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Dedication


To my wonderful Special Forces friends, living and dead.
 You were my mentors.

You have never lived until you have almost died. For those who have fought for it, life has special flavor the protected will never know.

—SOA Creed


SGM Felipe Ahumada (Ret)

SGM Henry Bailey (Ret)

COL Aaron Bank (Deceased) “The Father of the Army Special Forces”

MG Eldon Bargewell (Active Duty)

COL Charles (“Charging Charlie”) Beckwith (Deceased)

MSG Brooke Bell (Ret)

LTG Jerry Boykin (Active Duty)

SGM Vernon Broad (Ret)

GEN Bryan Brown (CO of SOCOM)

SGM Harry Brown (Deceased)

CPT Jim Butler (SOA #1)

MAJ Isaac Camacho (Ret) (Ex-POW)

MSG Arthur D. Childs (Deceased)

MSG Henry Corvera (Ret)

MSG Darren Crowder (Active Duty)

CSM Paul Darcy (Deceased)

COL Paris Davis (Ret)

MSG Jimmy Dean (Ret)

SGT Dale Dehnke (KIA)

SMA George Dunaway (Ret)

LTC Lee Dunlap (Ret)

MSG Wendell Enos (Ret)

COL/DR Warner D. (“Rocky”) Farr (Active Duty)

SSG Donald Fawcett (Deceased)

MSG James (“Butch”) Fernandez (Ret)


COL Sully de Fontaine (Ret)

SGM Alex Fontes (Deceased)

CWO4 Bill Fraiser (Ret)

CSM John Fryer (Ret)

SGM Wiley Gray (Deceased)

CSM Sammy Hernandez (Ret)

SFC Melvin Hill (Ret)

MAJ Jerry Kilburn (Deceased)

SFC Bruce Luttrell (KIA)

MSG Larry Manes (Ret)

COL O. Lee Mize (Ret) (Medal of Honor)

MSG Robert Moberg (Ret)

CSM Peter Morakon (Ret)

SFC David Morgan (KIA)

SFC Cliff Newman (Ret)

MSG Richard Norris (Ret)

COL Charles Norton (Ret)

MSG Richard Pegram (KIA)

COL Roger Pezzelle (Deceased)

MSG Angel Quisote (Ret)

MSG Marcus (“Pappy”)

Reed (Ret)

MG Ed Scholes (Ret)

COL Daniel Schungle (Deceased)

SGM Jimmy Scurry (Ret)

LTC William Shelton (Ret)

SGM Walter Shumate (Deceased)

MAJ Alan Shumate (Active Duty)

COL Arthur D. (“Bull”) Simons (Deceased)

MAJ Clyde Sincere (Ret)

MG John Singlaub (Ret)

CSM Jack Smythe (Ret)

LTC Harlow Stevens (Ret)

MSG Howard Stevens (Ret) (Ex-POW)

SGT Madison Strohlein (KIA)

LTC Bill Sylvester (Ret)

LTG William Tangney (Ret)


MSG Paul Tracy (Deceased)

LTC Larry Trapp (Deceased)

SGM Art Tucker (Ret)

LTC James D. (“Shrimpboat”) Van Sickle (Deceased)

MSG Charles Wesley (Ret)

PO/1C (UDT) Clarence Williams (Ret)

SGM Jack Williams (Deceased)

CWO4 Ronald Wingo (Ret)

MSG Jason T. Woodworth (Ret)

SGM Fred Zabitosky (Deceased) (Medal of Honor)



And to the wonderful people of the CIA. Keep up the fine work, boys and girls.







Epigraph



We sleep safe in our beds because rough men
 stand ready in the night to visit violence on
 those who would do us harm.

—GEORGE ORWELL


Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying,
 “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?”
 And I said, “Here I am. Send me!”

—ISAIAH 6:8
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PREFACE



On December 1, 2001, I celebrated my seventy-second birthday on the ground in Afghanistan, with a chitrali covering my head and an M-4 carbine slung over my right shoulder. I was beyond cold, and I stunk in a way civilized humans are not meant to stink. The contents of my nose flowed ceaselessly into a scraggly beard that was supposed to make me look more like a local Afghani and less like a freezing old man from Texas. The Vietnamera shrapnel that resides in my knees and ankles felt like a bunch of frozen coins, and I was losing weight as if it were falling off my body. I was part of Team Romeo, a combined Special Forces/CIA takedown unit hunting Taliban and al Qaeda at nine thousand feet of elevation and -10°C, through the desolate high plains of southeastern Afghanistan. I was cold, dirty, and miserable, and I wouldn’t have traded places with anybody in the world.

Two weeks earlier, when the United States Air Force C-17 headed for Afghanistan lifted off with me aboard, our country was officially embarking on its War on Terror. I, however, had been at war against terror for quite some time. To me, Operation Enduring Freedom was a natural extension of the work I’d been conducting for close to fifty years.

The men of Team Romeo, composed of CIA members and Special Forces ODA 594, treated me like a display in a war museum. They asked me to pose for photographs. They asked me about my experiences in Korea, my seven and a half years in Vietnam, my work on many high-profile operations as an independent contractor with the CIA. This attention made me uncomfortable and slightly embarrassed; I had convinced the higher-ups in my outfit that I could withstand the mental and physical punishment that awaited me in the first installment of the War on Terror, and I was not here to play the role of a living relic of the past half-century of U.S. combat. I was there to fight the Taliban and seek out al Qaeda, so when the adulation got too thick, I deflected it by saying, “Now, men, I assure you I cannot walk on water. And even if I could, there’s none out here in the middle of this fucking desert.”

 

Let me be clear: I am not a hero.

Chances are you have never heard my name, but I have worked in the shadows and along the margins of some of the most significant military and espionage events of the past fifty years. I have pursued enemies of the United States in sixty-four countries over those fifty years. I have faced danger in its many forms: armed, angry humans; sophisticated, undiscriminating weapons; harsh, unyielding landscapes.

There are many missions that cannot be recounted in the pages of a book, not ever. A good portion of my life has been classified, locked up in a safe in Langley or inside my memory. I will not betray any ongoing operations or threaten the lives of any of the great men who continue to fight those who have our demise as their ultimate goal. After all, I know the feeling. Through five decades of service to my country, I have purposefully and continuously placed myself in dangerous situations against our enemies. I have made my personal safety a secondary issue to the task at hand.

I have lived life on the edge of danger and of the law. I have found that I am good at it, and that I like it. I have developed qualities that are unique to my position; namely, I have lied my ass off many times to protect myself and my men. I have learned to avoid questions and suspicions from police or security forces in nations where I work.

Total countries in which I have worked: sixty-four.

Total times hauled in by unfriendly governments for spying: zero.

Total times tailed by unfriendlies, in their nation: countless.

Not each assignment was filled with excitement, and not every country tells a breathless story of dodging bullets and nabbing bad guys. But I have had my share of successes. I have been awarded one Silver Star, four Bronze Stars for Valor, four Commendation Ribbons for Valor, fourteen Air Medals for Valor, and two Combat Infantryman Badges. (Along the way I developed a propensity for attracting gunshots and shrapnel; I possess eight Purple Hearts to commemorate those occasions.) I joined the U.S. Army in 1947 and Special Forces in 1954, two years after its inception. Following my retirement from Special Forces, I embarked on a second career as a CIA independent contractor, hunting down some of the most notorious enemies of the United States.

I was one of the first CIA operatives to be assigned to keep tabs on Usama bin Laden in Khartoum, Sudan, in 1991 and 1992. In 1994, again in Khartoum, I was the leader of a four-man CIA team that conducted an epic search and surveillance operation that led to the capture of Carlos the Jackal. My job required me to inhabit the minds of these men and countless others, adopt their ways, see the world through their twisted eyes. I was forced to become a cultural chameleon, able to anticipate and understand the actions of men who are different from me in every aspect save one: dedication to a cause. Like any man who studies the tactics of his enemies and attempts to predict his actions, I gained a grudging respect for the men I hunted.

I attribute my accomplishments to hard work and persistence, old-fashioned concepts that never failed me. Perseverance is my best quality, to the point where it sometimes becomes a fault. The glimpses into my private life within these pages are few. My chosen lines of work—Special Forces, then CIA—are not conducive to long marriages or stable home lives. Whenever I was faced with a decision between home and work, there was very little debate. I chose work.

 

This dedication to my country and its protection took hold one week after my twelfth birthday, when I was interrupted from my job as a popcorn popper at the Strand Theater in Bastrop, Texas, by Bastrop County sheriff Ed Cartwright. It was a little after 2 p.m., a Sunday afternoon, and this larger-than-life man—the stereotypical hard-nosed Texas sheriff—strode into the theater lobby and said, “Billy, go upstairs and tell the projectionist to shut off the movie and turn on the house lights. And hurry up.”

I did as I was told, leaving my dime-a-bag popcorn stand and heading up the stairs two at a time. The Movietone news for this day—December 7, 1941—had just ended and the projectionist was starting the prefeature comedy when I barged into the booth and repeated Sheriff Cartwright’s instructions. The projectionist looked at me a little funny, but he followed orders as soon as he heard they came from the sheriff. Everyone in Bastrop County knew better than to fool with Ed Cartwright.

When the projectionist flipped on the house lights, I stepped onto the balcony area, where I looked down and watched the fifty or sixty patrons squint and grumble about the movie coming to a whirring halt. Sheriff Cartwright walked onto the stage and quieted the room by saying, “Folks, I have some news for you. You need to listen.”

He was deadly serious, and every eye in the room centered on this tall, stern sheriff.

“Now,” he continued, taking a deep breath. “The Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor and done great damage to the United States Navy.” He looked at the crowd. The importance of his words had yet to register. “Folks, it is being said the Japanese may bomb our country today or tomorrow. They may even invade with ships and men. I want you folks to know I am serious:

“We are at war as of this date.”

That woke everybody up, even the teenagers who had been necking in the back. A man’s voice broke the quiet by asking, “Mr. Ed, where’s Pearl Harbor?”

“Hawaii,” the sheriff said.

Another man yelled, “Well, Sheriff, where in the dang hell is Hawaii?”

I’m not sure Cartwright knew, at least not precisely, so he said, “Don’t worry about Hawaii. Just walk from this movie house and go home. When you get there, place black coverings over your windows so no light shows.”

As he walked off the stage he stopped and turned back. “And I don’t want to see anyone on the streets. If you’re not in your homes within one hour, I am going to put you in your house—forcefully.”

I stayed behind the popcorn stand as the patrons filed out of the theater. There were no sales.

I went home and recounted the scene to my mother. She had not heard the news, but as an educated woman—a substitute teacher in our community—she knew the location of Pearl Harbor. Lillian Waugh dutifully cut up some black material and covered the windows of the small, one-bedroom apartment I shared with her and my older sister, Nancy.

This day is etched deeply and vividly in my mind. It wasn’t fear I felt; it was excitement. Even at twelve years old, I itched to be part of the war. I would defend my country against its enemies, wherever and whoever they might be.

My father had died two years before, and I was consumed with the idea of duty. At least one man in each family had an obligation to perform for his country, and I was the only son of John and Lillian Waugh. Being a man in southwest Texas, to my way of thinking, meant being a military man.

I was ready for the military long before it was ready for me.

 

In 1945, just before my sixteenth birthday, another event in Bastrop shaped my future. Two local Marines, both wounded in World War II, returned to our little town. One of the Marines had a shrapnel wound to his head, the other wore a cast on his lower leg after receiving gunshot wounds in the Pacific. Whenever I was near them on the street or in a store, I felt awed to be in their presence. I admired their strength and nobility. They had seen things I could only dream of seeing, and I made a decision right then and there: I wanted to be like them. What they had done for the country, I would do for my country.

I knew enough to know I couldn’t join the Marines in Texas, but I had heard somewhere that in Los Angeles a boy could join the Marines at fifteen or sixteen. I don’t remember where I heard this information, but I do know I didn’t question it. Instead, I ran away, hitchhiking west from Bastrop, with my destination some unknown recruiting station in a faraway, exotic city.

I made it as far as Las Cruces, New Mexico. Hitchhiking on the west side of town, I was approached by a local police officer.

“Where are you going, son?” the officer asked. “And what are you doing?”

I put on my best adult voice and said, “Going to Los Angeles, sir, to join the Marines.”

I had no identification, and I refused to tell the cops where I came from. I was bold enough to attempt such a caper, but I knew full well my mother would have tanned my hide if she knew what I was doing.

“You look a little young for the Marine Corps,” the officer told me.

Then, without giving me much chance to state my case, he threw me in jail.

There were some wild ones in the Las Cruces jail, and I quickly realized this wasn’t the life for me. I pleaded with the police to let me go, that my only crime was a desire to serve my country. Eventually, I convinced the police to allow me to see a Marine recruiter in nearby Deming.

The recruiter looked at my skinny self and laughed in my face.

Then he asked me how old I was.

“I’m eighteen, sir,” I said.

More laughter.

“Actually, I’ll be eighteen soon,” I said.

More laughter.

“Where’s your mother, son?” the recruiter asked.

I gave him some vague answer, and it was back to jail for me. The police told me they wouldn’t release me until I had a ticket out of town, and my complete lack of money made that impossible. The way my sixteen-year-old mind saw it, I was going to have to face my mother or spend the rest of my life with all these crazy men in the Las Cruces jail.

So I called my mother, explained the situation, and then listened as she gave me several of the sharper pieces of her mind. But by the end of the phone call she had agreed to wire me the bus fare from Las Cruces to Austin, and soon I was out of jail and on my way home. When I got there, my mother gave me a lengthy lecture and a firm belt-whipping. Also, a very clear set of orders: Get back in school, or else.

I finished high school with a 4.0—all A’s—and a sore rear. Mom never did spare the belt on me, but she combined discipline with sound teachings on good manners, accepting responsibility, and understanding the importance of striving to achieve success in life.

The sting from the whippings eventually dissipated, but my desire to be part of the military did not. In August 1948, six months after my eighteenth birthday, I joined the U.S. Army paratroopers, a group I studied after hearing of their exploits during World War II. Beginning with my training at Fort Benning, I jumped out of a heck of a lot of aircraft. In fact, I didn’t experience a landing until I returned from Korea in 1952—almost five years after I joined the military. I’ve jumped out of just about every aircraft possible—C-46s, C-47s, C-82s, C-119s, C-123s, C-130s, L-20s, Twin Beeches, U.S. Navy TF-1s, an Army Caribou, and helicopters by the dozen. I’ve crashed in three helicopters and two planes, but I’ve somehow managed to avoid death.

From Korea to Afghanistan and every conflict in between, I have fought whomever my country ordered me to fight. For fifty years in sixty-four countries, I have sought and destroyed my country’s enemies—whether they be called Communists or terrorists—wherever they hide.

So this is my story—a Special Forces soldier’s story—and the story of other soldiers. I tell their stories and mine as I remember them, and I hope I have done them justice. In many instances, names have been changed to protect the identities of those who remain involved in covert operations.

I have a story to tell, and I am finally ready to tell it.








CHAPTER 1



As I waited to die in a rice paddy in Bong Son, South Vietnam, on June 18, 1965, with green North Vietnamese Army (NVA) tracers searing past my naked, immobile body, my mind was not occupied by fear or regret. No, I drifted in and out of consciousness, my body perforated with gunshot wounds, leeches feasting on every open wound, with one thought jabbing at my semilucid brain: Damn, my military career is finished. I’ll never see combat again.

Through eleven years in Special Forces and twenty-seven months in Southeast Asia, I had never been bashful when it came to combat. I lived for it, studied it, and understood it. I knew the risks and did not fear death. Still, I had never come close to being in a spot like this—flat on my back, shot to hell, lying behind a meager bamboo stand that provided pathetic protection. I was out of ammunition and gear. I had taken bullets to my knees, an arm, an ankle, a foot, and my forehead. The bones of my right foot and ankle sat there fully exposed, doing me absolutely no good while causing a breathtaking amount of pain. The force of one of the bullets had driven the sole of my right jungle boot through my foot and ankle and into my tibia. I could not crawl, let alone walk. The enemy had already gotten to me, stripping me and leaving me for dead. In this state, I apparently was not deemed worthy of the extra bullet that would have clinched my death. I was all alone, not a friendly in sight. There was no assurance that I would ever leave this bloody field or see the world from an upright position again.

And still the NVA kept firing. We had pissed the bastards off something fierce, and they weren’t going to stop until every last one of us was as dead as I appeared to be. Their infernal green tracers were whizzing over my head, mocking my defenselessness, popping like cannon fire around my head as they broke the sound barrier. The kerosene smell and blast-furnace heat of the napalm blanketed that rice paddy, brought there by the Air Force F-4C Phantom and Navy F-8 jets screaming above.

When I took stock of my own dire predicament, peering through the now-crusted blood from the wound that had torn open my forehead, comprehending my utter nakedness, wondering how and why I continued to live, I began to ask myself a different question: When all this is over, how in the hell am I ever going to con my way back to the battlefield?


 

Getting into the battlefield was all that ever mattered to me. From the moment I joined the U.S. Army as an eighteen-year-old, I have never been content to sit back and hear of others’ exploits. My desire to be among the troops at the point of attack struck me first in early 1951, when we were at war in Korea and I was stuck in the 82nd Airborne Division at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. I had had more than enough of the 82nd Abn. Div. and was tired of stateside duty, so in April 1951 I reenlisted for combat in Korea, which means I signed on for another three years of service just to get my ass out of the United States and into the war zone.

I didn’t like the Army at all until I got a taste of combat in Korea. I advanced from a private first class to an infantry platoon sergeant while in Korea. More important, I learned what made men tick, and what combat was all about. For the first time in my military life, I felt completely at home. I could have asked for a more forgiving landscape than Korea, which was like no other place. We’d climb a hill, with great expectations of meeting the enemy, only to arrive at the top to see another, slightly larger hill looming. All the trees were stripped for firewood, and cold penetrated my bones. I was only twenty-one years old, so I handled the cold much better than later in life, but we Texans and Floridians in Korea were continuously cold. As far as wars go, Vietnam, with its insufferable humidity and constant heat, was much more to my liking.


Upon returning from Korea in December 1952, I entered Officers’ Candidate School in Fort Benning. During the twelfth or thirteenth week, I contracted malaria and spent a week in the hospital. To return to OCS, I would have had to revert back to the eighth week, since my class was too far advanced for me to catch up with it. I refused this move and was sent to Germany as a sergeant first class and assigned to the 5th Infantry Division as a platoon sergeant. It was during my stay in Germany, sometime in 1953, that I read about Special Forces moving a unit to Bad Tolz, Germany. I began politicking for a transfer to SF, and I made a trip to Bad Tolz to see for myself. Once I learned what these fine men—the fittest and most committed group I had ever seen—were to become, I knew it was the only place for me. I immediately cranked an intertheater transfer and had it granted, to the 10th Special Forces in Bad Tolz. From the moment I joined those fine and fit men, I knew I was there to stay. It was, by far, the best move I ever made in my life. I might leave Special Forces, but Special Forces would never leave me.

 

So as I lay on the ground in the Bong Son rice paddy, I was forced to imagine my life without the Special Forces, without combat, without an enemy to fight. I didn’t like the thoughts that raced through my head, so I shoved them out of my mind and went to work thinking about what it would take to get my body back together and back where it belonged, on the field of combat.

My journey to this unenviable position, with my body shot up in so many different areas, began in Okinawa at the beginning of March 1965. I was asked by Lieutenant Colonel Elmer Monger, the commander of Company C, 1st Special Forces Division, to assemble an A team—consisting of the toughest jungle fighters—to disrupt the enemy’s movements in the Bong Son area, in the northeast section of Binh Dinh Province, along the South China Sea. At this time, Binh Dinh Province was completely controlled by the enemy, so I knew plenty of action would be coming our way. Captain Paris Davis, our excellent team leader, was assigned by group headquarters, and I was the man with the most combat experience. Our mission was to enter the area secretly, live there, build a Special Forces fighting A-Camp, and train locals to take the action to the NVA in his home. When Lieutenant Colonel Monger asked me to assemble this team, I accepted the mission with a crisp salute and the words “Roger that, sir.” I have always believed this type of mission was my reason for being on this earth.

After we prepared for the mission in Okinawa, we traveled as a team to the Republic of Vietnam on a C-124 to Qui Nhon, the capital of Binh Dinh Province. There we picked up two unmarked U.S. Army trucks, painted jet black with no military markings whatsoever, for the eighty-kilometer trip north to Bong Son.*

Intelligence reports had alerted us to the heavy NVA presence in Bong Son, our new home away from home. One hallmark of a Special Forces A Team is its ability to get behind enemy lines and build a working camp from the ground up, using a bare minimum of supplies. So for us, this was nothing new. We chose a spot along the An Lao River (clear and fast-flowing at this time of year) that included a clearing that could be used as a landing strip. Our supply list began and ended with the following: one roll of concertina wire, a bunch of shovels, and a stack of sandbags. We started digging, working our asses off day and night. It was great work, and rewarding. We dug until we established smaller holes for individual fighting positions and foxholes, and several larger holes for our communications position and a headquarters bunker. We didn’t know how long we would stay in the area, but we knew there was enough NVA activity to keep us busy.

We had a lot of work to do and not much time to do it. We would be receiving newly recruited mercenaries very soon. Our job was to train these men for combat versus the enemy, then conduct combat against the NVA that infiltrated our district area. Our plan was to engage the NVA in every direction for at least twenty kilometers surrounding our base.

Bong Son was strategically important; the NVA was using the port along the South China Sea to drop off soldiers from the north. They would land at night, in an area that was not a port but simply an available boat landing site, about eighteen kilometers to the east of Bong Son. They arrived by the hundreds in small motorized boats—wooden, flat-bottomed, bargelike boats that could maneuver through the sandbars. Despite the small size of these boats, the NVA piled as many as four hundred soldiers into each one, giving them the look of refugee boats. We didn’t have satellites at that time so we had to rely on human intelligence to let us know what was happening.

Gathering intelligence is what my old friend Master Sergeant Anthony Duarte of Special Forces Delta Project did especially well. After leading a reconnaissance mission in the area, he confirmed the reports. He also told me, “These aren’t local hire VCs. They’re well organized and equipped NVA regulars with some Chinese among them.” I passed this information along to Team Leader Davis and our control unit, an SF B team in Qui Nhon.

We sent a native Vietnamese speaker out to recruit mercenaries to aid our cause. In the official vernacular of the U.S. military, these mercenaries were called a Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG). Staff Sergeant David Morgan, who had completed three tours in Vietnam, traveled with the recruiters, using money provided by a section of the CIA called Combined Studies Division. Morgan and the native speaker found the recruiting of raw, eager young South Vietnamese men pretty easy. We also went to the Bong Son district chief in an attempt to recruit. Of course, he was on the payroll also, an absolute must if we wanted to keep him on our side. I don’t know if these mercenaries believed in our cause, but they would do the work as long as the pay was right. They were willing to train and had no trouble with the living arrangements. Most of them bounced around from one camp to another and did pretty well for themselves financially. They knew the risk, and they knew what was expected of them. That was good enough for us.

We recruited around one hundred or so Viets from the lowlands, then moved them into our area and began the work of supplying them with clothing and weapons and training them to fight. Meanwhile, construction of the camp, supervised by Morgan and carried out by a civilian Vietnamese work crew, continued. Every Special Forces man was working twenty hours a day, and the work was not without risk. The NVA sent their love to us often, in the form of small-arms and high-angled harassment via 82 mm mortar fire, plus an occasional B-40 rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) directed into our new positions.

We knew the NVA monitored our movements, but we didn’t give a good goddamn. We had a mission. Our local intelligence kept us informed of activities that might appear to be a concentrated attack on the fledgling SF camp, but we received no threats of imminent overrun. We also sent out short-range patrols nightly, to keep tabs on enemy movement.

One week before the proposed raid, five of us set out on a reconnaissance mission. In the early predawn light, we moved approximately fifteen kilometers to the east, toward the coastline of the South China Sea. Once there, we stood in a cemetery on a bluff about three hundred meters from an enemy camp and watched about fifteen NVA soldiers bullshitting and walking around. We could see three bamboo sleeping hooches behind the milling soldiers. As we watched I told Morgan and Staff Sergeant Ronald Wingo, “These guys look a little too comfortable. We’ve got to raid this fucking place, take out those huts, and stir these bastards up.” We chose the high ground of the cemetery as our rallying point after the raid. Our small recon group was spotted by a few of the NVA soldiers, who promptly opened fire. We returned their fire but ended up on the deck of that cemetery, lying on top of one another above the graves of dead Vietnamese farmers.

Wingo and I used one of the gravestones as cover against the oncoming fire. Lying prone on the deck, we called in a few air strikes to let the enemy know we meant business. In the meantime, the NVA machine gun chipped away at the headstone. Between ricochets, I said to Wingo, “Ronnie, I know exactly what the fucker in this grave is thinking.”

Wingo was not amused by our predicament and wasn’t interested in my using this moment to theorize on the thoughts of some dead Viet.

“Goddamnit, Billy, I don’t care what the fuck he’s thinking. Fuck him. We’re in some deep shit here.”

The headstone was getting smaller and smaller.

“Well, Ronnie,” I said, “this fucker is saying to himself, ‘I’m sure glad I’m down here and those two dumb asses are up there getting their asses kicked.’”

I laughed, but Wingo didn’t see the humor of the moment until later, after we made it out of the mess intact. That’s one of my rules of combat: Sometimes you have to laugh in the face of horrible situations. Soldiers without a sense of humor were eaten up from the inside; those who could laugh were more likely to retain their sanity.

Our reconnaissance confirmed the enemy was obviously prevalent and not too concerned with our presence. We decided then and there, by God, to plan the raid for the following week. We would change their attitudes about us by returning with our team and newly trained troops to kick their asses.

This raid was well considered. We had scouted it. We had intelligence on the enemy camp. We were strong and confident. We would attack with the Special Forces hallmarks—speed, secrecy, and surprise. As it turned out, despite our considered planning we were still sadly unprepared for what the NVA had in store for us.

 

We marched through the night and early morning of June 18, 1965. By 0430 it was 85 degrees and clear—combat weather—as I led the formation through the thick air along the An Lao River. There were ninety of us—four U.S. Special Forces and eighty-six of our native South Vietnamese mercenaries. We had left our camp at 2300 the previous day to walk the seventeen kilometers through the trails along the river to the spot we knew the NVA lay sleeping in their bamboo hooches.

The other three Special Forces men on the mission were Captain Paris Davis, Staff Sergeant David Morgan, and our medic, Sergeant Robert Brown. Davis was the commander of the team, but since this was his first combat mission, I was put in charge of leading the raid. Nobody is ever completely combat-ready on their first mission, but that changed for both Brown and Davis over the course of June 18. Brown was a tough kid with a quick smile and an All-American look about him. Davis, from Washington, D.C., was a blue-eyed black man with a confident air and a good mind for combat. Morgan was battle tested and savvy, a hardened veteran unafraid of fierce combat or hard work. Very few people in the world could build a Special Forces camp from the dirt up the way David Morgan could. I handpicked these men for this battle, choosing those I felt were best prepared to think quickly and intelligently if the situation turned nasty. In Special Forces, nasty is a way of life.

The rookies may have been scared, they may have been nervous, but this isn’t like the movies. These men went through Special Forces training, so the idea of combat wasn’t anything new to them. You have to remember: This was the reason we were here. People unfamiliar with war and warriors have a hard time with this. It’s not like we sat around a campfire the night before and talked about our feelings and fears. It doesn’t work that way. Here’s how we prepared: I told them, “You’re going to be fine. Just do what you know how to do.”

This particular job meant going into an enemy camp, taking out as many as possible, then leaving before the survivors could respond. Like every Special Forces mission, the raid was daring and dangerous. We had very little in the way of protection and nothing in the way of backup. It wasn’t anything new to me; I had done it before and would do it again, many, many times. This was our job. Some people work in an office, some people run around the jungle in a clandestine manner and kill. We set out hoping this would be just another day at the office.

We carried the tools of our trade: an M-16 and twenty-five magazines of .223-caliber ammunition slung over our green jungle fatigues; ten frag grenades; two white phosphorous grenades; two smoke grenades. Each of our twenty-five M-16 magazines consisted of twenty rounds, giving us five hundred rounds each. We were loaded. We also carried Special Forces rescue gear, consisting of a mirror, a red flare, a red emergency panel, and a compass. You hope you don’t have to use those. I even grabbed a few handfuls of hard candy, for energy.

Our communications equipment, a PRC-25 FM radio, was operated by one of the indigenous “irregulars” to keep in contact with the Forward Air Control (FAC) aircraft. It was a small Air Force Cessna O1-E piloted by a USAF pilot with my SF team demo man, Sergeant Ronald Dies, riding shotgun. As the day wore on, I would wish like hell I had carried a radio myself.


BONG SON 1965 – CONSTRUCTED BY SF
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Our intention was to walk right into Charlie’s home and kick his sorry ass out of the Bong Son area, once and for all. We would destroy his camp and administer a beating his ancestors could feel. And then we’d haul ass out of there before Charlie could recover.

 

We mustered near midnight on the night of June 17 and departed the Bong Son Special Forces camp at 0100. We knew what lay ahead: a seventeen-kilometer march along the An Lao River over narrow single-track trails that snaked in and out of the riverbed. We walked silently and swiftly as we cleared the small village of Bong Son. Not even the ever-present dogs announced our movements.

I walked toward the front of the formation, just behind the point man, with thirty of our mercenaries. Morgan and Brown walked near the front, also. Paris Davis stayed toward the rear and controlled the remaining fifty-six of our troops. This was the first time we had employed this newly trained CIDG unit in combat. They were not that good, frankly, but they had potential. I thought a quick, successful raid would do wonders for their confidence and competence. That was the hope—in and out, congratulations all around.

Our first sign of trouble came about three kilometers outside our own SF camp, along the riverbank. We came upon an NVA medic sleeping along the trail. This poor bastard, with a Chinese pistol in his holster, was supposed to be standing guard for the camp, but he was fast asleep and therefore absolutely no good to his side. In my twenty-seven months in the region, I had dealt only with local-hire Viet Cong, but here was my first direct contact with an NVA regular. When we captured him, I couldn’t believe the fine medical gear he carried. “Look at what this son of a bitch has on him,” I whispered to Morgan. He shook his head and whistled silently. The medic’s bag was filled with top-notch items, with the same life-saving equipment our medics carried. This guy’s equipment was sobering and slightly alarming; it made me think we were in for more than we expected. He had brand-new gear, brand-new boots, brand-new pith helmet. He never got a chance to use it, though—we took the bag and everything in it, then I had one of the mercenaries slit his throat. This was all done silently and efficiently, at about 0200 that morning. For all intents and purposes, the raid had begun.

Further along the trail, maybe two kilometers before the NVA camp, we came across a man and a woman in a large fenced-in area, cooking breakfast for the soldiers. It was 4:30 in the morning, and they were hard at work. Pots of food were boiling over the fire, and the man was helping her break up firewood when they looked up and saw us bearing down on them. I was the first to come upon them, and the first thing I saw was the pistol strapped to the man’s right hip. Before he could react I was on him, with a knife to the throat, and then I discovered yet another surprise: His companion was one tough Vietnamese lady. She picked up a stick and started whacking me upside the head with it, beating the shit out of me. She wouldn’t stop with the fucking stick, and she was loud and getting louder. This wasn’t part of the plan. We couldn’t afford to have this woman wake up the whole damned camp, so we had to subdue her and kill her the same way we killed her cooking partner. Since we hadn’t fired a round, the quietness prevailed. The soldiers in the camp remained asleep and oblivious to our presence.

That, as it turned out, changed soon enough.

We walked stealthily, and maybe a little faster, after our encounters on the trail. Word had been passed down the line, to Davis at the rear of our formation, that the enemy was within meters. Our men moved without a sound. As we reached the first hooch just off the wide, well-worn trail on the edge of the jungle canopy, each man could hear his own heartbeat and nothing else. The adrenaline running through my body was a force, accentuating my senses and giving me a feeling of strength and invincibility.

Dozens of uniformed NVA soldiers were sleeping within these huts. The roof of each hut was about three feet tall, covered with branches and leaves from the surrounding jungle. The NVA slept in their uniforms, uncovered, in the open air, three to a bare wooden platform just above the dirt. The platforms were approximately four feet wide, no wider than a queen-sized bed. Each hut was about forty feet long and forty feet wide, and about sixty men slept inside each.

We passed messages by prearranged hand and arm signals, beginning with me and traveling through Morgan to Brown. We broke up into three groups, one for each building. I took one, Morgan took one, and Brown the third. We each had seven or eight of the mercenaries with us. Davis was controlling the main body of soldiers and had not yet reached the sleeping huts.

Our plan was to wait for the full force to arrive before beginning the assault, but after the incidents with the NVA medic and the cooks, it seemed too risky to wait for Davis. As I saw it, delay meant certain discovery. We needed to attack and kill these sleeping beauties.

We positioned ourselves in the entrances of the huts, making sure our weapons were ready, grenades in hand. At that moment, the moment before combat, I didn’t hear a thing. My mind was silent, my body calm. When I gave the sign, we worked in unison. We announced our presence with a couple of grenades for each hooch, followed by round after round of M-16 fire. We sprayed bullets around those huts like firemen dousing flames. We fired and reloaded. Our empty magazines dropped to the ground. The slaughter was on, and many NVA died in place while others tried to escape through the back of the huts. Not many made it.

The sound … I remember the sound. After so much concentrated silence, the sound of gunfire tore apart the predawn calm. And then there were the screams. Panic has a distinct sound, and this was it. This was the sound of men with nowhere to go and no way to get there. The human instinct is fight-or-flight, and these guys weren’t in a position to fight. They were trying their damnedest to make flight a reality, but it was futile.

As this took place, I scanned the area. I couldn’t help but notice the NVA’s weapons as they leaned against the hut posts and lay strewn about the jungle floor. The hut—as well as the other two—was filled with weapons and gear. These guys were equipped. They were ready. A thought kept racing through my mind—this is a first-class outfit; I don’t like the look of this. Not many U.S. soldiers had seen NVA regulars at this early point in the war, and I was shocked, realizing the well-equipped medic along the trail was not an exception.

But as we looked over the spoils of our victory, euphoria ran right the hell over any misgivings I might have had. We loaded up our local mercenaries with the gear from the dead NVA—Russian RPKs and AK-47s; radio equipment with advanced communications and intercept. My heart rate was blazing. Speed, secrecy, and surprise—damn, this was Special Forces work at its best: a well-planned mission run to perfection.

Killing the enemy causes a man’s adrenaline to run wild, even wilder than the preraid buzz. I felt like Superman, able to perform actions far beyond the normal human capacity. We all felt like nothing could stop us. Our entire force, Davis and the remaining troops now included, gathered and counted the loot for about fifteen minutes. As we were still loading up and celebrating, patting ourselves on the back, we heard a sound that pierced my heart. Out of the depths of the jungle, deeper still from where we were, the call of bugles rolled out in waves.

The congratulating stopped.

That sound meant a raid was about to become a fierce, bloody battle.

That sound meant deep shit.

The hair on my arms stood on end. I turned to David Morgan and said, “David, our asses are in trouble. It’s time to vamoose.”

Morgan wasn’t aware of all the implications of that sound, but I had heard it in Korea. Bugles meant Chinese soldiers. Chinese regulars.

And a pending counterattack.

 

We didn’t have any idea that a string of dozens of bamboo huts stretched deep into the jungle, and we had no idea that each one was filled side to side and front to back with the best soldiers the NVA had to offer. The NVA built their huts deep under the jungle canopy, and the roofs of these huts can’t be seen from above. In fact, they can’t be seen until you’re right next to them. We had no spotting devices in 1965. We had only men, men who would go into that jungle and drag the NVA out by their necks, knock out a few teeth with the butt of your weapon, and convince the enemy he was a dead man if he didn’t cooperate. Pure battle is what it was.

The three huts we hit were just the beginning. Duarte had only two other men on his Delta Force recon team, and later we were informed that more than ten boats had unloaded soldiers to that camp in the previous few days. Close to four thousand new soldiers were sleeping in those jungle huts, and every last one of them knew what had happened that morning to the huts we visited. We conducted the Bong Son raid based on information from headquarters, along with our own reconnaissance. Nothing we saw or heard during our recon mission or on the morning of the attack indicated a camp of this magnitude.

With the bugles ringing in our ears, Morgan and I ran into the jungle and past several more huts, tossing in hand grenades and completely expending our ammo; we slaughtered row after row of enemy soldiers as they attempted to mobilize.

Seemingly all around us we heard the clatter of men preparing for war: the rapid footfalls of thousands of boots on dirt, the readying of weapons, the yells of surprise. We had stirred up more than we could handle. It was time to get out of there, and fast.

The shots started coming, green NVA tracers from the Russian RPKs, as the soldiers began to line up in formation. I fired two handheld red flares, signaling our forces to withdraw to the high ground to the west, the same cemetery location that had served as our previous observation post.

I ran due west toward that rallying point, sprinting like a scraggly assed ape, every one of my senses on high alert. The enemy was screaming over the crack of AK rounds buzzing around my ears. When a bullet is meant for you, and you alone, you will know by the way it cracks right beside your ear. That sound is like no other sound you have ever heard, or ever will.

They started pounding our asses and didn’t stop. To reach our rallying point at the cemetery, we had to cross a wide rice paddy. Fortunately for us, it was a few months away from the monsoon season, so the floor of the paddy was hard and dry. I could hear the low clumps of grass schuss under my jungle boots as I raced through it. If it had been flooded, and we had to splatter our way across that paddy, there would have been no hope for any of us. We didn’t have much going for us, but we could run. You take what you can get.

I was out—out of ammunition, out of grenades, nearly out of hope. And no more than thirty meters across the paddy a green tracer from one of the Russian RPKs drilled me in the right knee. The impact knocked me off my feet, forcing me to crawl. The pain was intense
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