SAFE

From Friendly Fire

The United States infantryman
has proved to be a versatile and
strong soldier under arduous com-
bat conditions. The enemy is a for-
midable obstacle in most cases, and
the infantryman needs strong lead-
ership and direction. There is no
room for accidents, yet accidents do
happen, The sad fact is that, in
many instances, they could have
been avoided, saving soldiers from
unnecessary injury and death,

I know. [ was a victim of friendly
fire 20 years ago in Vietnam, sus-
taining a gunshot wound to a shoul-
der. Fortunately, however, as a re-
sult of this incident a failsafe sys-
tem was instituted in my company
to prevent a recurrence. There are
still lessons to be learned from this
experience, and the same principles
still apply.

The situation developed during a
routine night ambush patrol opera-
tion. I was new to the company,
having been sent in as a replace-
ment about two weeks earlier.

Several days before, [ had been
on a night ambush patrol moving
through the denuded landscape of
the Hobo Woods. Halfway to our
ambush site, we had been ambushed
in turn by a column of Viet Cong.
The encounter had been brief, and
the enemy had escaped into the
night, This had been my introduc-
tion to war, and it made the point
that this was a serious situation.

In addition, before 1 arrived, the
company had undergone an all
night attack by a superior enemy
force, and the fierce battle had cost
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the company numerous casualties,
(In fact, [ replaced one of those
soldiers who had been injured or
killed.)

As a3 result of these two encoun-
ters, the mood - in the company pe-
rimeter that evening in Angust 1967
was one of nervous anxiety, Many
believed that the enemy was ready
to launch another strike against the
company. The main topic of discus-
sion was the shared feeling that the
patrol would be hit that night. The
patrol’s anxiety spread to those
along the company perimeter. The
bleak mood may have contributed
to what happened later, because
nervous men have itchy trigger fin-
gers.

DELAY

Another contributing factor was
that the patrol did not go out on
schedule. The men had already
formed up when they were told to
disband and relax. No reason was
given for the long delay., But the
men wete thankful for the reprieve
and took advantage of the opportu-
nity to relax and wvisit,

An hour later the patrol was re-
formed and passed through the con-
certina wire into the night. Not far
from the exit point, the patrol
leader made a turn onto a predeter-
mined azimuth heading into the
woods. A short distance from that
point, someone in the patrol's cen-
ter stepped on a trip flare, sending
it into a hissing yellow flame that
silhouetted us against the dark hori-

zon. The men fell prone on the
ground to present as small a target
as possible for the enemy.

Seconds later a .50 caliber
machinegun began firing from its
perch atop an armored personnel
carrier inside the wire. It was soon
joined by a barrage of small arms
and grenade launcher fire,

Stunned, we lay helpless under
the heavy volume of fire spewing
out from the company perimeter.
The shooting lasted perhaps less
than a minute, but it seemed like
an eternity. During that time the
point man had his hand smashed by
an M79 grenade round, a soldier in
the patrol's center suffered shrapnel
wounds, and | was shot through the
left shoulder with a .223 caliber
round from an M1e.

We were evacuated for medical
attention. Fortunately, [ recovered
in four weeks and was able to re-
turn to the field. The fellow whose
hand was smashed wasn't so fortu-
nate. His hand had to be ampu-
tated, and he eventually received a
disability discharge.

All the men involved in the acci-
dent, however, were affected in one
way or another for the remainder of
their tours. This may have contrib-
uted to their becoming overcau-
tious, resulting in a conscious fear.
of shooting at a target that might
turn out to be friendly. Nobody
wanted to make that mistake again.

In reality, there were several mis-
takes made that night:

First, an overlooked area in com-
bat is rumor control. An alert non-
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commissioned officer might have
countered the soldiers’ anxiety with
logic and rcason. While this may
not have prevented the accident,
some kind of action may have re-
duced its severity.

Second, no one had assumed re-
sponsibility for notifying the pe-
rimeter unuts that the patrol was
going out an hour later than sched-
uled. The soldiers along the perime-
ter had agsumed that the patrol was
already gone and that the tripped
flare mecamt an enemy probe.

Another error on the part of the
perimeter squads was firing  with
heavy weapons. I[n situations like
this in which there is no hostile
fire, the only shooting that shouid
be allowed is intermittent small
arms fire and prenades to probe the
enemy force outside the wire.

The failsafe system that was sub-
sequently instituted in the company
was designed to reduce the proba-
bility of such errors. The system
had the most important ingredient
for success—simplicity—and rules
that everyone could remember and
follow.

Under the system, a patrol leader
assumed the responsibility for noti-
fying the headquarters radio tele-
phone aperator (RTO), who then
became responsible for notifying
each squad within the company pe-
rimeter. The patrol could not move
outside the wire until every squad
had acknowledged the signal.

This is the way it worked. When
he was ready 1o go, the patrol
leader radioed a “red light” to com-
pany headquarters. Headquarters, in
turn, radioed an answering “code
red” to let the patrol leader know
the transmission had becn copied.
The headquarters  then  systemati-
cally radiged “condition red” 10 all
squads. The patrol was given a go-
ahead when all had acknowledged
the transmission.

CODE RED

During “code red” conditions, no
onc could fire unless directed by
the company commander and then
only as directed. “Code red” signi-
fied that a patrol was lcaving and
would be in the vulnerable area
outside the perimeter for a period
of time.

Once the patrol had walked a
safe distance from the company, the
patrol leader radioed back “yellow
light.” The headquarters RTO then
sent a transmission to all squads
that the situation was now “condi-
tion yellow.” With “condition yel-
low,” platoon members had to get
the permission of their platoon
leader before they could fire at tar-
gets outside the perimeter.

Once in position, the patrol
leader radioed a “green light” to
headquarters. The company was
then notified of a “condition
green.” This meant that any mem-

ber of a squad could fire at a de-
fined target outside the wire, since
it was safe to assume that the tar-
get was enemy.

The patrol’s return tequired using
the system in reverse. Outside the
wire, after giving the “red light”
and the proper password, the patrol
was instructed to fire a predeter.
mined group of colored flares as a
confirmation signal. After this, the
patrel could reenier the perimeter.

This fail sale system set my mind
at case and helped me adjust o my
return 1o combat. During the re-
maining months [ spent with the
company, there were no other acci-
dental shootings around the com-
pany perimeter.

Although it is difficull to prepare
for every situation, lessons of the
past can be useful in the present,
and a failsafe system such as this
belongs in every company's rule
book. In combat, unnecessary casu-
alties ftom friendly fire can weaken
a command and make it more vul-
nerable to the enemy. The object is
to win battles with the fewest pos-
sible casualties, and a failsafe sys-
tem ensures that valuable man-
power will not be lost as a result of
preventable accidents,
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