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In the Phoenix Company, an unspoken, solemn vow was lived: Americans were on the ground; the Phoenix would come to get them!

As they came on short final (one-fourth mile out), the fire grew heavier. Then Mayberry slammed the Huey down amid the exploding mortar rounds, while six heavily laden soldiers rushed for the helicopter. A mortar round hit in front of the soldiers and another simultaneously just behind them. Flattened like bowling pins, the group was thrown to the ground, all badly wounded. Mayberry shouted to the crew chief, Sp5. John Ackerman, and the door gunner, Sp4. Wayne Wasilk, “Get them!” The two young Minnesotans rushed twenty yards through the mortar fire, helped four of the men up, and shouldered them to the helicopter. The firing continued, landing all around them, and Rayburn felt AK-47 rounds and mortar fragments peppering his Huey as if the Huey’s skin were his own.

Mayberry looked over his right shoulder, through the cargo bay door to his right rear. Mortars were being walked up the mountainside toward him as he watched. He held his breath, waiting for the next round.…
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To those who remembered their birthdays,
for those who’d come … when you were downed,
ABOVE THE BEST!





Stoop, Angels, hither from the skies

There is no holier spot of ground

Than here where defeated valor lies

By mourning beauty crowned

—HENRY TIMROD
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Preface

In 1994, President Bill Clinton, who had refused his country’s call to service during the Vietnam era, signed a law permitting business and trade with the people of Vietnam. By year’s end, one-fourth of tourists to the country were American college students. One-half of the businessmen visiting were Americans.

President Clinton, however, was not alone in his opposition to the war. During Clinton’s college years, he’d worked for Arkansas Senator J. William Fulbright, a longtime opponent of the war. Fulbright’s 1966 book, The Arrogance of Power, influenced the antiwar movement. In it Fulbright stated, “In a democracy, dissent is an act of faith, to criticize one’s country to do it a service.… It is an act of patriotism.”

Some Americans sought college deferment from the military draft. A few moved to foreign lands, renouncing American citizenship. Others, sunshine patriots, joined local reserve or national guard units, knowing that call-up for service in Vietnam was unlikely. Personnel slots in those units evolved into such sought-after commodities by 1968 that they became subject to political favoritism as politicians offered help to distressed parents of draftage sons. Parents with financial or political ability, desperate to avoid risking their sons’ lives in a foreign land, fueled the inequities of the selective service system.

One-third of the male population would honor the selective service draft or volunteer for military service. The Vietnam era conflict was the major sideshow of the Cold War. Only 12 percent of the total eligible male population served in Vietnam. According to military sources, a very small number, less than 3 percent of the male population, served as combatants. However, those who served in country understood that all were subject to 122mm rocket and 82mm mortar raids, even in the supposedly secure rear areas of noncombatants.

This is the story of many who served in army helicopters. The last two major actions in I Corps were the major events of 1970 and 1971. No one wanted to be the last man killed there, yet they served proudly, winning personal battles and enduring hardships despite a declining war effort. Army aviation traditions were born and strengthened in the actions of Firebase Ripcord, Landing Zone Lolo, and Pickup Zone Brown.

There had been five years of American buildup before the time of Hamburger Hill, in May 1969, which would symbolize the tragic, downward spiral that ended with the American exit. It would take the United States three years to exit the battlefields of South Vietnam. More men would die after the decision to leave was made than during the preceding five years.

After Hamburger Hill, those who served, merely following orders and performing their duties, were patriots in the most difficult of times. While others ran, protested, and evaded, those who were drafted and those who volunteered truly earned their rights as veterans … and patriots.

As the war effort waned, the demands on the helicopter crews did not diminish. The enemy added new and more powerful antiaircraft weapons, claiming more and more helicopters until the very end. The helicopter crews were all volunteers called upon to support a much less capable Army of South Vietnam while American troops departed the combat zone. As the American departure accelerated, it was the helicopter pilots, crew chiefs, and gunners who paid the heavy price of withdrawal.

When an army helicopter was shot down, another helicopter crew instantly dived to save the downed crew. Others continued the mission with resolve and, most importantly, absolute faith in their brother fliers.

Some pilots were labeled cowboys, some anointed paladins. But all were volunteers. They championed an unpopular American war effort, flying just above the trees, on warhorses of magnesium, aluminum, and fiberglass.

When the time came to pay the toll for American exit, the price of exit could only be paid in warrior souls.

This book would not be possible had I not met through the Vietnam Helicopter Pilots Association former Phoenix pilots Ken Mayberry and Jack Glennon, together with Mike Sloniker, Lt. Col., U.S.A. Retired, who also served in the army during that period. Their importance is explained in the story.

This story began as my autobiography, covering the time I served as a warrant officer aviator in the period August 19, 1970, through August 18, 1971. As I began the research and writing it evolved into something very different. In order to understand the horrors of the Laotian invasion and the experiences of the helicopter crews, one had to understand the Firebase Ripcord story.

I entered the war in August 1970 at An Khe in the Central Highlands of II Corps. When the 4th Infantry Division departed, I transferred to an assault helicopter company, C Company, 158th Aviation Battalion, 101st Airborne Division, which had the call sign Phoenix. The Phoenix was one of the most highly decorated assault helicopter units in I (“eye”) Corps. The consequence of being a Phoenix and working the worst AO (area of operations) was the loss of thirty-four pilots and crewmen in twenty-four months. The number of Phoenix aircraft damaged and destroyed was also heavy. Only nine of the original twenty Hueys shipped to South Vietnam returned home. Even those sustained major combat damage.

I have solicited advice and recommendations from those who also served when I did. Where possible, individuals described in the story have participated in the review process. All involved agree that personal perspectives vary. The heat of battle, compounded by mission responsibilities, frequently leaves even well-trained minds in a sensory overload. Each of us remembered pieces of the puzzle differently. The bibliography lists published sources that I referred to while writing. Where possible, real names have been used, but some names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.

My personal story is a small part of the larger story of those I crossed paths with. It has been my personal journey to understanding, to sort some meaning from experiences, some of which remain as vivid as yesterday.

I now understand that having served in that time and place, the experience is forever a part of me. I can never leave it … neither can I go back.

In 1991, a Vietnam-era draft dodger, serving as the Republican secretary of defense, prosecuted the most successful war in American history.

In 1994, another Vietnam-era draft dodger, the president, legalized trade with the people of Vietnam.

As readers peruse this book, they should keep in mind the following words. Before the Vietnam War, Chairman Mao Tse-tung, borrowing from the ancient words of Suntzu, set the strategy for his students:


The enemy advances: we retreat
The enemy halts: we harass
The enemy tires: we attack
The enemy retreats: we pursue



During the Vietnam War, a student of Mao, Ho Chi Minh, leader of North Vietnam, proclaimed:


You will kill ten of our men, and we will kill one of yours, and in the end it will be you who tire of it.



Years later we learned:


The Communist North Vietnamese lost 1,100,000 killed during the 21 years of the Vietnam War.

—Associated Press, April 4, 1995



Coda

The Wall in Washington, D.C., is a fallen V for victory; descendent of the symbolic peace sign of the Vietnam War era. It is engraved with over 58, 200 names. For the families of those named on the Wall, as well as the men and women who served with them, it is akin to the mysterious monolith seen in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Not just a black granite memorial, it is another dimension of the American experience, filled with rich personal stories and sacrifices for the American way of life. Families and friends of those lost make pilgrimages to Washington, D.C., to touch individual names. As they face the Wall and reach out, they close their eyes, remembering individual faces and stories in a tragic episode of our national history. By reverently fixing those memories in a place of honor, removed from the rage and disgust over their loss, the healing begins.

If you visit the Wall before dawn, you may have the blessing to chance upon a compassionate guide, a warrior, scholar, and humanitarian. An army veteran with two tours of duty in the Nam. He is often found, honoring their memories at sunrise.

Tom Marshall
1998



Map 1. Republic of Vietnam
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Map 2. Firebases and LZs in Northern South Vietnam
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Map 3. The Attack Toward Tchepone
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Prologue

Sunday, September 20, 1970, Quang Tri,
I Corps, Republic of Vietnam

The “Phoenix” was Company C (Assault Helicopter), 158th Aviation Battalion, 101st Airborne Division (Airmobile). It was based at Camp Evans, midway between Hue (pronounced “way”) to the south and the demilitarized zone separating North and South Vietnam.

The morning of September 20, 1970, started like any other mission day. Rising before dawn, they departed the Phoenix Nest at oh-dark-thirty, to fly another combat assault. They would be carrying army Rangers, supporting troops of the 1st Brigade of the 5th Mechanized Infantry Division. The 1/5 was dispersed along the northern border with the enemy, North Vietnam. The intended landing zone was on the north side of the demilitarized zone, where the North Vietnamese troops (NVA) didn’t expect them. The Huey helicopter departed the Phoenix Nest at Camp Evans and proceeded north to Quang Tri (QT).

At the 1/5 Mechanized Infantry pad, Papa Company Rangers assembled. Killer Team 1–8 boarded the Phoenix Huey. Sgt. Harold Sides, from Dallas, Texas, was the team leader. With him were Sp4. Raymond Apellido, the assistant team leader, of Bakersfield, California. Sp4. Dale Gray and another Ranger also took their positions, sitting in the door of the Huey’s cargo bay, with their feet dangling over the helicopter skids. Team members Sp4. Anthony Gallina of Maplewood, Missouri, and PFC Glenn Ritchie of Mount Pleasant, North Carolina, also assumed their positions. They were well trained and highly experienced. They were to spend six days setting ambushes and booby traps near the center of the demilitarized zone (DMZ), an eight-mile-wide swath stretching from the South China Sea to the Laotian border.

With the Rangers loaded, the Huey departed QT, climbing to an altitude of only one hundred feet. Across the panoramic landscape of Quang Tri Province, the South China Sea was visible two miles to the east. The beautiful but deadly mountains of North Vietnam and Laos filled a distant horizon to the northwest. Flying high above them was the command-and-control Huey. It was accompanied by a Cobra gunship light-fire team, two Cobras ready to dive at the slightest provocation to the Huey.

It was a classic assault helicopter operation—inserting Rangers behind enemy lines. The Rangers’ intent was to place mines and booby traps, perhaps capture a prisoner. Then to kill as many enemy as possible—creating havoc and fear, disrupting the enemy’s daily routine on his home turf.

Passing west of Dong Ha, the last South Vietnamese village and military base, they descended to twenty or so feet above the ground, below the enemy radar horizon. Continuing northwest, they passed just west of Con Thien, the site of major battles between U.S. Marines and the NVA during the mid 1960s.

First Lieutenant Al Finn, the Phoenix 1st Platoon leader, was the aircraft commander. He was flying with a young warrant officer as his copilot. Passing west of Outpost Charlie-Two, which overlooked the demilitarized zone, they descended to five or ten feet above the ground. Accelerating to one hundred knots airspeed, the Huey entered the DMZ at an altitude of less than ten feet, with a speed approaching 120 miles per hour. It was a demanding ground-level sprint across the barren mudscape. The view was reminiscent of a World War I no-man’s-land. The exit would also be as fast and as low as the Huey could go; North Vietnamese (NVA) bunkers with .51-caliber antiaircraft machine guns were dispersed throughout the area. Flying even fifty feet above ground level would assure death at the hands of NVA .51s.

For the young Rangers, the Huey helicopter was a magic-carpet ride. With their feet dangling above the skids, they looked into the onrushing air, intently observing their objective. Flying at 120 miles per hour a few feet above the ground was quite a rush.

The Huey was coming loud and mean. The whopping of the rotor blades in normal flight was casual compared to sounds of the assaulting Huey. Its speed did not compare to that of an airplane. But in the three-mile-an-hour world of an infantryman, 120 miles per hour at five or ten feet above the ground was awesome.

The North Vietnamese could hear the helicopter coming two miles away, less than a minute’s flight time, but the sound from ground-level flight was diffused enough to mask the Huey’s exact location and direction. An NVA gunner alert enough to hear it coming would have to be quick and lucky to get a killing shot at the Americans.

The crew chief, Sp4. Dan Felts, and gunner, Sp4. William Dotson, scanned the onrushing landscape. They were flexing their M-60 machine guns, cleared hot, ready to suppress enemy fire.

The mission risk was high, but it was accepted as their duty. The aircrew, as well as the Rangers, believed it would be a routine killer-team insertion. The Phoenix had done it successfully many, many times before. Just another day in the saddle.

Suddenly, the Huey nosed into the ground, flipping tail over nose into a flaming mass. In an instant, four helicopter crew members and five Rangers died. Badly injured, one Ranger was thrown from the aircraft.

Instantaneous calls passed between the control bird and the gunships following high above. One Cobra pilot thought he’d witnessed the Huey taking .51-caliber fire, on the right side, head-on in the aircraft commander’s windshield. The other thought the cause might have been pilot error, flaring too sharply, contacting the ground. Whichever, the Huey had impacted the ground, flipping over, in an area occupied by the enemy.

To the surviving Phoenix pilots and crewmen, it didn’t matter how or why. The final enemy, Death, had claimed two more pilots and two crewmen. The brotherhood of warriors in Company C had lost four brethren.

That evening back at Camp Evans, pilots gathered in the officers club. Adorning the small club stage was a carved wooden emblem of the Phoenix, resurrected in flames. Low voices, absent the young warrant officers’ usual bravado, offered somber toasts, interspersed with blasphemous epithets. As the night wore on, war’s reality settled in. The awareness of combat risk and one’s very personal mortality settled to the forefront of their minds.

The combat-experienced aircraft commanders and first pilots studied the new mens’ eyes. Seeking an intuitive answer … to the most serious but unspoken question: “If I go down, are you gonna come get me? … No matter what!”

Words could not matter. The answer was in the young men’s eyes: unspoken, intuitive acceptance of duty, enduring whatever burden accompanied it. For the young men, duty performed with honor, despite a declining American war effort, required that they have faith in each other. There was a very real prospect of being shot down, and the fear of being left behind was the heart of darkness. The pilots shared a deeply personal desire: to avoid capture, torture, and death. An unmarked grave in a foreign jungle, in a war we were simply leaving, departing without victory.

The young pilots and crewmen would complete their duties and, so doing, pay the price of America’s exit. The political decision to exit the conflict had been made by the U.S. Senate four months earlier, in June 1970. The toll would be paid in lives and body parts. It would also take a toll in the memories of those who returned, remembering friends lost.

Among the young pilots and crewmen, that intensely personal understanding, assured in unspoken personal bonds, helped to sustain personal calm in the most depressing of circumstances. It empowered the pilots and crewmen to go out the next day … and do it all over again.


1

Fire Support Base Ripcord

I Corps, Republic of Vietnam

Firebase Ripcord had been reopened on April 1, 1970, when Company B, 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry, 101st Airborne Division, air assaulted onto the hill. The hill served as a firebase, part of the interlocking firebase network along the eastern perimeter of the A Shau Valley. It had been operated by the 101st Airborne Division in 1969, then closed when monsoons prevented resupply. Marines had operated from it in 1967 and 1968.

Firebase Ripcord was established as a major combat base in I Corps. As an operating base, infantry patrols would walk out into their assigned AO (area of operations) to block the North Vietnamese (NVA) divisions positioned to move on Hue.

Hue had been overrun by the North Vietnamese Army during the 1968 Tet Offensive. NVA had held the city for over twenty days. It was the largest population center north of Da Nang, and, more importantly, a provincial capital. The battle for Hue City by Marines and soldiers was widely covered by TV reporters. A clear military victory for U.S. and South Vietnamese (ARVN) forces, the 1968 Tet offensive soon became the most misinterpreted action of the war, convoluted by reporters into an NVA political victory.

Unknown to us at the time, Firebase Ripcord was very important to the commander of U.S. Forces Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACV), Gen. Creighton Abrams.

American military leaders were faced with managing a withdrawal from an ongoing war. The 9th Infantry Division, which had been based near Saigon, was already gone, as well as the 25th Infantry, the “Tropic Lightning,” which had returned to Hawaii. The 1st Infantry Division, the “Big Red 1,” had also gone. The 4th Infantry Division at An Khe would be next. With dramatic American troop reductions under way, some offensive moves had to disrupt any offensive intentions the North Vietnamese Army had.

Ripcord was part of General Creighton Abrams’s overall plan that would culminate with an invasion into the heart of the enemy forces in Laos. I Corps, home of the 101st Airborne Division, was nearest the North Vietnamese Army homeland and subject to the greatest military threat. It was widely considered the worst area of operations (AO). The Cambodian invasion of May 1970 was one of the critical offensive moves designed to buy time for the overall withdrawal, hitting the enemy as hard as possible where he least expected it.

On April 1, 1970, Sp. John Mihalko was serving as a member of the Reconnaissance (Recon) Platoon, Company E, 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry, 101st Airborne Division, at Camp Evans. The recon platoon members were a mix of well-trained veterans blended with new guys who fit in well. The men were a proud and diverse group who worked well together. Their confidence was based upon successful combat experience. They were concerned that their platoon leader, a lieutenant, had DEROSed (Date Expected Return from Overseas) and been replaced with another. The familiar questions ran through Mihalko’s mind. Is the new lieutenant gung ho? Does he have his shit together?

Reports were coming in over the radio, describing continuous enemy fire. The April Fool’s Day CA (combat assault) insertion on top of Ripcord was not going well. The combat assault onto the mountaintop was “hot, very, very hot.”

Everything bad that could happen was happening. The enemy they’d searched for in March was now there in abundance. Uncharacteristically, the NVA were slugging it out, not disappearing into the jungle.

Mihalko and his platoon headed out to the helicopter pad in silence. The situation was bad and getting worse. Reinforcements were having an extremely difficult time getting into Ripcord. The choppers were delayed getting there and took heavy fire when they did make it in. Casualties were mounting, and the North Vietnamese Army still showed no sign of their characteristic flight from the battle once surprise had been lost. After interminable waiting, the helicopters arrived at the PZ (pickup zone), and the men mounted up.

The recon platoon had been trained to work silently, stalking through the jungle in search of an elusive enemy. They were highly effective because they worked in small groups, and they usually had the element of surprise on their side. Their tactics were to hit hard in swift and deadly ambushes. But this time the recon platoon was ordered to conduct a combat assault: no element of surprise, a hot landing zone. No stealth in the jungle shadows, only fire and maneuver in the open to assault enemy bunkers!

A few Huey helicopters (slicks) had been shot down earlier in the day, raising the anxiety level of later passengers. Mihalko looked at the helicopter crews without envy, knowing they would have to go out to Ripcord repeatedly, totally exposed to antiaircraft fire while going in and mortar fire while on the pads. The aircrews, however, were equally reluctant to think of spending the night on Ripcord.

Mortar fire prevented the helicopters from landing immediately, so they circled in daisy chains just out of range. During one of the turns, Mihalko glanced down and got his first glimpse of Ripcord. It didn’t look like much from that altitude, simply a bald mountaintop surrounded by lush green jungle. As they began the approach, mortar rounds were hitting the hill. Then Mihalko saw a Huey lying in the jungle below the mountaintop where it had been shot down. They circled, still descending. Finally the crew chief shouted above the roar of the rotor blades and engine, “We’re going in, get ready!”

A mile out, on extended final approach, the door gunner shouted into his microphone, “Taking fire.” He began laughing as he opened up with his M-60 machine gun. Mihalko watched Cobras working out beside them. Then the crew chief and door gunner were both firing. Mortar rounds were impacting where they were supposed to land.

With mortal combat under way below them, the door gunner shouted to him, “Isn’t this neat?” Mihalko thought the door gunner was either the most gung ho soldier he’d ever seen or simply crazy! On final, the mortar rounds came in like hail. The landscape ahead spewed into the sky in front of them. The helicopter was shuddering as it lost airspeed. With mortars impacting the landing zone in front of him, the pilot initiated a go-around. Breaking off the approach, he pulled in maximum power, accelerating away from the fire without touching down.

The second and third tries were equally unsuccessful. After the fourth, the Huey was running low on fuel. Just as the Rangers relaxed, thinking they wouldn’t have to return to Ripcord that day, the pilot said, “We’re just gonna refuel at Camp Evans and try it all over again.” It was just another day for the air crews. They would keep trying until the combat assault was successfully completed. Luckily for Mihalko, his CA was called off. Only part of his platoon made it onto the mountaintop.

On April 3, it was rumored that Ripcord was going to be evacuated and that the recon platoon members were coming in. It was true, but Mihalko’s teammates looked as if they had been through a meat grinder. Their fatigues were spattered with blood. The legs of one man were exposed from his thighs to his knees, dripping in blood from wounds that he didn’t even seem to notice. People were glad to simply be alive. The only fatal casualty his platoon had suffered was the new lieutenant, killed in action.

Then the “Word” spread: “We’re staying on Ripcord.” At that point, Mihalko realized the Ripcord area of operations was going to be the recon platoon’s home for a long time to come. There were one hell of a lot of bad guys out there, and they could mount a real attack any time they chose. After several months in country, the events of April 1 left him with his first bitter feelings: he began to question decisions of those above him.

The April Fool’s Day assault shook Mihalko up. Like other combat veterans, he came to realize that simply being good was not enough to survive in close combat. Luck had a big say in the matter. Of course, the combat assault into Ripcord was a “piece of cake,” compared to the extraction under artillery siege that would occur on July 23.

Ripcord was quickly expanded by combat engineers to house four hundred men, and it became the starting point for many foot patrols into the surrounding hills and valleys. Infantry patrols would walk the hills below the twenty-eight-hundred-foot mountaintop, searching for the enemy. The presence of the Screaming Eagles at Ripcord blocked North Vietnamese Army divisions from moving into the Hue area, the provincial capital and largest population center north of Da Nang.

On April 28, Company B, 2d Battalion, 502d Infantry, while patrolling a valley floor below Ripcord, discovered an occupied North Vietnamese Army position. They successfully assaulted and killed fifteen NVA. Among the weaponry captured, they were startled to find U.S. equipment, including an M-60 machine gun, an M-79 grenade launcher, and most important, a PRC-25 FM radio. It was obvious that the North Vietnamese Army units in the field were monitoring American radio transmissions.

On May 17, the North Vietnamese Army stepped up activity across I Corps, and a Chinook helicopter in the mountains west of Firebase Nancy was shot down. The entire crew was lost.

A Phoenix Huey on a resupply mission took fire coming out of the mountain ridgelines. Capt. Randy House was surprised to take hits over a usually safe area. With flames leaping into his cargo bay, he immediately dived to the lowland plain. It took one hundred knots airspeed to beat the flames back. His copilot, WO Don Mears, called out critical instruments as they completed the forced landing safely. Near Ripcord, other aircraft were taking heavy antiaircraft fire while resupplying ARVN Firebase O’Reilley. The pilots were taking fire at places they generally considered safe. Something was up with the North Vietnamese Army.

The next day, just south of Fire Support Base O’Reilley, a Phoenix Huey supporting combat engineers was shot down in flames. Three crew members and two passengers were killed in the crash. For the second miraculous time in two months, Phoenix crew chief, Specialist Fourth Class Easterling, jumped from the helicopter an instant before it crashed into the ground. He was knocked unconscious, but walked out of the jungle two days later. To have survived jumping from a crashing helicopter that killed all remaining on board was a trial of survival instincts and reflexes matched, amazingly, by four other Phoenix crew members.

Crew Chief Specialist Mike Amos had jumped from his Huey before it impacted the mountain lowlands on December 21, 1969. After recuperating on the hospital ship Repose, Mike returned to the Phoenix. He’d shown no reluctance to get back in the saddle.

Fate, however, placed him in another Phoenix Huey late in the afternoon of January 29, 1970. Three Phoenix Hueys were in loose trail formation east of the A Shau Valley. Their mission was to pick up a team of combat engineers who had been inserted that morning to cut a new landing zone out of the jungle. The lead aircraft, piloted by Capt. Don Swanson and WO Phillipe Las Hermes, touched down in landing zone Z. As the ground troops scrambled aboard, an explosion rocked the Huey.

WO Jack Glennon was in the second aircraft, on long final for the landing zone. Glennon watched in disbelief as a rocket-propelled grenade impacted the Huey’s fuel cell and flames engulfed the aircraft.

Whether by instinct or as a reflexive effort to clear the landing zone, preventing further injuries to the ground troops, Swanson and Las Hermes lifted the doomed Huey out of the landing zone. It flew a hundred yards, fluttered, then fell toward the jungle-covered mountain foothills. Aboard the tumbling aircraft, determined to survive, Mike Amos unclasped his safety harness, and jumped from his seat at eighty feet above the ground. The flaming Huey fell through the jungle canopy, exploding, ultimately killing all three aboard. Two died instantly. One crew member would die from fatal pneumonia. Desperately trying to escape the burning wreckage, he’d breathed flames of the crash, and death. It would take two torturous weeks in a hospital, in Japan, to end his struggle.

Amos was rescued the next day by a medical evacuation (medevac) Huey. This time he was transferred to the hospital ship Sanctuary. He would go home to heal a broken leg. Amos’s story was strangely similar to Easterling’s two jumps. Their stories gave little hope or comfort to other crewmen, who were aware of just how many had died.

Also on May 18, Rangers operating southwest of Tun Tavern destroyed two NVA trucks, one a small 2 1/2-ton truck and one a larger five-ton model. Both were carrying supplies toward O’Reilley and Ripcord. The sequence of these events proved the North Vietnamese were successfully inserting not only men but weapons and supplies on a scale not publicly acknowledged in Saigon or Washington, D.C.

On June 12, warrant officers Tom Tindor and John Wilson were on a routine day of ash-and-trash resupply. While flying over the mountain jungle, a single AK-47 round hit the aircraft. In the Huey’s normally loud turbine engine hum, with vibration of the rotor system and wind whipping through the cockpit at ninety miles per hour, the bullet was not heard. Nor was it felt … except by Wilson.

The 7.62mm slug ripped upward through the Huey’s belly. It passed between the pilot’s collective and armor seat plate, missing each by millimeters. It entered John Wilson’s abdomen, tumbling upward into his heart. Tragically, mercifully, killing him instantly.

Tindor was stunned to see his copilot slump, as if asleep, without a word, even a sigh. It took Tindor a few seconds to comprehend Wilson’s death. There simply was nothing he or anyone else could do. Even so he later experienced survivor’s guilt and personal disgust. Tindor thought he’d taken too long to comprehend Wilson’s death and was sickened at his inability to help! Why had it happened to Wilson, why not himself?

A few days later, Tindor was called Stateside on emergency leave. He would not return to the Phoenix.

Camp Eagle

On June 23, Col. Benjamin Harrison assumed command of the 3d Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, “Currahee.” His initial orders were to set up a forward command post near the demilitarized zone, and a plan was worked up to reopen Firebase Shepard, which overlooked the abandoned Khe Sanh airfield to its west. There had been armed “contact” by the 2d Troop of the 17th Air Cavalry Squadron, and North Vietnamese regular forces were openly moving through Khe Sanh, the Da Krong, and the A Shau Valley areas. The level of NVA activity increased around Khe Sanh and the A Shau. The harassment of ARVN firebases O’Reilly and Barnett was soon overshadowed by intense contact in the Firebase Ripcord area of operations.

Vo Nguyen Giap, the North Vietnamese General, had apparently commenced a major offensive to extract a high price in American casualties, an attempt to humiliate American troops in the eyes of the international press. Giap knew the offensive would cost high casualties, but Giap understood that American casualties would fuel antiwar protests, possibly encouraging further troop withdrawals.

Washington, D.C.

While the festivities were under way on and around Firebase Ripcord, a heated political debate culminated in Washington, D.C. The United States Senate voted to repeal the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, the political and legal basis for U.S. military operations in Indochina. Political decisions were being made that would dramatically affect our nation’s history. A few days later, on June 30, 1970, the Senate passed the Cooper-Church Amendment, which barred funds for support of United States ground troops in Cambodia and Laos without prior congressional approval.

In a rare moment of truth and consequences, the political decision forced the military command decision to withdraw.

Firebase Ripcord

Enemy contact generally subsided at the mountaintop firebase until July 1, 1970. Things dramatically changed when infantrymen of the 803d NVA regiment used assault rifles, rocket-propelled grenades, and satchel charges to attack night defensive positions of the battalion spread on the valley floor.

On July 2, Firebase Ripcord came under sustained recoilless rifle fire for the first time. Ripcord was being pounded from Hill 1000, the first high ground to its west. Ground assaults conducted by Charlie and Delta companies, 2/506th, were disappointing. The reluctance of the company commander to lead the men up the hill in the face of obviously horrendous odds was angrily observed by the upper ranks. There had been several friendly casualties, and most units were operating at 60 percent of assigned strength. Realistically, only so much could be asked of them.

That evening, Ripcord began receiving 120mm mortar attacks. It was the first use of the 120s south of the DMZ. The very large mortars showed a major logistic success by the enemy. It was now obvious to all they were being supplied by trucks or tracked vehicles, which were necessary to transport the very heavy mortars, their base plates, and ammunition. The 122mm rocket was well known by all those serving in Vietnam. It was, however, an indiscriminate, inaccurate weapon. The 120mm mortar, however, was different: it could be sighted and walked carefully across specific targets. Ripcord was then under an NVA artillery siege.

On the night of July 3, the Ripcord perimeter began receiving probing ground attacks. They would occur nightly for the following week. An infantry company, D Company, 2d Battalion, 501st Infantry (2/501st), at the base of Hill 805, in the valley below Ripcord, had heavy ground attacks four nights in a row. The surrounded company, in its night-defensive position, required a continuous stream of combat air support flights and helicopter flare ships and gunships. Air force forward air controllers remained overhead to save them from being overrun. All available in-range artillery, including 105mm, 175mm, and eight-inch guns, was employed in defending the ground troops in the field. After four nights of continuous pounding by the enemy, D Company was ordered extracted from Hill 805.

While waiting for helicopters in the pickup zone, Capt. Chris Straub’s Kit Carson Scout (a North Vietnamese prisoner of war who volunteered to serve as a scout for U.S. troops) pulled a pin on a hand grenade, killing himself, seriously wounding Straub and two others standing nearby. The former NVA simply couldn’t live with the fact that they were killing so many North Vietnamese that he’d helped find.

On the evening of July 4, the North Vietnamese Army celebrated the American holiday by massing to attack the command post and 1st and 2d platoons of Company C, 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry, in the valley below Ripcord.

At midnight, NVA sappers (combat engineers carrying very destructive explosive charges called satchel charges) crawled through the night defensive perimeter. Once in place, the charges were blown in a coordinated attack while B–40 rockets and rocket-propelled grenades flashed into the American positions. Then NVA infantrymen swarmed through the positions, shooting, grenading, and bayoneting. In the surreal nightscape of trip flares, explosions, tracers, automatic-weapons fire, and screams, the company commander and seven other GIs died. Six others were wounded in action. One man was missing, believed captured. The NVA left fifteen bodies. Several more were believed killed or wounded.

The platoon medic, who survived the onslaught, reorganized the defensive perimeter with the survivors and called for artillery and gunships. Jets also came to their aid.

On the afternoon of July 5, Sgt. Robert Granberry was informed his recon team of E Company, 2/506th, would search Hill 1000. Granberry was raised hunting and fishing in the woods of northwest Florida; he was comfortable in the “bush.” His father had been a decorated navy corpsman (Medic), serving in the South Pacific in World War II. Granberry and his men were an experienced, very successful recon team, and Granberry was over the hump of his tour. He had developed the “sixth sense,” awareness of danger and enemy threats. Even so, he and his team had once been bombed by two F-4 Phantoms directed by a “visually impaired” air force forward air controller (FAC). The bombs had been close, but not close enough. And once a Cobra gunship had also dived on them. Luckily, recognizing them as friendlies, he broke off at the last second.

As Granberry and the five other team members were listening to the reports of the line companies below Ripcord, the news was bad and kept getting worse. Hill 1000, the recon team’s next-day objective, was the apparent source of enemy attacks and mortar fire.

The team members sat together at lunch, overlooking the hilltop saddle, a narrow ridge that connected Hill 1000 and Ripcord. The next day they would cross it in daylight and search for the North Vietnamese Army positions. The situation reports from line companies on patrol worried them. In an attempt to lighten the tension, men began joking about the need for a “sky pilot,” a chaplain.

Granberry recognized the underlying concerns imbedded in the words. Each man was dependable and experienced. Recognizing the seriousness of the situation, Granberry polled his team members. They all agreed. Later that afternoon there was a short, somber, offering of prayers officiated by a chaplain on behalf of the recon platoon. Afterward, grim jokes continued about their “last rites.”

After a restless night punctuated by NVA harassment of the firebase and the troops below, morning came. The recon team moved across the hilltop ridge toward Hill 1000.

By midafternoon, they’d entered the base of Hill 1000 and begun hearing the metallic sounds of North Vietnamese Army troops moving munitions and mortar pieces. Granberry knew the North Vietnamese Army protected their artillery pieces; they carried them too far to risk them casually. There was probably a company defending them, if not more.

He radioed his observation to a second lieutenant atop Ripcord. A few minutes later, he was told to “engage the enemy position.” Granberry couldn’t believe it. Including himself, there were a radioman, a medic, and four soldiers. Astonished, he informed the lieutenant they were only a recon team and asked him to reconsider. The lieutenant, obviously obeying a superior, repeated, “This is a direct, lawful order. Engage the enemy!”

Granberry informed his team members of the order. With his men, he carefully reviewed the options: Refuse the order and face a court-martial or attack the position and get killed or wounded (if very lucky).

They angrily agreed to go on with the attack. Without even the cover of darkness, the six men silently moved forward, up the hill, utilizing as much natural cover as possible. The sounds became louder, mixed with NVA voices. Close, they still could not see the enemy defensive positions. Then three rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) exploded above them, and shrapnel showered from above, badly wounding the six men.

The PRC-25 radio on the back of Dixie Gaskins disintegrated in the explosion, saving his life. Granberry awoke in pain to the moans of others. Shrapnel had hit all over his back and legs. His M-16, useless, was melted into the shape of a C. He drew his .45 and awaited the NVA charge to finish them off. Thankfully, it never came. Instead, a soldier from Company D led the rescue from behind them. They were carried out of the fire zone and medevacked.

They had followed orders that they knew were simply stupid. Considering the options given them, the outcome had been “as well as could be expected,” a familiar line in many letters home!

After artillery bombardment, unsuccessful companysize assaults began the following day. What had been unsuccessfully attempted by a six-man team, was twice repeated by an understrength eighty-man company. None of the assaults was successful. All suffered casualties.

On July 8, Companies B and C of the 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry, again assaulted Hill 1000, losing two KIA and four wounded without dislodging the NVA. The NVA had not only maintained, but improved their defensive position since April. There was obviously a lot more to the North Vietnamese Army fortifications than met the eye. There had to be a large complex, mostly underground and well manned.

On July 10, eight artillery attacks fell on Ripcord, killing two and wounding seventeen. From July 11 through 16, ground action below Ripcord claimed another ten Americans killed and fifty-two wounded. Only twelve NVA were confirmed killed in the same period. Artillery attacks on Ripcord would continue.

On July 18, 1970, a Chinook helicopter carrying a sling load of 105mm howitzer ammunition onto Ripcord was shot down by 12.7mm antiaircraft fire. Mortar fire after the crash started a fire and a huge plume of smoke. The flaming wreckage touched off a series of explosions in the ammunition storage area where it crashed. Six 105mm howitzers from B Battery, 2d Battalion/319th Field Artillery, were destroyed, and thousands of shells exploded in the fire. Two recoilless rifles and countermortar radar were lost as well. According to Colonel Harrison, “It looked as if the entire mountaintop were erupting.”

This was the second loss of a 2/319th Artillery battery in the same region. Beginning at 3:00 A.M., May 13, 1969, C Battery, 2d Battalion/319th Field Artillery, was overrun at Firebase Airborne while firing support for the fighting at Dong Ap Bia (Hamburger Hill). North Vietnamese Army sappers claimed twenty-two U.S. killed from a battery of approximately sixty artillerymen. The guns were destroyed and the battery rendered combat ineffective.

The destruction of the Chinook helicopter on top of Ripcord’s 105mm howitzer battery was a disaster; the defensive capabilities of Ripcord were greatly diminished. The howitzers were necessary because they were capable of close and continuous, easily adjusted fire support with a high rate of fire. The larger 155mm howitzer battery was designed to back up the direct-support 105mm units. With Ripcord’s 105mm artillery destroyed, the base was incapable of close-in artillery support. The beginning of the end of Ripcord had begun.

Colonel Harrison then requested Brig. Gen. Sid Berry to immediately reopen Firebase Gladiator to position a battery of 105mm howitzers in support of the troops in the Ripcord area. That evening, an engineer mine and booby-trap element was dispatched from Camp Evans with a recon platoon for security. They were flown to commence the mine clearance of Firebase Gladiator. The following morning, a 105mm howitzer battery was operating at Gladiator. By nightfall, the battery was providing direct support to troops in the field around Ripcord.

On the evening of the nineteenth, Colonel Harrison realized he had five of eight total infantry battalions in the division under his operational control. All five had some elements in firefights and hot contact with the enemy troops. It was becoming clear that Ripcord was a major battle brewing, with NVA forces massed in the vicinity. Elements of the 66th North Vietnamese Army Regiment were confirmed north and west of Ripcord. The 29th and 803d North Vietnamese Army Regiments were now located southeast of Ripcord. Harrison realized that with the extraction of some troops in the field, those remaining became more dependent upon fire support.

That evening, he sent for his air liaison officer (ALO), Major Brown (USAF). Colonel Harrison was to spend the night on Ripcord and asked Major Brown to get his gear together. Major Brown responded that he could do a much more effective job coordinating air support from his aircraft above Ripcord. Colonel Harrison angrily told him he expected continuous airborne FAC with relief on station. If at any time he could not talk instantly with a FAC in the air, he would send a helicopter to pick up Major Brown and have him report to a bunker at Ripcord. With this encouragement, Major Brown and other forward air controllers provided some of the most effective and intense air support witnessed in the entire Vietnam war. The forward air controllers benefited from the experience of Colonel Harrison, who was also an army aviator who had commanded an aviation battalion on a previous tour. The colonel had the knowledge of the ground situation and understood aviation terminology. He would have many direct conversations with the aircrews involved and would request the most specific types of missions for critical tactical needs.

Capt. Chuck Hawkins was commander of the battered infantry of Alpha Company, 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry. The following day he reported that a tap on an NVA landline (wire) between a division headquarters and an artillery regiment on the valley floor below Ripcord had revealed that four NVA regiments with up to twelve thousand men had surrounded Ripcord. Colonel Harrison immediately ordered his staff to develop plans to counter the enemy regiments, and they worked up a plan requiring six additional U.S. battalions. In the middle of the night, Colonel Harrison realized the severity of the situation for Alpha Company and immediately ordered it extracted. The company was successfully extracted under fire at first light.

General Berry realized that with a division headquarters on the valley floor below Ripcord, the North Vietnamese were there to stay, between eight thousand and twelve thousand soldiers. A force that large was adequate to initiate an attack against Hue, no less to attack Firebase Ripcord and the patrols surrounding it.

Early the next morning (July 21), General Berry told Colonel Harrison, “We’re closing Ripcord. What do you need in the way of support?” Colonel Harrison was surprised; it had never occurred to him to withdraw. Berry was able to see that the battle forming would claim a large number of lives, and he knew that the firebase was already scheduled to be closed due to monsoons in October. Rather than continuing daily losses, General Berry concluded it was time to withdraw the troops. After the closing, they would pound the enemy with artillery and tactical air. Harrison had been entirely too close to the situation in terms of the tactical operations and had not observed the strategic picture. Of course, for some of the infantrymen around Ripcord, the withdrawal was a little late. One platoon had been reported overrun by NVA, and a company was in danger of being overrun.

General Berry had asked Colonel Harrison what was needed for the extraction and evacuation. Colonel Harrison immediately told him he needed an air cavalry squadron, an aerial rocket artillery battalion, and unlimited close-air support, all planned well in advance. On the following day, July 22, the major commanders met at Camp Evans. This included the Marine air wing general from Marble Mountain and air force and navy carrier air wing representatives. Harrison told the marine general that he needed four sets of air support every hour, for twelve continuous hours, starting at 0600 hours on July 23. The Marine general said it would be impossible to designate and control that many strikes—forty-eight sets of two to four aircraft each. Colonel Harrison’s air liaison officer with the air force, Major Brown, assured the general he could do it; he had no intention of spending nights on Ripcord. The S–3 Air, Captain Stalls on Colonel Harrison’s staff, would spend his daylight hours in a light observation helicopter (LOH, pronounced “loach”) controlling a number of the air strikes. They set in motion forty-two sets of Marine, navy, and air force aircraft, bombing carefully selected targets in the perimeter and foothills surrounding Ripcord.
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Exit from Ripcord

On the morning of July 21, fresh troops were inserted to strengthen A Company, 2d of the 506th, just prior to extraction, which was involved in a running battle with large numbers of NVA. The birds of the 158th Aviation Battalion and 101st Aviation Battalion were bringing in new troops with water and ammunition. Some exhausted troops were being rotated back to Camp Evans. The LZs were hover holes, just large enough for one Huey to lower into. During landings, all aircraft were under fire from NVA 12.7mm machine guns and large numbers of AK-47s.

WO Don Mears and his peter pilot were in a string of Phoenix Hueys assigned to extract troops via the hover holes in the jungle valley below Ripcord, which required bringing the Huey to a 150-foot hover above the ground. The tricky part was a slow vertical descent, rotor blades mere inches from overhanging trees, to the troops below. The pilots relied upon the crew chief and door gunner to guide them down, sometimes having to hover backward, clear of trees. The time required by the maneuver rendered the Huey a very easy target.

Flying through green antiaircraft tracers, Mears piloted the aircraft to a hover hole landing zone in a valley southeast of Ripcord. But green 12.7mm rounds were visible in all sectors of the operation, not merely against his Phoenix Huey. The Huey hovered with one skid touching a fallen log, and six heavily laden infantrymen scrambled aboard amid the cacophony of incoming and outgoing fire. With outgoing troops aboard, the crew chief shouted on the intercom, “Clear!”

Mears pulled in the collective power, and the overloaded Phoenix Huey ascended through the same antiaircraft fire it found on the way in. The copilot was reading out critical instruments for Mears, who had to keep his eyes on the rotor blades and the encircling trees, warning him, “You’re gonna overtorque … redline, redline—there it goes!”

Mears replied, “Fuck it, we gotta get out!” The ascent continued, carrying very thankful troops to safety. The flight of his Phoenix Huey was repeated countless times that day. It wasn’t surprising that a very popular chorus in the Phoenix officers club was an Animals song with the refrain, “We gotta get outta this place!”

On the morning of July 22, after the TAC air strikes (fighter-bomber jets) and artillery bombardment, the Huey helicopters returned to extract other troops below Ripcord while Cobra gunships shot up the area.

During the night of July 22 and the early morning of July 23, over 2, 200 artillery rounds pounded the area. Commencing at first light on July 23, navy, air force, and Marine fighter-bombers flew continuous strikes.

At first light, on July 23, fourteen Chinook helicopters dashed in to begin lifting out the 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry, from the top of Ripcord. They could carry thirty to forty men per trip. Everything was going smoothly until 7:40 A.M., when antiaircraft fire destroyed a Chinook. It crashed in flames on the lower pad, preventing the other Chinook helicopters from lifting out the rest of the men, artillery, and heavy equipment. The infantry would have to be pulled out by Huey helicopters, which could carry only six men at a time. All available Hueys in the 101st Airborne were put to the task, and they would line up in sight of Ripcord before darting in, one by one, to extract soldiers—all the while under continuous antiaircraft fire and flying through artillery bombardment.

While action on the twenty-eight-hundred-foot mountain-top was taking a drastic turn for the worse, Huey helicopters of the Phoenix were combat assaulting troops of D Company, 2/506, to reinforce A Company on the valley floor. With those reinforcements, the American infantrymen were successful in beating back North Vietnamese attackers. Then, while Cobra gunships and jets kept the enemy at bay, the infantry would be extracted after operations on the mountaintop above them were completed.

After the crash of the Chinook, the Hueys were refueled and assembled for the largest “hot” extraction of U.S. forces in South Vietnam. Sixty UH-1 Hueys from the companies of the 158th Aviation Battalion at Camp Evans would be joined by sixty Hueys from the 101st Aviation Battalion at Camp Eagle. The Redskins of the 158th Aviation Battalion (Cobra gunships), the Hawks (Cobra gunships) from the 101st Aviation Battalion, and (4/77) Griffins (aerial rocket artillery) of the battalion formed up with the lift birds and the other Cobras from Camp Eagle.

Normally, either aviation battalion would have had the aircraft lift capability to perform the extraction alone, but antiaircraft fire had damaged so many Hueys that some companies could only provide sixteen or eighteen of their normal twenty Hueys. The two aviation battalions of Camp Evans and Camp Eagle would work together.

Capt. Randy House, platoon leader from C Company, 158th Aviation Battalion, correctly observed it was time to get on with the mission, but he’d had no contact with Colonel Harrison in the command-and-control ship flying high above because the North Vietnamese Army and some highly qualified Communist Chinese advisers were blocking the radio frequencies normally used as alternate frequencies one, two, and three with voices, or the enemy’s keyed mikes. The enemy effort was aided by electrical gremlins in the command-and-control bird. After boring doughnut holes in the sky for twenty minutes, Captain House, the Phoenix lead, departed his flight to overfly Ripcord. With no further communication from Colonel Harrison, House realized a cluster fuck was in the making. Positive steps had to be taken, quickly—120 Hueys were airborne, awaiting instructions to commence the extraction.

House saw that the upper pad by the 155mm howitzers was taking much less mortar fire than the lower pad, which was under continuous shelling and still partially blocked by the wreckage of the burning Chinook, so he made contact with a pathfinder on Ripcord and told him he was ready to continue the extraction. The pathfinder, sitting in the middle of the barrage, briefed House with specific landing recommendations.

House ordered the Phoenix birds to commence the extraction, coming inbound along a riverbed, turning over the mountain waterfalls, and continuing to Ripcord. Hueys from both aviation battalions would follow. House then instructed the Phoenix birds to commence approaching the pads with thirty-second intervals between Hueys. As the mission proceeded, the pathfinders on Ripcord instructed some birds to use different pads. The NVA, however, were listening to the pathfinders’ radio frequency. So, if a Huey was directed to pad 1, mortars fired on pad 1. Hearing the mortar shells fired, the pathfinders would then divert the Huey to another pad at the last second. Soldiers would scramble aboard, and the Huey would depart, just prior to impact of the next round of mortars.

One by one, the Huey helicopters of the Phoenix touched down. The small pads were just big enough for one Huey to land, pick up five or six passengers, and depart while under continuous .51-caliber antiaircraft fire, and that of hundreds of AK-47s. The main pad was also under continuous fire from 120mm and 82mm mortars. For some reason, the NVA had not targeted one of the upper pads as closely. Light 82mm fire and 75mm recoilless rifle fire were being received there, but it was intermittent, not the persistent, continuous fire being received at the lower pad level.

The only hopes of salvation for soldiers on that mountaintop were birds of the Phoenix and other 101st Airborne Division units—the olive-drab line of Hueys. The pilots and crewmen in the other units calmly waited their turns. Despite seeing what was happening to the Phoenix, undeterred, they would follow.

As the final evacuation of Firebase Ripcord commenced, WO Ken Mayberry was flying as a Phoenix Company aircraft commander (AC) with WO David Rayburn as copilot. As they approached, they observed small groups of men waiting on the mountaintop. Artillery bombardment continued in the form of 120mm mortars, 82mm mortars, and recoilless rifle fire. Luckily, the heavier stuff had tapered off somewhat, but the mortar fire was continuous. A single mortar shell could easily destroy a Huey, killing all on board. As they approached the landing zone, Rayburn was dismayed by the ferocity of the mortar fire. Both pilots were combat veterans and had taken hits on many prior occasions so the action was familiar to them. But the intensity was far greater than Rayburn had ever encountered.

The scene reminded Mayberry of another very hot landing zone near LZ Kelley, southwest of Ripcord. A few weeks earlier, Mayberry had flown through a wall of tracers and was rocked by an airburst that nearly nosed his helicopter into the mountain. Whether it was a satchel charge placed in the trees or a fused RPG-7 didn’t matter. It had been terrifyingly close. Of twenty Phoenix Hueys in that operation, only four aircraft remained flyable after the troop extraction. Despite having the experience to understand what was unfolding, Mayberry continued the approach.

As they neared the landing pad, Mayberry counted nine mortar shells exploding around the pad. He also saw six GIs standing in the open, waiting for him. Someone radioed, “Go around!” but Mayberry replied, “We’re going in.”

Rayburn looked over at Mayberry and said, “Ken, you sure you want to do this?”

Mayberry kept looking forward, flying the aircraft and watching the landing zone. He responded, “We’re their only way out, and if we don’t get them …”

In the Phoenix Company, an unspoken, solemn vow was lived: Americans were on the ground; the Phoenix would come to get them!

As they came on short final (one-fourth mile out), the fire grew heavier. Then Mayberry slammed the Huey down amid the exploding mortar rounds, while six heavily laden soldiers rushed for the helicopter. A mortar round hit in front of the soldiers and another simultaneously just behind them. Flattened like bowling pins, the group was thrown to the ground, all badly wounded. Mayberry shouted to the crew chief, Sp5. John Ackerman, and the door gunner, Sp4. Wayne Wasilk, “Get them!” The two young Minnesotans rushed twenty yards through the mortar fire, helped four of the men up, and shouldered them to the helicopter. The firing continued, landing all around them, and Rayburn felt AK-47 rounds and mortar fragments peppering his Huey as if the Huey’s skin were his own.

Mayberry looked over his right shoulder, through the cargo bay door to his right rear. Mortars were being walked up the mountainside toward him as he watched. He held
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