the young soldiers who foughr ar
Tam Ky and their courage in combat.
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Why It Was Fought

Lamar Plain begins out of military necessity, In carly May 1969, just south of the
1015t Airhorne Division in the I Corps Region, the enemy is increasing attacks in the
Americal Division’s area of responsibility (AOR). North Viernamese Army and Vier
Cong (VC) forces are overrunning South Vietnamese units. They also threaten LZ
Professional, 2 US Army firebase, and Tam Ky, the capital of Quang Tin Province.
With one of the largest divisional AORs in Vietnam and with limited mobility, the
Americal Division is unable to immediately stem the enemy advance and declares
a “tactical emergency.” MACV orders the 101st to send an airmobile brigade to
destroy the enemy forces.

The st Brigade led by COL Richard Bresnahan answers the call. Since their
arrival in 1963, the brigade has earned the reputation as MACV's “fire brigade.” As
the saying goes, “If you want it done, call the 101.” The emergency requires swift,
decisive action. The brigade’s new operational area is just southwest of the coastal
city of Tam Ky.

'The 1st Brigade deploys to Tam Ky with owo airborne infantry battalions, the
1-501st “Geronimo” and the 1-502nd “First Strike.” Fach has six companies (four
rifle companics, one combat support company, and a headquarters company). A
third battalion, the Americal Division’s 1-46th Infantry “the Professionals,” is also
artached to the brigade. All will fight bravely and take heavy casualties ac Tam Ky.
(For more information on how the 101st Airborne was organized for combar in
1969 at Tam Ky, see Appendix 3.)

Other vital elements of the 101st Airborne deploying with or supporting lst
Brigade include air cavalry, assault helicopters, artillery, medical, engineets, signal,
maintenance, and supply units. Counting augmentation from the Americal Division,
all toral the 1st Brigade's formidable combat force is well over 3,000 soldiers, a large
offensive operation by any measure.

Veterans of Lamar Plain will later call their operation “The Battle of Tam Ky
Some simply refer to it as “Tam Ky.” It could be called “The Forgortten Battle of
Tam Ky~ though veterans who fought there remember it well. They paid for the
privilege to call it what they will and it is their story to tell.

The Story of Delta Company

'Ihe brave young men of Delta Company fight alongside their sister companies of the
1st Bartalion, 501st Infantry Regiment (Geronimo). The battalion’s history dates back
t0 1942 and ies activation at Toceoa, Georgia and its follow-on training at Fort Benning
during the carly years of World War II. The 501st is the US Armys first airborne
unit with a memorable tradition of fighting at Normandy on D-Day (June 1944)
and in the Bartle of the Bulge {December 1944) to stop the last German offensive.



INTRODUCTION »  Xxxvii

The name “Geronima” was attached to the 501st Infantry Regiment early. During
initial parachuee training, just after having warched the 1939 movie Geronima, two
soldiers got into an argument about who was scared to jump. One of the soldiers said
he would prove that he wasn't scared by velling the Apache batde cry “Geronimo”
as he jumped. He did and the cry “Geronimo” became a favorite among 501st
soldiers. The $01st finally adopted Geronimo as their nickname and it remains so,
reportedly with the permission of Geronimo family descendants, Today the S01st
regimental crest features an Apache Thunderbird symbol of power and strength.

Delta Company is front and center in Courage Under Fire. Their hghting spirit
in bartle marches their company’s motto “Never Quit!” Delea’s sister units in the
1-501st Battalion: Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Headquarters Company (along with
Echo Company’s battalion reconnaissance platoon) are frequently mentioned. At
Tam Ky, they all fight faichfully and honorably in close support of one another
while political considerations, war protests, and diplomatic peace initiatives in Paris
overshadow their courageous fighting and sacrifice.

Delta Company's story is told in three parts following this intreductory chapter.
Figure 2 shows the three operational areas in which they fight (Hue, the A Shau
Valley, and Tam Ky).¢

Part 1: Combat Operations Before Tam Ky (Chaprers 1 and 2) covers 1 March
to 15 May 1969, combar aperations at or near Hue and near the A Shau Valley.
At Hue, Delta Company warily expects a repeat of the previous hard fighting
during Tet 1968. Next, in the A Shau, they anxiously anticipate the heavy combat
experienced there by others, departing just as the fighting begins at Dong Ap Bia
to their north. To their surprise, engagement with the enemy and casualties in Hue
and the A Shau are limited.

Part 2: Initial Combatr Operations ar Tam Ky (Chapters 3-9) covers 15 May
through 2 June 1969. Delta Company makes a surprise move to Tam Ky as part
of Ist Brigade’s mission to locate and destroy a large, well-trained, and disciplined
enemy. Initial combat operations include uncertain, difficult days on unfamiliar
terrain in scorching hear, heavy rains, and high humidity. Delta Company and the
Geronimo Batralion fights its firse, brutal day-long fight, suffering heavy casualties
with harder times ahead.

Part 3: The Decisive Bartle at Tam Ky (Chaprers 10-20) tells of the 1-501st
Barralion’s ten-day struggle on Hill 376 (3 to 12 June 1969). Delta Company’s
combat-weary, young soldiers endure more hard fighting despite losing their junior
officers and senior enlisted leaders. They are led by an inspiring new company
commander who embodies their “Never Quit” resolve, Despite heavy losses and
setbacks, they finally break the back of enemy resistance ar Tam Ky.

The epilogue looks back at Operation Lamar Plain from the perspective of veterans
who fought at Tam Ky and considers the often asked, haunting question, “Was our
sacrifice and effort worth while given the high cost of lives lost?”
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At the end of the bridge is a big, above-ground sandbag bunker. Ten feer high and
about 20 ft square, the top had a parapet where we located our machine gun and
M-79s. We also slepr there. No one wanted to go inside the bunkers. They were too
hot and rat infested. We ate our C-Rations from cans while the Coast Guard grilled
steaks close enough for the smell ro waft its way to our bunkers.

On 23 February 1969, the eve of the lunar new year and the beginning of Ter,
LT Black’s 2nd Plaroon is raking their turn guarding the bridge. Our company is
on full alert. As Black lies slecpless in the dark on top of one of the bunkers, he
can hear the sounds of music coming from the streets on the outskires of Hue just
blocks away, He can also hear the sound of rats scurrying about inside the bunker.
Having been in country just a month (like me and our other platoon leader, LT
Rich Boyd), this is the first time he experiences the fear of an impending enemy
artack. And for good reason. His platoon is isolated far from our company and is
in an exposed position. Despite the watchful eyes of his soldiers, the bunker is an
easy target, sirting just off the roadway. Sometime during the night, he falls asleep.

As 'Tet begins, bartle accounts in other parts of South Viernam report large enemy
units are active elsewhere. Artacks are being made all over South Viemnam, burt not at
Hue. On 23 February, beginning in the early hours, the enemy attacks over 125 major
rargets and 400 lesser ones, mostly by indirect fire and sappers. Two enemy divisions
mount ground assaults against Saigon."” That information is not being passed down 10
us at company level. Frankly, as Tet starts, we are surprised we are not getting reports
of enemy activity around Hue, much less in other parts of South Viernam. We know
only what we can see with our own eyes and we haven't seen much enemy activiry.

The common experience of US ground forces in Viemnam is that enemy units
usually initiate large engagements only when it’s to their advantage, Otherwise they
are good at keeping their distance. Delta Company’s contact with Vier Cong in the
first months of 1969 remains sporadic. There are no pitched hrefights in our area
of operations near Hue. The VC limit their operation to hit-and-run racrics and
booby traps to harass, wound, or kill soldiers. Norch Vietnamese Army units are
nowhere to be seen in or close to Hue.

Our Infantry Mission

The US Army’s infantry mission in combar is simply: “Find, close with, and destroy
the enemy.” Accomplishing this mission in our current area of operations has been
difficult. Since the beginning of 1969, we have done a lot of looking, but not much
finding. We have constantly conducted combat patrols and ambushes in the vicinicy
of Hue with only limited, periodic, minor engagements. No one is complaining, but
it is surprising not to have more enemy contact. After all, we are infantry soldiers.

CPT Bobby Begley is our commanding officer. All three of our infantry platoons
are led by airborne-ranger 2nd Lieutenants on our first combat tour and first time



&6 * COURAGE UNDER FIRE

leading soldiers in combar. Licutenant Rich Boyd has 1st Platoon, Ron Black, 2nd

Platoon, and I have 3rd Platoon. We will all soon be 1st Lieutenants. Our soldiers

don't care abour our rank. What they care abour is whether we will do something
dumb ro ger them killed. Our infantry platoons average 24-30 soldiers divided into

three squads of 8-10 men. In addition, each platoon normally has a platoon leader,

platoon sergeant, two radio-telephone operators, and a medic. These positions and

numbers will later drop significantly due to casualties.

Qur operations in the coastal plains ourside of Hue are mostly independent
platoon operations. Enemy contact being light, our platoons prefer to operate alone.
Small unit combat patrolling is a demanding mission, but its an opportunity for
our platoons to build teamwork and hone our infanery skills. I love the independent
operations. Part of the reason for that is my platoon sergeant. He does a grear job
breaking me in as a new platoon leader during my “training wheels” stage.

My Grizzled, Old Platoon Sergeant

The past year, during the infantry ofhcer basic course and my first assignment with
the Ranger Training Command, both at Fort Benning, Georgia, [ often heard the
refrain, “Don’t worry about that lieutenant, when you get to your unit in Vietnam
you will have a grizzled, old platoon sergeant with about 15 years in the Army,
likely be on his second combart tour. He will teach you whar you need to know.”

When [ joined Delta Company in January 1969 at Fircbase Birmingham, 12 km
southwest of Hue, the same helicopter that brought me in took my platoon sergeant,
SSG Gary Tepner, out for his two-week R&R with his wife in Hawaii, We exchanged
brief greetings on the helipad and then he was gone. [ was not so much surprised by
his leaving as | was by his young age. Twenty-three, the same as me. Lesson number
one in Vietnam—the real world is often different from the Army school house.

Though young and with licde more time in the Army than me, Tepner is a
proven combat veteran who I was also surprised to learn is the second-most senior
non-commissioned officer in our company. This is my introduction to the hard fact
that in 1969 most of the senior NCO positions in an infantry company are filled
by newly promoted junior NCOs with litde time in the Army. All of the platoon
sergeant and squad leader positions in Delta Company (except one) are filled by
young, junior-grade sergeants. The higher grade NCOs who would normally bring
years of experience and expertise to our platoons are missing,

In 1965, when the 101st first deployed to Vietnam and as late as 1967, infanery
units had their full complement of experienced infantry sergeants ar squad and
platoon level. Most were on their second, third, or even fourth terms of enlistment.
Now in 1969, there are multiple reasons they arc missing from our units: the rapid
expansion of the Army’s combat mission in Vietnam; the shortage of airborne
qualified NCOs; continuing casualties; physical profiles due ro injuries; assignment
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to rear jobs; lower re-enlistment rates; the aging NCO corps; MNCOs leaving the
Army to avoid going back ro Vietnam, and retirements from active duty. This makes
the outstanding performance of junior NCOs in combar all the more remarkable,
commendable, and memorable.

With my platoon sergeant on R&R, | am pretty much on my own my first night
with my platoon at Fire Support Base Birmingham. At about 2200H, my plaroon’s
sector on the fircbase perimeter receives enemy automaric weapons fire and we
respond with all of our platoon weapons. An 8" howitzer battery right behind my
platoon informs me they are preparing to direct fire right over my platoon. [ am more
concerned about thar than the enemy fire. Thankfully, the artillery isn't fired as the
enemy soon ends their harassing attack rypical of small, understrength enemy units.

The next morning, I lead my first combar patrol to locate the enemy firing
position and do a sweep around part of the base. SGT Jim Littleron acts as my
platoon sergeant. | am aware he is keeping an eye on me, trying to pick up clues
about my readiness to lead a platoon in combat. Litderon, T will soon learn, is my
best combar leader after Tepner. All goes without incident, bur I am happy to get
my feer wet on day onc.

When SSG Tepner returns, | am especially pleased to learn of his combar
experience, knowledge, and leadership skills. Quier-spoken and calm under hre,
he has the respect of our platoon members. Tepner doesn't finish his Vietnam
tour until August so | think we are ser to work together for quite a while. Like
almost all soldiers in Delta Company, Tepner is on his first term of enlistment
and first combar tour. His leadership ability was recognized before he came to
Vietnam.

After Advanced Tndividual Training (AI'T) in infantry skills, Tepner complered the
Primary Non-Commissioned Othcer Course (PNCOC) at Fort Benning. Graduares
of that course automatically become junior NCOs in the rank of sergeant. By some,
they are derisively called, “instant NCOs” or “shake and bakes.” I only mention
those terms to say how much | dislike them. ‘These soldiers were not only well above
average, but they accepred the increased responsibility to fill the gaps in our infantry
squads and plaroons. With few exceptions, they performed admirably in combat.

Following PNCOC, Tepner and 16 of his classmartes were assigned to an AT
Company ar Fort Polk 1o gain on-the-job experience. At the cnd of their temporary
assignments, the Army allowed one graduate per unit to be promoted from sergeant
to staff sergeant. Tepner was the top performer in his company and was soon
promored and sent to Vietnam.,

I didn't know it at the rime, but Tepner's hometown, San Diego, California, isa
large Navy and Marine community. His family did not have much when he was a
young boy. His mother and father and their four children lived in a 400 sq fr duplex.
Later, his father, Fred Tepner, established a career ac Maval Air Station North Island,
San Diego. In WWII, Fred repaired FAU-Corsairs then repaired UH-1 helicopters



§ * COURAGE UNDER FIRE

and F-4 Phantoms shot up or damaged in the Vietnam War. Tepner's father instilled
a good work ethic in him from an early age.

At age 14, Tepner started a printing business in his garage. Later, he worked for a
printing business in 5an Diego and was promoted to foreman before he was drafred
at age 21. He has been on active duty since 26 September 1967, six months longer
than me. He artended basic training at Fort Lewis, Washingron, and advanced
individual training (AIT) at Fort Polk. Tepner, married at 19, was also influenced
by his father-in-law, retired Marine Sergeant Major Garland Respess. He joined
the Marines in 1922 and fought four years in the Pacific as a gunnery sergeant at
Guadalcanal, Bougainville, and Tarawa, retiring in 1952 after 30 years, Military
service and support of the military is a long-standing Tepner family tradition. As a
new platoon leader, I could not have done better or been more fortunate to have
Tepner as my platoon sergeant. After many years of getting to know Vietnam veterans,
[ learned a large number of them came from families of WWII and Korean War
veterans. They served in the military with honor, ready to uphold the family legacy
of service to their nation set by their fathers, grandfathers, and uncles.

Light Casualties Are Not So Light

Delta Company casvalties have been light as we have had lictle enemy conract.
None in February. In March, Delra Company has three casualties. All were in our
1st Platoon. On 29 March, while conducting a night ambush, 1st Platoon was
moving into an assigned ambush position in its area of operations. SGT John Clack
was scouting the ambush locarion at dusk along with Specialist drh Class (5P4) Ted
Blass and Private First Class (PFC) Gilbert Taylor. This is standard procedure prior
to the entire platoon moving in and setting up. Clark was out front checking the
position when he noticed movement near a large anchill several feet high. Just as
he turned to tell Blass and Taylor to go back, they were hit by a heavy volume of
fire from across a nearby canal.

SGT Clark was killed instantly. Blass and Taylor were both wounded, buc
managed to crawl back to their platoon. LT Boyd recognized by the sound that
the firing was coming from US weapons. After several tense radio calls back and
forth with CPT Begley, it was learned that a US Marine ambush patrol, either out
of position or firing across a friendly unit boundary, had engaged our platoon in
a grievous error.

SGT Clark was an excellent soldier. He will be remembered by those with whom

he served as saving the lives of his entire platoon. There is no telling how many 1st |

Platoon members may have been killed or severely wounded had he not been so

alert. His own family, however, still takes the full brunt of his unfortunare death.
Tt is hard enough to take casualties from enemy action. Taking them from friendly

US forces is as bad as it gets. Infantry soldiers know firsthand the many dangers of



HUE AND BEYOND = &

friendly fire. The batdefield often has friendly US units working close together with
many dangerous US weapons all designed to kill. The long list includes indircct
fire from mortars and artillery; bombs, napalm, and cannon fire from close-support
jet aircraft; rocket and mini-gun fire of attack helicopters; and soldiers using rifles,
machine guns, claymore mines, and hand grenades.

These weapons are frequently employed under conditions in which the location
of other US ground forces is not precisely known. It is the nature of combat thar
miscalculation, poor judgment, incomplete information, lack of coordinarion, or a
dozen other reasons may cause things to go wrong. The enemy is not the only danger
on a batdeficld. ‘That is why effective training, and more training, is needed prior
to combar and even in combat. No endeavor depends on continuous improvement
of preparation, procedures, and practices like infantry operations.

“Friendly fire” is an innocuous, euphemistic term. There is nothing friendly
about being killed by your own side in combat. It happens more than one might
think and in every war. There are no accurate statistics of friendly fire incidents for
the Viernam War. In this long war, the number of friendly firc casualties is likely in
the thousands with incidents occurring in all US forces, the Army, Navy, Marines,
Air Force, and Coast Guard. On 24 March the Army, and especially the infantry,
with the most men in the ground war, has the highest number by far of friendly
fire casualries.

Notification of Next of Kin

For bereaved families like that of SGT Clark’s who lose a son, husband, or brother,
grief will soon become their constant reminder and lifelong companion of their
terrible loss. By 1969, next of kin are notified quickly. Not by telegram as in che
early days of the war, but by a two-man, uniformed team that arrives at the home
of parents or a wife in a military sedan. Their sudden, unannounced arrival is an
unwelcome, silent harbinger of the bad news they bring.

The next-of-kin notification team are themselves soldiers from the nearest military
base or a nearby recruiting sration. They approach their task with great dread, bur don't
refuse the duty. They understand that someone must do it in honor and recognition
of those who sacrificed their lives in the service to their country. The families who
suffer the terrible loss deserve the courtesy of a personal notification and the team
is responsible for doing it. They will be the first to see the deep sorrow and anguish
of those who will likely be receiving the worst news of their life.

‘The norification is given verbatim, word for word to the next of kin, "As a
representative of the President of the United Staes, it is with grear regret R 1
rest of the statement is often not heard. Their mind shuts off the horror of what they
have long feared. Overwhelming cries of deep anguish or anger often expressed in
moans or loud shouts of disbelief arise from deep within the soul. Some faint. Some
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absorb the blow with quiet sobbing. Their lives now changed forever. For families,
there is no such thing as “light casualies™

My own family knows this full well. In the last months of World War 11, my
26-year-old uncle, LT Peyton Turner, a navigaror on a B-24 Liberator heavy bomber,
was killed. He was the beloved son of his father and the revered older brother of
his owo sisters, one of which was my mother, the other a dear aunt. They were sad
to see their brother Peyron join the Army Air Corps. They had lost their mother
to illness before the war. They did not want to even think Peyron could be killed.

Peyton had completed his required number of combar missions and was due
to come home soon. He volunteered to fly one last mission with a crew short
of a navigator. In just three months on 8 May 1945, the war against Germany
would end. On 16 February 1945, Peyton’s bomber was knocked out of the sky
on his squadron’s last bombing mission against a German fighter acrodrome near
Regensburg, Germany.

As their bomber formation turned coming out of their bomb run, a bomb hung
up in another bomber fell and hit Peyton’s bomber flying below. All but two of
his seven-man crew died in the fiery crash. When the next-of-kin notification was
made ro Peyron’s father, he had a heart attack and died soon afrer. Generations later,
that fateful day is still vividly remembered with much sorrow. My grandfather was
another casualty of the war, all due to a friendly fire incident.

Combat Operations Southeast of Hue

Since 1 March, Delta Company has been participating with our battalion (the
1-501st) under the leadership of ITC John Rogers in Operation Massachuserts
Seriker. This large spring offensive by 2nd Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, led
by COL John Hoefling, includes four infantry batwalions: the 1-501st, 1-502nd,
2-501st, and 2-327th. They have 16 infantry rifle companies and another four
combat support companies with reconnaissance and morrar platoons. The brigade’s
mission is to conduct airmobile operations in the southern end of the A Shau
Valley to locate and destroy enemy forees, caches (weapons and supplies), and
lines of communicartions.

In Delra Company, the name, size, and mission of the brigade-level operation are
not known to us ar platoon level, CPT Begley typically gives us our daily mission in
simple terms: go from Point A o Point B or set up an ambush ar Poinr C, Beyond
thar, we usually don't receive much information on the friendly or enemy situation.
In most cases, we are not aware of the missions or locations of our sister companies
in the battalion. It would be good to know more and have an idea of the bigger
picture of our bartalion operations.

We don't yet know of our upcoming move to the A Shau. The likely reason is the
move has been delayed. The brigade’s mission is dependent on creating a chain of
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March Back in the World

1 Mar Top hit Everyeday People by Sly and the Family Stone

1 Mar Micky Mantle recires from bascball with the NY Yankees

3-9 Mar  Apollo launches, orbits moon, safely returns

7 Mar Kissinger forwards Secret CIA study of Student Unrest to President
Nixon

10 Mar  James Earl Ray pleads guilty to Dr. Martin Luther Kings murder,
later retracts his plea

13 Mar  The Love Bug released (#2 film in '69)

20 Mar  Chicago 7 tried for inciting '68 Democraric Convention riots, not
convicred

22 Mar  Protestors smash and pour blood on Dow Chemical offices in
Washington DC

25 Mar  John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s 14-day anti-war “bed in,” record Give
Peace ¢ Chance

28 Mar  President Fisenhower dies, WWII top general, 34th president born
in 1890

five new fire support bases (FSBs) in the southern A Shau Valley. That construction
is underway but well behind schedule due to monsoon rains in the high mountains
40 miles southwest of Hue near the Laotian border.

While the bases are being constructed, the 1-501st finishes its mission near
Hue and is attached emporarily to the 1st Brigade. Our new area of operations is
a smaller mountainous region 25 km (15 mi) directly south of Hue. Perhaps not
knowing about the move to the A Shau is for the best. We need to concentrate on
the task at hand.

Seen so far only ar a distance, the mountains south of Hue remind me of those
in north Georgia ar rthe southern end of the Blue Ridge chain. They are modest
in size, rugged, green, and wet. It is an operating environment far different from
the coastal plains. We will have to adapr our tactics and operating techniques,
Movement in the mountains will be difficult, enemy concealment much easier.
All three of our platoon leaders were introduced to mountain operations during
three weeks in Ranger School conducting combar patrols in the North Georgia
mountains. We are certainly not experts in mountain warfare, but at least the
terrain is similar.

Our battalion S-3 operations officer, Major (MA]) Warren MacDiarmid, tells CPT
Begley there’s a large NVA force in a 10 km (6 mi) square arca in the mountainous
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arca where we are headed. That’s an attention ZeTIer. [ think, |cicid1'ng mysc]ﬁ m:aybe
the only thing worse than not knowing the enemy situarion is knowing.

We soon learn our company will conduct reconnaissance in force (RIF) patrols
unly on the norchern L'dg:: of the arca. Fcrhaps we will have a “trip wire” role, givin.g
an alert in case the |argr_' cnemy force moves roward Hue. Ocher companics in our
bartalion have similar RIF missions in other secrors,

The term “reconnaissance in force” replaced the earlier one “search and destroy.”
By 1969 the latter was officially ended as being politically inappropriate. It conjured
up negative visions of civilian hooches (small huts often with tharch sides, dirt oor,
and straw roofs) being burned by soldiers with cigarette lighters and all kinds of
other unpleasant images seized on by war protestors.

Infantry doctrine of the day says a RIF mission is an “attack to discover the
cncmy’ﬁ position and srrcngth.”” By definition, the primary aim is reconnaissance.
IF CI'I-I:I'I'!}' W-Cﬂkﬂfﬁ.ﬁcﬁ arc discnvcrcd, rh::}' ITIﬂ.:I." bﬂ L"prlﬂitcd Fﬂf [ﬂLTiCﬂJ. SLOCESS.
That is not exactly what we are doing, We are actively looking to arrack the cnemy
wherever we find him.

The term RIT mission is scill an appropriatc term because we never know where
we will find the enemy. Tt bears mentioning again, the usual pracrice of the NVA is
to evade US forces unless it is to their advantage to engage. When they do engage,
it is typically at very close range and under conditions favorable to them.

Our First Combat Assault into the Mountains

On 5 April, Dela Company makes a combat assault by helicopter ar the base of a
heavily forested mountain range south of Hue. Our entire company is lifted to the
landing zone (LZ) in one flight by 15 HU-1 {(nicknamed Huey) helicopters. The
Huey (now designated the UH-1 for urility helicoprer) is the workhorse helicoprer
of our airmaobile division. Each aircraft can easily carry six combar-loaded soldiers.
Eight can be squeezed in if need be. Ar a cruising speed of up ro 125 mph, they
can get us where we want to go in a hurry,

The flight of Hueys drops us in an open grassy area at the foot of the mountain
range forming the northern boundary of the enemy’s reported location. We land
unopposed at the LZ and soon begin a two-hour climb up the mountain, avoiding
existing trails and making our own. The going is slow, vegetation is thick, and the
anglc Df our ascent is St{_“f_‘P. Most in our company I'!E.'I."C NCver DPC!"HTCCI. in jung'e
mountain terrain. We are moving up in a single file stretching out easily 200 m.
For a rifle company we are moving quietly. No one is walking,

Thc S0oCp SI(]PCS arc CDVCI’CL]: Wi'l:h “Wﬂ.i'l: a minut{:” vines thﬂ.t Slﬂw QuUr progross.
We have to be careful nort to develop large gaps in our file. We are fully loaded
with heavy rucksacks weighing 70-90 Ibs. Some carry more, Breaking contact with
the man in front of you can cause problems. Squads and platoons can become
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separated. That is nor a good idea in enemy territory. The temperature and humidity
are high. Our jungle fatigues are quickly sarurated with sweat. Monsoon rains
forecast for late afternoon will be welcome, at least ar first. Operating in heavy
rain gets old fast.

My 3rd Platoon leads the dlimb with 1stand 2nd Platoons following. CPT Begley,
his artillery FO, two radio-telephone operators (R10), and company medic follow
immediately behind 3rd Platoon. SGT Jim Litdeton, age 21, my most experienced
squad leader, is the lead squad in our platoon. SP4 James Parvin is our point man
a5 we move up the mountain. [ am following right behind Littleton’s squad with my
RTO. 55G Gary Tepner, my 23-year-old platoon sergeant, follows with our last squad,

Parvin is five meters our in front of Littleton’s squad by himself. Littleron and
another soldier stay close enough to keep him in sight and provide him cover. The
point man is the most exposed soldier in our formation. His main job is to keep
us from walking into an enemy ambush. His skills in detecting the presence of
the enemy are critical. Point men are among the unic’s best and most experienced
soldiers. Typically, they volunteer for the assignment to protect their fellow soldiers
and themselves. No one wanes a rookie our front,

Lictleton is from Wilhite, a small rural community northwest of Monroe,
Louisiana. He grew up in the swamps and forests of Louisiana hunting and fishing
and says he didn’t know his family was poor until he went to college. With a smile,
he once told me he had been elected senior class president of his small rural high
school by the girls in his class. I never knew if that was true. He has a grear sense
of humor, bur is all business on combar operations.

Littleton’s father, William P Litderon, had been an infantryman with the 2nd
Infantry Division during World War II in Europe. He was caprured in battle and
spent nine months in a German prisoner of war camp until his release at the end of
the war. Littleton remembers his dad telling stories of how he witnessed firsthand
the bravery and toughness of airborne soldiers in comba.

Littleton was drafted when he dropped out of college to work. Upon completing
basic and advanced infantry training at Fort Polk, Louisiana, Littleton volunteered
to be a paratrooper. He joined Delta Company on 14 July 1968 as a PFC straighe
from airborne training ar Fort Benning, Georgia. He has been in 3rd Platoon eighe
months, first as a rifleman then an M-60 machine gunner. He was promoted to
sergeant a couple of months ago. [ have learned ro trust his combat instincts and skills.

A Brief Enemy Encounter

After a strenuous climb to the top of the mountain, we are hot, thirsty, and soaked
in sweat. We could use a shore break, but security comes first. Litdleton’s squad
has come upon a well-travelled mountain trail running both directions along the
ridgeline. With his left arm, palm raised, he signals for the platoon to halt. He next
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drops and flattens his palm toward the ground, motioning us to get down. An index
finger to his lips signals us to remain silent.

The hand signals are passed backwards to our following platoons. There is no need
to talk. Everyone intuitively knows what to de. I point a finger motioning Littleton
to take his squad to the lefe. SG'T John Horan's squad is signaled to go right. Our
company waits quictly taking a knee, but remaining alert while we check out the trail.

Minures later, Littleton rerurns and whispers, “'We hear someone on the trail abour
S0 m down. Maybe three or four people. Sounds like they're not moving. We heard
talking and singing.” "Singing?” [ ask. “Yes, singing,” Littleton says with a slighe smile. T
tell Littleton to lead me and several men from his squad back down the rrail. Lirdleron
chooses his M-60 machine-gun ream, PFCs Andrew Ramos and Gerena Nieves, and
his M-79 grenadier, SP4 Ralph Franklin. He positions the rest of his squad in firing
positions to cover our movement down the trail, ready to reinforce us if needed.

SGT Horan's squad moves a short distance up the trail. They are set up to block
the trail if an enemy force should come from that direction. Our third squad led by
SGT Larry Hoffa remains in place in the middle astride the trail. My RTO informs
CPT Begley's RTO, “We have an enemy position idenrified not more than 50 m
away, 3-6 (our plaroon’s call sign} will soon engage it.”

Littleron leads as we move slowly and quietly back down the trail. We stop about
30 ft from the Vietnamese voices. We can't see them nor can they see us because of
the rthick bushes between us. We assume they are enemy because we're in a “free fire
zone.” There are no restrictions on our use of firepower. Carefully and silentdy raking
prone positions side by side behind the bushes, we listen with hearts pounding as
we try to remain calm.

One enemy soldier is singing softly. Two are conversing with one another. Their
voices arenT loud, but apparently they think they're alone and safe. They dont
know death is lurking nearby. From what we can tell, it is a small tcam of at least
three enemy soldiers. We don't know if others may be near. There is only one way
to find our.

At Lirtleron’s signal, we open fire through the bushes. Our machine gun and
three M-16 rifles on full automatic open fire at the same time, creating an abrupt,
thunderous hailstorm of bullets. Franklin fires an M-79 grenade over the top of the
bushes. We are too close for the round ro deronare.

The sound of the firing and explosions reverberares through the mountains
sharrering a peaceful quiet. ‘There is no return fire. Qur firing continues for ten
seconds. Then we stop. Litdeton and T each throw a grenade. Those of us witch
M-16s reload new magazines. The sudden quiet is ceric. The only sound is ringing
in our ears. The smell of gunfire hangs heavy in the mounrain air. Slowly, we move
cautiously around both sides of the bushes ready to open fire again. Two NVA
soldiers lie dead in a small clearing at a trail junction.

Littleton silently mortions to the machine-gun team and grenadier ro move across
the clearing for security. Each takes a side of the wail. They quickly discover the
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abandoned equipment of two fleeing enemy soldiers. One has run down one side
of the ridge, one down the other. They dropped AK-47 rifles and other equipment
as they ran. No blood trails are seen. They got away, no doubr rerrified by our
surprise attack.

While our machine-gun team and grenadier cover us, Littleton and [ search the
two bodies. ‘The soldier 1 search is lying face down. He is wearing the dark green
uniform of an NVA soldier. His helmer lies close by. Perhaps he is the team leader.
I take hold of his shoulder and turn him over. He has several bullet and fragment
wounds in his chest and arms. His face is youthful and clean-shaven withour any
wounds. He appears to be in his early twenties.

Searching his shirt, I find a small, black plastic waller in his left chest pocket.
Opening it, [ see a black and white photo of an attractive, young Vietnamese woman.
She is smiling widely. A girlfriend? A young wife? She likely will never know whart
happened to her soldier. [ have the photo of my own wife of six months in my left
shirt pocker. T pur his wallet back in the same pocket. He is not carrying papers
or maps. Littleton finds a large amount of Vietnamese piasters on the soldier he
searches. The four soldiers were probably a supply team waiting on supplies from
the valley below. A path branches off the main trail at the clearing leading down
the mountain. The sound of our weapons warns those below not to make deliveries
today. We leave the two NVA bodies in the clearing so they can be casily found.
The NVA are good ar recovering their dead.

We move back up the trail with four caprured AK-47 rifles. CPT Begley and
his command group are now up on the trail. I make a situarion report (SITREP)
to Begley giving Littleton full credir for his iniriative and leadership. He and his
squad likely prevented us from being ambushed. Later, SGT Littleton will receive
a well-deserved Bronze Star for Valor for his actions. I'm proud of the performance
of all my guys mda}f, especially that we took no casualties.

CPT Begley decides we will stay in our current location for the night. It is lare
afternoon. Our attention turns to setting up our defensive position. The two cscaped
enemy soldiers will likely report our position. We anticipate we'll be artacked soon.
If the NVA come up the ridgeline trail, 3rd Platoon will be hit first. Qur 1st and
2nd platoons have taken up positions on each side of the trail behind us. We all
know the enemy could approach from any direction.

End of the Day

As night falls, we are dug in. Trip flares and claymore anti-personnel mines are our,
Sectors of fire for cach position have been checked. Our platoon’s machine gun is
positioned by the trail able to fire right or left. All ears and eyes are alert in the
deep darkness of the iple canopy jungle. Each jungle sound gets our immediare
artention. Knowing a large enemy force is nearby, anticipation of an atrack keeps
our adrenaline flowing. We wait and wartch, peering into the black nighr.
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My mind is unsettled as [ imagine the enemy moving up the trail roward our
position. My sense of dread is unlike any [ have yer experienced. Likely, 'm not
the only onc bartling fear. Though no one talks about it in the midst of combar,
fear’s cver present shadow falls on us all. A soldiers survival instincr is strong in
combar, strong enough to overcome his fears. Soldiers will often act to save their
fellow soldiers even if it requires putting themselves in danger.

‘The best way to make it through danger in combat is to rely on our training and
one another. For extra measure, | pray the proverbial foxhole prayer, “Lord help us
get through the night.” As has often been said, there are no atheists in foxholes. I
am embarrassed to say it is one of the few prayers I remember praying in Viernam.
Several hours into the night, farigue from the long climb and enemy encounter
finally sets in. Everyone but those on watch falls sound asleep.

Mothing happens. On waking to the morning light, | don't remember to thank
God for gerting through the night. Over the next week, we have no further enemy
contact, While conrinuing our RIF mission, often in pouring rain, our st and 2nd
Platoans discover a major enemy cache of food and weapons. Shortdy afterwards,
aur mission ends. We walk our of the mounrains tired and wet to a pickup zone
(PZ) in an open, grassy valley. The sun is shining, there is a rainbow in the late
morning sky.

We set up in our pick-up positions and bask in the warming sun as we await the
helicopters. We are stll alert, but more relaxed than we have been in days. Prior
to pick up, LTC John Rogers, our battalion commander, swoops in and drops off
several waterproof bags filled with ice and cold beer, welcomed with smiles and loud
shouts of "Cold beer!” 'Lhis is not exactly the time or place to lounge around with
a beer. We consume them quickly. I'm not a beer drinker, but it’s the best beer I've
ever had. Ac the batralion ractical operations center, plans are already complete for
our next mission—the A Shau Valley.

*kk

Casualties and Awards

During March 1969, in addition to Delta Company's casualties, already mentioned,
Alpha Company has four soldiers WIA on 3 March: SGT Roger Long, SGT William
Bray, SP4 Dean Neilson, PFC Michael Fredricks. Bravo Company has one soldier
WIA on 21 March, PFC Kenank Kidd. Charlie Company has one soldier WIA,
5P4 Jack Cumminsky. Headquarters Company and Echo Company (Recon Plaroon)

hﬂ‘ﬂ: Ny Cas LIEIJ.ti e
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Casualey Table 3: 1-501st Hoe, 1-31 March 1969
D Co ECo Total

Casualiies  HHC ACo B Co CCo

KIa 0 0 ] 1] 1 1] 1
WA 0 4 | 1 2 ] )
Toral 0 4 1 1 3 a 9

1-501st Soldiers Killed in Action, March 1969

Delta Company—1
29 March: SGT John J. Clark, age 20, born 25 July 1948 from Manchester, TN

1-501st Soldier Awards, March 1969 (other awards may have been
made that were not mentioned in after action reports)

Bronze Star—2
Alpha Company: SGT Frederic Davis
Delta Company: SGT James Litdeton
Purple Heart—awards were made to all soldiers KIA or WIA




CHAPTER 9

Change of Command

1-2 June

1 June: A New Commander

arly morning 1 June, we learn CPT Roy is now in command. Yesterday, CPT
Begley had not made us aware CPT Roy had flown out to join the company and
--. taking commnnc[ E_'l'll': noxt d'ﬂ.}-’. ] Was ﬁ.lSD unawarc that }’CStLTdE.}’ ].'.I.C hEl’.{ Come
_' ard with Begley and had been wounded in the shoulder by the same RPG
hat Lilled Pilsner. But here he is taking command of his first infantry company in
sombat. How he got here is an interesting story, but first things first.

~ CPT Roy calls for me and 55G Sahrle 1o come to the company CP We are
mecting him and he is meeting his two platoon leaders for the first time, Sahrle is
w acting platoon leader of 1st Platoon {including what remains of 2nd Platoon)
and is the most senior NCO) in our company. He was promoted to Staff Sergeant
ust a few months ago. He is on his first term of enlistment and graduated from
PNCOC (the same course Tepner attended) before coming ro Vietnam in June
11968. Roy doesn’t know Sahrle’s background or mine.

I can imagine what Roy is thinking, “This is all I've got for platoon leaders? These
‘owo guys don't even have platoon sergeants and their squad leaders are all first-termer,
Junior sergeants leading understrength squads.” He is not discouraged. Roy’s been
in the infantry long enough to know you play the hand you are dealt. He will make
‘do with whar he has. After a brief introduction and cordial exchange, Roy is ready
for us 1o ger on with our first mission of the day. We arc to recover PFC Pratt who
was killed yesterday. Thar is his top priority, a fact that will be quictly noted with
satisfacrion and appreciation b}r our soldiers.

Ouf WO p]ﬂ.TDDHS arc o S“"EC;'} thmugh t!'.ll: !JUI'I]:{CT CDITIP].CK E.l'.l.d El'.ld. Pl'-':ltt.
Sahrle’s platoon will lead since Pratt was a 1st Platoon member. Roy reminds us
that even though we saw enemy soldiers leaving the area of the bunkers yesterday,
‘we don't know if the bunkers were reoccupied during the night. We are to approach
the bunkers cautously. When we find Prate, we are 1o take care thar his body isn't
booby-trapped. Once we recover Pract and check the bunkers, we are to return 1o
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our current location. With clear guidance, we brief our platoens and are soon ready
TO IMOVE QLT

Our two platoons move back up the hill to the enemy bunker complex. We
approach cautiously, but as expected the enemy has evacuated the position.
Blood trails indicate they ook casualties. PFC Prart is found and carried ba ck
by PFC Cravens to the company CP. Prart will go out this morning on the same
chopper as CP'I" Begley. Our mission is completed in less than an hour. CPT Rog
notifies LT'C Singer that Pratt has been found and there are no enemy contag
or casualties. Singer is pleased 1o get the word and commends Roy for his firs
mission accomplished. _

Later that day, CPT Roy and I have a brief talk. He puts his hand on my shouldes
and says, “Ed, rake care of yourself. Youre my last platoon leader” I smile and
say, “Yes sir, that’s my plan.” It is a good gesture on his part. We are all in need o
encouragement. During the remainder of the day, Delta Company conducts limi ted
combar patrols under the new leadership of CPT Roy.

Questions About Our New Commander

In combar, soldiers have litcle opportunity to get an advance look at the back
ground, character, knowledge. and capabilities of a new commander like Rog
They will warch him closely o learn as much as they can as soon as they can
‘Their battlefield success, not to mention their lives, depends on his cffectivenss
as a combat leader.

The soldiers of Delta Company have many unspoken questions about their new
commander. How does he respond to stress and pressures in battle? Is he physical
tough? Mentally and emotionally stable? Does he instill confidence so his me
want to follow him? Can he quickly make right decisions in the heat of batele? §
he technically competent in infancry skills?

There is more. How does he ralk with his officers, NCOs, and soldiers?
level of respect and concern does he have for those he leads? Whar motivates him
a commander? Is he ourwardly morivated merely trying ro impress senior office
Or, is he internally mortivated as a soldier and leader to do the right thing?
questions and others will be answered in the days ahead.

‘The Army trains its infantry captains quite well to lead infantry companies. #
a group they consider themselves berter than average officers. A good number as
excellent. Some of course are berter than others and in combat, soldiers want ¢
best. It won't be long before they will begin to have their many questions an _
If the soldiers of Delta Company knew about Roy’s background and experiend
their minds would be pur ar case. They will soon discover they are getring just 2
commander they need for the difficulties chat lie ahead.
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The Right Man for a Tough Job

'CPT Roy, age 28, was born 6 December 1940 in the rural town of Fvangeline,
Louisiana. Evangeline is in the state’s southwest corner in bayou counury. It is best
known for having the first oil well in the state. His family had limited money. His
father abandoned his family when Roy was an infant. He grew up in a time when
single parent familics were not common. His life as a young boy was spent outdoors
hunting, fishing, playing sports, and spending time in the swamps. /s a young man,
he began to think of becoming a Marine.

World War 1T was not long over when Roy reached his teens. As high school
graduation approached, he and a close friend decided to join the Army under its new
“buddy plan.” His friend backed out at the last minute, bur Roy enlisted anyway in
1959. He was 18 years old. Roy voluntecred for airborne because of the extra “jump
pay.” He sent most of his paycheck home to support his mother.

Roy completed basic training at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, followed by
‘advanced infantry training at Fort Benning, Georgia, and jump school at Fort Bragg,
North Carolina. He was assigned to the 82nd Airborne Division’s 2nd Airborne
' Battle Group, 501st Infantry (Airborne) at Fort Bragg. For his first years, Roy was
an infantry heavy weapons specialist. During those early years, he volunteered for
- and successfully completed the Special Forces Qualification Course.
Soon after graduation, he was recommended for Officer Candidate School (OCS)
at Fort Benning, He waited a year for a slot in the school and finally graduated
' as a Second Lieutenant in 1965. After OCS, Licutenant Roy went to Vietnam as
an individual replacement from January 1966 to January 1967. He saw extensive
combat as an infantry platoon leader with Bravo Company, 1-327th Infanury, 1st
Brigade, 101st Airborne Division. Roy was seriously wounded during operations on
4 March 1966 in Tuy Hoa located in the coastal plains of central South Vietnam.
He was walking behind his three-man point team near the front of his platoon. An
enemy machine gun firing from their flank hit all three point men and Roy. A round
passed through the back of his helmet. Mulriple rounds impacted his rucksack. One
round hit his lower back penerrating deeply from side to side.

A medevac took Roy to an Army Field Hospital then he was flown to Japan for
major surgery. There his back was wired together. He remained in Japan recovering
prior to being returned to the Srares. His healing went well. Instead of going home,
he volunteered to go back to Vietnam. He was allowed two weeks convalescence
leave before returning to Vietnam, but refused, eager to ger back to his platoon,

Once in-country, he purposely by-passed the Army replacement center and made
his way back ro the 1st Brigade of the 101st and his old bartalion. MAJ David
Hackworth, his Bartalion Exccutive Officer, was surprised, but pleased to see him.
Knowing Roy was just out of the hospital, Hackworth offered Roy any job in the
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battalion. Roy asked ro ger his old platoon back. Hackworth said “Done!” (Hackwords
later became a batralion commander and GEN Creighron Abrams, commander of
military forces in Vietnam, called him “the best battalion commander T ever saw
COL David Hackworth, one of the most decorated soldiers of the Vietnam War
later authored Abour Face: Odyssey of an American Warrior, Simon& Schuster, 1990
offering a hiting critique of the conduct of the Vietnam War.) '

Roy was Hown out to his old platoon operating independendy near Phan Thi
His friend who took over his platoon after Roy was wounded willingly relinquished
it. He told Roy, “Welcome back! In two hours, your platoon will be on Hawk Flighs
standby as the ready reaction platoon for the batalion. You don't have much tim
to get ready.” Roy smiled and said, “It’s good to be back!”

Roy completed seven months as an infantry platoon leader and then moved &
Charlie Company as executive officer for several months until the end of his tous
In thar position, Roy who was now a 1st Licutenant, became a “Fighting XO,” oftess
going on combat patrols with his company commander, each leading two platoons
He wasn't much for staying safe in the rear area.

In January 1967, his first Vietnam tour completed, Roy returned to the .-_
and was assigned as a senior tactical officer ar OCS. His leadership was recogni
by the graduating officer candidare class which dedicared their yearbook to him.
decided to seck a Regular Army commission. With no infantry slots available, h
reluctantly accepred a branch transfer to the Military Police Corps. Now promores
to Caprain, Roy’s first assignment as a military police (MP) officer was command ¢
the MP company in the 82nd Airborne Division. His boss there was ITC Eugen
Murdaock, Provast Marshall for the division. During his command rour, Roy decide
he wanted to return to the infantry, applied, and received a branch transfer bag
to infantry.

In Seprember 1968, CP'T Roy received orders for Vietnam and arrived in Octobe
1968. LTC Murdock, who would be promoted to Colonel and take command @
the Military Police Group ar Long Binh, appointed Roy as his Assistant 53. Ou
of loyalty to Murdoch, Roy served seven months with the group until Murdodk
tour ended.

In May 1969, when Murdock departed, Roy was finally free to seek an infanm
assignment in Vietnam, His first choice was to return o the lst Brigade, lﬁf
Airborne Division. Unfortunately, the first week in May he had a major appendicit
artack and emergency surgery at the Army Hospital in Long Binh. Released from
the hospiral with two weeks convalescence leave, he decided instead o make his way
north to join the 101st Airborne Division and his old unit. Arriving at the 101st, fa
six days he was first assigned to the 3rd Brigade and 2-501st who had just finishes
fighting in the Hamburger Hill bartle which was now over.

With the 1st Brigade heavily engaged in a new fight near Tam Ky, CPT Rog
was reassigned to the 1-501st due to the bartalion’s heavy casualtics and recen
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Joss of two company commanders. He was flown by Huey to LZ Professional
and joined the battalion. At first, he was considered for the $-3 Air position
responsible for coordinating air assets used by the battalion. A few days later on
short notice, LTC Singer told Roy he would immediately replace Begley in Delta
Company. Finally, he would command an infantry company in combat with the
101st Airborne Division, the position he most wanted.

- CPT Roy is 28 years old as he takes command. He is the oldest young man in
Delta Company and certainly the most experienced. More importantly, he is the
right man for the tough job of leading an understrength infantry company short
of officers and NCOs. The men who serve under CPT' Roy in the days ahead will
respond well to and appreciate his leadership. Many will owe him their lives and
atcribute their survival in combat to him.

2 June: Preparation for Hill 376

A “Never Quit” Commander

In his second day in command, CPT Roy's shoulder wound is hurting and worse
than expected. My plaroon medic laoks at his wound and sees it is getting infected.
He advises CPT Roy to get it treated by the medical staff at LZ Professional. Roy
reluctantly agrees, Before going in, he calls LTC Singer to let him know his plans
1o return to Professional in the next hour. Singer agrees and tells him not to worry
about the company. He and his operations officer, Major MacDiarmid, will keep
an eyc on it.

Roy rakes a helicopter out in the early afternoon. It is the last time 'l see CPT
Roy for 46 years. Landing ar the dusty helipad at Professional, he goes straight
to the 1st Brigade’s well-staffed and equipped clinic. As the medic said, infection
is beginning to set in. The wound is cleaned and rebandaged. A strong course of
antibiorics is prescribed.

LT'C Singer comes in to see him. He's concerned about Roy's ability to take the
company into combat. He tells Roy he has a replacement company commander
ready to go and Roy does not have to go back out. Roy doesn't tell Singer that he's
also only three weeks out from his recent appendectomy. He is confident it won't
hurt his performance. He has been gerting stronger every day.

Roy refuses ro give up his new command. He tells LTC Singer, “I'm both willing
and able to get back to my company, I can fly out first thing next morning.” Singer
tells him, Delta Company will be making a combat assault in the morning, likely
into a hot LZ. Roy responds, “I'm ready to go. The shoulder wound is painful, but
only a temporary setback.” Finally, LTC Singer relents, impressed by Roy's resolve.
Though Roy and Singer may not be thinking ir, Roy is the personal embodiment
of Delta Company’s motto, “Never Quit!”
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Roy knows Delta Company is both understrength and short of officer and NCO
leaders. He rightly believes his previous combat experience is in dire need. Whar
he saw and briefly learned about the company was positive despite the mar ning
issues. His decision to return and resume command is an unselfish decision. Hi
experience, combat leadership, and “Never Quit” fighting spirit will be needed more
than Roy knows.

Once his wound is treated, CPT Roy heads over ro the battalion’s TOC to geta
derailed update on events. He talks with one of the older TOC operations NCOs.
He learns more about the 21 May combar and how brutal it was. The NCO says
the bartalions four companies have tended 1o operate close to one another since
taking heavy casualties. It is understandable. '

Roy talks briefly with MA] MacDiarmid, the bartalion operations officer, abous
plans for tomorrow. He learns this afternoon Bravo Company (1-501st) is conducti
a combar assault to rescue an Aero-Rifle Platoon from the brigade’s Bravo Troo
2-17th Air Cavalry. The platoon was attacked by a large number of NVA immediarcly
after landing on Hill 376 and rook heavy casualties. Tomorrow morning, Delta and
Alpha Companics will be inserted on Hill 376.

The Fight on Hill 376 Begins

For the past two wecks whenever brigade helicoprers fly near or over Hill 376
they take enemy fire. Sometimes light caliber weapons, but often .51 caliber hes vy
machine guns in an antiaircraft role. This eventually raises the question, “Why doe
the enemy have heavy guns there? Whar are they protecting?”

Since noon on 2 June, the 1-501st TOC has been listening to the developing
situation on Hill 376. The 1st Brigade commander inserred a small 18-manAero-Ri e
Plaroon from Bravo Troop, 2-17th Cavalry at BT210128 on the east side of he
mountain. Dropped off by helicopter, their mission was to determine the size and
location of the enemy which may be there. ‘They found out soon enough. The
enemy was waiting for them in force. Wichin minutes of the helicopters lifting off
the platoon is pinned down by withering enemy fire. Surrounded and under artack
by what is reported to be hundreds of NVA soldiers, the platoon quickly has fous
killed and four wounded. '

SP4 Joseph Guy LaPointe Jr. is the medic for the Aero-Rifle Platoon. He imm
diately answers the call “Medic!” from the wounded. Going forward to locare the
wounded soldiers, he runs through heavy enemy fire then begins to crawl direcdy
in view of the enemy bunker. As his platoon artempts to provide covering fire 1o
suppress the enemy bunker, LaPointe administers first aid to one wounded soldies
and protects a second soldier with his own body. Fire from the enemy bunker wo
LaPointe, knocking him to the ground. Though wounded, he returns to the twe
wounded men and continues to give them aid until an enemy hand grenade kills
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all three men. For his bravery under fire, SP4 LaPointe is awarded the Medal of
Honor posthumously on 25 January 1972. LaPointe was a conscientious objector
o chose to serve in the military to save the lives of others.

‘The 15t Brigade commander soon realizes “we've kicked a hornet’s nest.” He alerts
¢ 1-501st and assigns the battalion the mission of relieving enemy pressure on the
17th Cavalry’s platoon. In fact, it is a rescue mission. Bravo Company at Tam Ky
North securing 1st Brigade’s command post is designared the immediate reaction
" Ar 1440, the 1st Platoon from Bravo Company, 1-501st is inserred into
L7 near BT203126 to link-up with the Aero-Rifle Platoon. The timely arrival
d bravery of the platoon leader (name is withheld by his personal request) and
is platoon reinforces and saves the Aero-Rifle Platoon from being overrun and
certain death.

Ar 1745H, CPT Walter Shelron comes into Hill 376 with the rest of Bravo
mpany and the battalion’s Recon Plateon attached. Ar the end of their first day
on Hill 376, Bravo has only one wounded soldier, SGT David Holladay. Apparently,
the encmy has decided to lay low and not rake on a larger unir in direct combat.
Alpha and Delta companies are on standby alert to conduct combat assaules into
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Bravo’s LZ the next morning (3 June). Once alerted, the two companies monitor
the on-going battle on their radios and turn their attention to tomorrow's combag
assault. ‘The fighr for Hill 376 has begun. '

In the afrernoon, Delta Company moves to its pickup point at BT164109 foy
tomorrow’s combat assault. Qur two platoons are making routine combar assault
preparations. They know the drill. Checking weapons, ammunition, grenades, radios,
batteries, food, and warer. So far, no additional information on the enemy situation
is available other than what is picked up on the radio. What is clear—rthere is a la ge.
well-armed NVA force on Hill 376. The fighting is likely to be intense. ‘There is alsg
na information on the bartalion’s concept of operations. The only thing known, 2
it’s a guess, is that Delta and Alpha Company will likely be put down on the
somewhere close to Brave Company.

Fortunately, Bravo Company takes only one casualty on their first day on Hill
376, 5GT David Holladay is wounded in action. The Aero-Rifle Platoon’s four
KIA casualties include SSG Jimmic Reed, SSG Emmanuel Saunders, and SPS
Richard Brech. As previously mentioned $P4 Joseph LaPointe the arrached medi
was also killed. (Soldiers WIA were nort identified in the Bravo Troop, 2-17dh
Cavalry after action report for Operation Lamar Plain and could nor be identifice
in other records.)

My Last Day in the Field

As evening closes in, my attention is on tomorrow. Nor enough on our current
situation. A costly mistake. We have been in our current position all afternoomn.
Our claymore antipersonnel mines and trip flares are nor yer out. Typically, we da
thar just before dark. As dusk approaches, we begin to feel secure. We have had 0
enemy contact in two days. A quict stillness scrtles over our position. We begin e
implement our nighttime security procedures. Talking in low voices. ‘Turning radie
down. Making as little noisc as practical checking weapons. No fires for heatin
chow. My platoon’s position is within a stand of small scrub trees and brush.
are just tall enough ro conceal my 6 ft, 3 in frame. T am busy checking our positions.
Most of my guys are already dug in for the night,
Suddenly, the quiet is shattered by an explosion just a few feet from where I's ]
standing. I'm thrown some 20 ft into an open area and land like a sack of potatoes.
A second explosion follows the first. Both rounds are preceded by the characreristie
“bloop” of an M-79 grenade launcher. T hear neither, Closely following the
explosions there is a long burst of AK-47 fire. Then quickly, again all is quiet!
F'm lying still. Not sure what has happened. I look down at my legs. My jungle
fatigue pants are saturated with blood. My legs are numb. I can’t move them. Like
other wounded soldiers, at first T have no idea how bad I'm hir. I look over and see
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= head of our platoon medic (“Doc”) pop up from a foxhole dug for the night.
Salmly, he says, “3-6, 'm coming our to get you.”
I am not about to let Doc come out in the open to treat me. | tell him to stay
mt. [ will come to him. [ begin a slow crawl over to his position using my elbows
push myself along. Half-way there, my leg gets caughe on a clump of grass. I
pok down and see what looks like a jagged bloody stick coming out of the top
£ my boot. Thinking it's my legbone, I reach down to free myself. It comes loose
ssily. Just a bloody stick lodged in the top of my boot. Relieved and somewhat
aused, from that moment on 1 figure T will be okay and crawl the rest of the way
th renewed strength. Doc comes ourt and pulls me the rest of the way and begins
freat my wounds.
The bravery of medics in combat is 2 much under told story. My platoon’s medic
as brave as they come. 'Tall, lean, and muscular, he could probably take anyone in
wur plaroon in a hand-to-hand fight. But here he is, a black conscientious objecror,
ing as an unarmed medic alongside soldiers in an infantry platoon armed o the
(He joined us after our arrival in Tam Ky. | heard his name when he first came
ato the plaroon rwo weeks ago, but we all have called him “Doc” out of respect and
imiration. [ am sad to say that none of the veterans in our company can recall his
Erual name 50 years larer. In research for this book, I have tried numerous efforts
wer a three-year period o find him to no avail with the support of other members
# Delta Company and our bartalion. We won't give up until we find him.)
- Days earlier T had given Doc my personal Colt Commander .45 caliber pistol.
£ wasn'T government issue. | purchased it from my former platoon sergeant, Gary
epner, just before he left the platoon for the batmalion TOC in the A Shau. T rold
Doc, “Please take this for your self-protection.” He rook it wich a smile of appreciation,
ars later, T learned he carried it unloaded in the botrom of his rucksack. Clearly,
8 was a man of firm conviction.
As Doc bandages my wounds, [ listen on the radio as a nearby medevac helicoprer
§ called. He asks abour the enemy situation near our location. He is rold we have
ust received fire from a close-in enemy, and I hear his quick refusal to make the
ickup. 1 can’t blame the pilot. Two medevac helicopters from his unit have been
ghot down in recent days.
A log bird hears the refusal. He immediately volunteers to make the pickup. His
smstructions are simple. Put a strobe light in a hole and he will land on it. He is
less than five minutes out. Log bird pilots flying in support of infantry often scem
fearless. ‘They too are usually young men in their early twenties. Many risk their lives
o carry infantry soldiers to bartle and bring them ammunition, water, and other
meeded supplics. They have a major role in evacuating wounded and flying out the
bodics of dead soldiers. Like medics, helicoprer pilots have the greatest respect and
appreciation of infantry soldiers and we them.
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While waiting on the log bird, one of my men does a quick crater analysis of
the round that wounded me. Gold colored metal fragments reveal it was a 40 mm

M-79 round, an American weapon. The crater shows the round had come in ar as
angle of 45 degrees. From my wounds it is easy to sce it exploded on my left side.
The round has a lethal radius of 5 m from the point of impacr if it dmps straight
down. [ was only a meter or so away from where it exploded. It wasn't my time.

We hear the |ﬂg bird well before we see him. The enemy can hear him too. The
dark olive-drab helicopter body blends with the shadows as he comes in low ar
fast, skimming the treetops, We expect he will take fire coming in, but he doesnls
The Huey's noise is always deafening as it hovers just inches off the ground. Anothe
soldier, PFC Ron Kohler, and [ are put on the floor of the empry helicoprer. Kohle
has also been wounded by shrapnel from the other M-79 round. He is alert and
sitting up,

With his two passengers on board, the pilot revs his engines for lift off.
whine with the weight of the aircraft. The roar of the engines and rotors drown
all conversation. The pilor looks back, gives a quick thumbs up, lifts off and pitch
the helicopter nose down and accelerates forward. My immediate thoughr is nearbs
enemy soldiers are holding their fire unril we lift off. I'm expecting we will be hi
Hopefully we won't crash. Again, nothing happens.

I take a last look in the direction of my platoon. A few unrecognizable green-cla
soldiers blend in with the shrubs and increasing darkness. Nor soon enough,
are at a thousand feet and climbing enroute to Chu Lai and the 312th Evacuatie
Hospital. I'm glad to be alive. My thoughts briefly turn back to my guys.
leaving them in a tough spot. Knowing I was going out, I turned my plaroon ow
to SGT Jim Liuleton. I lay my head back on the floor of the helicopter. There:
nothing I can do to help them now. SGT Lirtleton has the platoon. He is still ¢
best combar leader.

Back ar LZ Professional, CPT Roy receives word of the brief enemy attack. H
has lost two more from his already undermanned company, PFC Kohler and his Is
officer platoon leader. It doesn’t change his resolve to rejoin his company. His comb
experience and leadership skills are needed now more than ever. Delta Compas
will conducr its combat assault on Hill 376 tomarrow as planned.

e

Casualties and Awards

As the 1-501st enters combat on Hill 376, its casualties in the first 26 days of comby
at Tam Ky are shown in Casualty Table 9.
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Caspalty Table 9: 1-501st Casualties as of 2 June 1969 (Before Hill 376)
- Casualties HHC ACo B Co CCo D Co Recon Toral

KIA 4 2 & 6 8 3 29

WIA 5 3 36 20 23 12 99

- MIA i 0 0 i} 0 il 0
5 42 6 3l 15 128

Total 9

2-17th Soldiers Killed in Action, 2 June 1969

Aero-Rifle Platoon, Brave Troop, 2-17th Cavalry—3
2 June: $P5 Richard Brech. age 21, born 10 February 1946 from Cottonwood, SD
2 June: 855G Jimmie Reed, age 23, born 3 January 1944 from Tacoma, WA
2 June: SSG Emmanuel Saunders, age 22, born 25 August 1946 from Washingron, DC
Headquarters Company, 2-17th Cavalry—1
2 June: SP4 Joseph Guy LaPointe Jr. (medic) age 20, born 2 July 1948 from
Dayron, OH
1-501st Units—0

2-17th Soldier Awards, 2 June 1969 (other awards may have been
made that were not mentioned in after action reports)
Medal of Honor—1

Headquarters Company: 2 June, 5P4 Joseph Guy LaPointe Jr. (medic)
Purple Heart—awarded to all soldiers KIA or WIA




