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			Prologue

			Sergeant First Class Robert Howard pressed his face into the damp jungle floor as bullets hit all around him. Explosions from rocket-propelled grenades (RPG) flung green foliage and red-hot steel in every direction. A fragment ripped into his right clavicle, fracturing the bone. Minutes later, another fragment or a ricocheting bullet gashed his right cheek.

			The injuries just made Bob Howard more determined. Thirty yards away, a North Vietnamese Army (NVA) machine-gun nest threatened his life and those of his Green Beret comrades. Minutes earlier, he had led an assault on the NVA position. Using a single magazine of his automatic rifle, he had gunned down four charging enemy soldiers. But then the camouflaged machine-gun bunker had roared to life. Crawling carefully forward, Howard successfully shot down a sniper. Then he stood and charged, using his M16 to mow down all of the NVA gunners in the bunker.

			As he moved back to safety, another unseen bunker commenced firing. Howard called in air strikes to silence this other gun emplacement, then eased forward to assess the bomb damage. But surviving North Vietnamese soldiers had remanned the gun. Chattering machine-gun fire filled the air. Bullets and RPG shrapnel bloodied his face and broke his collarbone. Then a ricocheting bullet slammed into his head above his left eye. It failed to penetrate his skull, but Howard was knocked senseless for several seconds.

			At six feet and 170 pounds, the athletically built Howard made a prime target. His forehead pierced, his shoulder separated, and his face bloodied, Bob Howard was angry. While a child, he had been taught by his Granny Callie to always face his threats head-on. Never run. Bob’s only goal now was to save lives. He scooted ahead, a steady stream of lead zipping just six inches above his head.

			As he neared the North Vietnamese bunker, he pulled a fragmentation grenade from his web gear (or load-carrying equipment) and removed the pin. He lobbed the explosive into the enemy’s emplacement and pressed his face into the soil as a red-orange burst of flame erupted in the pillbox. Once again, he had wiped out an enemy gun team.

			Howard stood and dashed back across the clearing to check on his recon platoon comrades. Their mission was to destroy a sizable NVA supply dump that a besieged MACV-SOG recon team had discovered. But they had encountered a much larger force that had no intention of allowing the American Special Forces men to further damage their cache of weapons and food. Within minutes, NVA soldiers returned to one of the many nearby machine-gun nests. The SOG team was pinned down by bullets once again.

			While others took cover and fired back, Howard crept over to one of his indigenous grenadiers. Bullets thumped into the soil and jungle foliage all around him as he grabbed an anti-tank rocket launcher.

			“Cover me!” Howard shouted.

			Another Green Beret rose and began spraying the bunker with automatic weapon fire. Struggling with his injured clavicle and wiping blood from his eyes, Howard stood up and tried to keep as low a profile as possible. As machine-gun bullets zipped around him, he charged toward the new target.

			

			—

			Howard’s actions on this mission were heroic. But for this Special Forces recon man, they were merely typical of his nature. His senior commanders thought enough of Howard’s valor this day to write him up for the Medal of Honor. And after subsequent missions, Howard’s superiors would submit his name for the Medal of Honor a second and third time.

			Time and time again, Bob Howard survived missions that should have claimed his life. Others wondered if he had a special charm or maybe even a deal with the devil. In the most dire of situations, he often ignored his own wounds and charged the enemy. It was the only way he knew how to fight.

			During one recon mission, Howard was rendered unconscious by the explosion of a rifle grenade that tossed his body like a rag doll. He awoke to find his right ankle too injured for him to walk. His legs and groin had been ripped by shrapnel. Blood poured into his eyes from head lacerations, and his CAR-15 automatic rifle (Colt Automatic Rifle-15 Commandos, designed in 1966 as a lighter-weight and controllable carbine version of the M16A1) had been blasted apart. As Howard struggled to pull himself up, he was suddenly aware of a horrifying sight and a stomach-turning smell. Just yards away, a North Vietnamese soldier had emerged from the brush with a flamethrower. The NVA killer methodically moved among the writhing bodies of Howard’s injured comrades, incinerating them with liquid fire. Howard was practically defenseless as the enemy soldier approached him and swung the flamethrower in his direction.

			On another mission, already wounded by shrapnel, Howard and his company commander ran across an open field to help rescue survivors of an American Huey helicopter that had been shot down near them. Howard calmly shot down charging NVA soldiers as he worked to pull wounded aviators from the blazing wreckage.

			His SOG comrades were impressed as stories of Bob Howard began to circulate on base in the wake of successful operations. They learned how the sergeant had been shot through the shoulder during a firefight but refused to be extracted by a medevac chopper. Howard remained on the ground with his team for two more days to complete the mission. During a different operation, his comrades watched in awe as Howard raced forward to tackle and subdue a North Vietnamese soldier. Covered by his team, Howard raced back with the NVA man slung over his shoulder and deposited him before the team’s interpreter for interrogation.

			Howard’s military medical records would later show that, over the course of his service, he suffered multiple gunshot wounds to his face, head, both legs, and right foot. He endured spinal injuries, a nasal fracture, and shrapnel and blast wounds to his neck, face, buttocks, hands, and legs. By his own count, Bob Howard was wounded in action fourteen different times during his four tours of duty in Vietnam. The U.S. Army officially processed only eight Purple Hearts for his wounds, as he never bothered to submit paperwork for some of them. Valor medals meant far less to Howard than the feeling of completing a mission successfully.

			Howard is one of a little over 3,500 U.S. service veterans as of this date to have received the nation’s highest honor, the Medal of Honor. He holds the distinction of being the only soldier nominated for the Medal of Honor three times over a thirteen-month period. He is the most decorated Green Beret, with more than fifty awards and ribbons for valor and distinctive service in combat.

			Other servicemen have collected more total medals for valor, leaving historians to debate who is truly the most decorated American soldier based on rank of commendations. But Robert Lewis Howard’s accomplishments rank him in the same class as American military heroes such as World War II’s Audie Murphy and World War I’s Alvin York.

			Recon commanders who ran MACV-SOG missions with Howard in Vietnam would later declare him to be the bravest man they had ever met. They said he was a man any leader would want to have on his mission, because Howard simply acted without an ounce of fear under fire. A man of faith, Bob Howard more than once offered his own perspective on his survival.

			“I ran with the devil, but God always had my back.”
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			“Run Towards Your Problems”

			The preteen boy was panting heavily as he reached the porch of his family’s modest, whitewashed wood-frame house. Sitting atop a hill inside the little town of Opelika, Alabama, the Howard home was accessed by a single road that led back into town to the school campus.

			Bob Howard was relieved. For five straight days, he had successfully evaded several older boys—the school bullies—who lived downhill from his family. Bob’s family was dirt-poor, and good things rarely came to him. But he was proudly sporting a new pair of tennis shoes. The shoes were not brand-new, but they were new to him. The bullies had taunted him at school, promising that he wouldn’t be keeping them for long.[1]

			As grade school let out each day, Bob decided his only chance to avoid a fight was to utilize his speed. He was physically fit, and running was something that had always come naturally to him. As he neared the neighboring homes of the boys, Bob broke into a full sprint. He was only lightly sweating as he outraced them up the hill and reached his home. Once again, he had dodged the older boys.

			The boys shouted jeers and went on their way as Bob reached the porch. He was surprised when his Granny Callie appeared from around the corner of the house. Only later did he learn that she had been secretly spying on him each day as he ran up the hill away from the bigger boys.

			Callie Elizabeth Bowen Nichols, a petite woman in her early fifties, was a tough-as-nails, no-nonsense person. With Bob’s parents struggling to make ends meet and with several small children in the Howard home, she had long been a big help for the family. Callie’s husband, Virgil, had passed away in 1938, leaving her with two children to raise. In 1939, when Callie’s daughter, Martha, gave birth to her first child, Callie was still raising her own seven-year-old son, Virgil Wesley Nichols. Once Virgil was old enough to strike out on his own, Callie devoted her time to helping her daughter raise her own large family in Opelika. Her grandson Robert, known as “Bob,” was the oldest, followed by his sister Betty Jean (“Jeannie”) and younger brother Charlie, who was known as “Bo.” Three other Howard children—Frances, Judith, and Steve—were still too young for grade school, and Martha was pregnant again. Martha’s husband, Charlie, was rarely home to assist with the kids.

			Callie helped tend to the little ones and instilled values and morals in the older Howard kids. Bob Howard would always remember his Granny Callie as a devout Christian; she was one of the few positive role models young Bob and his eldest sister, Jeannie, had. She taught the two children how to read from the Bible and empowered Bob with the drive to make something of himself. The Howard kids respected their Granny Callie. So it was no small matter when she grabbed young Bob by his ear.

			“Boy, what have you been running from?” she said.

			Between gasps for breath, Bob began relating his story. Callie waved him quiet with her hand. She was not a fan of fighting, but she knew that her grandson would not be able to avoid conflict through the rest of the school year.

			Granny Callie stared into his bright blue eyes. “I’d better never catch you running from something ever again,” she said. “If you’re going to run, you best run towards your problems, not away!”[2]

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

			Her succinct advice would stick with Bob Howard through the rest of his life.

			The following day, Bob tied up his new shoes and headed off to school. That afternoon on the way home, he steeled his nerves as he approached the homes of the older boys. When he was confronted by the Opelika bullies, he looked them straight in the eyes. He did not run up the hill.

			Granny Callie wasn’t sure what to say at first when her grandson arrived home. His clothes were dirty and torn and he was sweaty. His face, arms, and fists had scratches and bruises. Young Bob didn’t offer many details on how well he had stood his ground. He merely smiled and pointed at his feet.

			He was still wearing his new sneakers.

			

			—

			
			Robert Lewis Howard was born on July 11, 1939, in Opelika, Alabama. His parents were young and struggled to make ends meet in their little community. Opelika, the county seat of Lee County, was located a hundred miles southwest of Atlanta and only twenty minutes from the Georgia border. Opelika was chartered as a town in 1854; its population in 1939 was just greater than six thousand souls.

			Robert’s father, Charlie C. Howard, had been born in Lee County in 1920 to Barney Howard and Nettie Brown. One of seven kids, Charlie was raised in a poor farming family who rode out the Great Depression in Alabama. During World War II, Charlie and his three brothers—Barney, Palmer, and Homer—each enlisted or were drafted into the U.S. Army and fought for their country. All returned home, although Palmer Howard was wounded in action in the Mediterranean Theater in the spring of 1944. Charlie married Martha Nichols, who gave birth to their first son, Robert Lewis Howard, before she reached the age of fifteen.

			By the time Charlie Howard enlisted in the Army in 1944, he and Martha had two more children, Betty Jean and Charles Howard Jr. Their marriage would eventually produce seven kids. During the war, Martha Howard helped provide for her growing family by working at a local textile mill. Oldest son Robert and some of his siblings helped work the farm and pick cotton in their youth while attending grade school in Opelika.

			Charlie Howard was a hard-drinking, unpleasant man after he returned from the war. He became a taxi driver for a local company where others from his family worked. His long work hours and bouts with alcohol left little time for raising his kids.

			As Bob reached his teen years, school was far from the most important thing in his life. He was powerfully built and athletic and involved in football and other sports, but he had a larger purpose—to escape from Opelika, blaze his own trails, and avoid ending up like his father.

			Bob remembered that when he was a young boy, people delivered government-assistance milk and cheese to his home. Although the family was dirt-poor, he was impressed that his Granny Callie always managed to help provide for the Howard boys who had gone off to war. She would pack one-gallon syrup cans full of homemade cookies to ship overseas.

			Callie instilled a strong sense of patriotism in her grandchildren. “She taught me in a simple old way to appreciate my country and the love of our country,” Bob later recalled.

			“Every time you see the American flag, you see freedom, liberty, and Almighty God,” she told her grandson. This belief would remain with Bob Howard throughout his life. Another was “Never have hate in your heart.”

			During high school, Bob worked for the same taxi company as his father. He served as a “taxicab starter” and as a dispatcher, sending out cabbies for patrons who had requested a ride. The thirty dollars per month he earned was enough to convince him that he did not need to finish high school. Like many other teenage boys in prewar America, he quit school to help provide for his family. But by 1956, Bob returned to school long enough to earn his high-school-equivalency diploma.

			When Howard turned seventeen on July 11, 1956, he already had a plan for his escape from Opelika. The U.S. Army base at Fort Benning, Georgia, near Columbus, was only a forty-five-minute drive from Opelika. As a little boy, he had seen young paratroopers marching past his home. Standing by the roadside, Bob had marveled at their khaki uniforms and the glider patches some wore on their hats and shoulders.

			As he approached his seventeenth birthday, he had become convinced of a new purpose.

			I’d like to be a paratrooper, he thought. I want to jump out of airplanes.
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			Airborne

			Charlie Howard was furious. His oldest son, Bob, had just earned his high-school-equivalency diploma in June 1956. But one evening in July, Bob returned home and announced to his father that he had met with an Army recruiter and was interested in enlisting. Since he was only seventeen, he would need a parent’s approval—and his father didn’t approve. Charlie wished for his son to take a regular job and avoid the hell of war that he had endured.

			Charlie’s hot temper flared, and he stormed down to the recruiter’s office to berate him for more than an hour. Once Charlie cooled down a few days later, Bob was able to change his father’s mind. He enlisted on July 20, 1956, a little more than a week after his birthday.[1]

			Bob Howard’s Basic training commenced at Fort Jackson, South Carolina. Originally created in 1917 as Camp Jackson when the U.S. entered World War I, the facility was reactivated for World War II as one of the country’s largest training bases. Howard learned further skills at the Advanced Individual Training (AIT) school at Fort Gordon, Georgia. Powerfully built, Bob did not find Basic to be overly challenging.

			“I was in good shape, physically,” he recalled. “It was a lot of harassment, hollering and screaming, and making you do push-ups and physical things. I enjoyed firing the weapons. It was not difficult.” The hardest part for Howard was seeing fellow recruits who were not in shape struggle with the physical demands and the mental challenges. For him, the most rewarding part of his months of training was coaching the weaker ones in his platoon. “I kinda catered to the underprivileged,” he remembered.[2]

			Standing six feet tall and weighing 170 pounds, he was by nature a gentle man with a warrior’s heart. Years later, some would say he resembled the actor Clint Eastwood, with his sardonic smile, chiseled features, and blue eyes. His stern look was often enough to turn away a challenger, but those who knew Bob well understood that he would give all to protect another in need.

			During his Basic training, Howard became friends with Stephen Day from Spokane, Washington; the twenty-one-year-old had been drafted around the time that Bob volunteered to go into the Army. During one of their liberties, Howard took his buddy Steve back to Opelika with him to visit his family. He introduced his friend to his younger sister Jeannie, and the two soon became an item They later married and would live together for thirty-one years until Steve passed away in 1990. Although Howard and his brother-in-law Steve would not spend time together in combat, they would remain very close friends throughout their military careers.[3]

			At Fort Gordon, Howard found that weapons and ammunition were somewhat scarce during the Cold War era. During drills, he was often issued only a wooden weapon. For firing practice, Bob and his squad mates were given the semiautomatic M1 Garand rifle, which had been used since before World War II. “They gave us only three rounds of ammunition to zero our rifles,” Howard recalled. “The ones that had good weapons and could qualify with two rounds, we passed the ammunition to guys that couldn’t qualify with three rounds.” The Garand would be replaced in March 1958 by the selective-fire M14.[4]

			Howard endured rough treatment throughout Basic. But thanks to the morals instilled in him about the military and patriotism, Bob never argued with his sergeants, even when called on to pick up trash and cigarette butts around the base, mow grass, or pull KP duty. He never complained, even when the first boots he was issued were too large for him and his first uniform was untailored. He learned to improvise and overcome every challenge.

			The Army offered three square meals a day, a far cry from his years as a poor boy in Opelika, when hot meals were not taken for granted. Upon graduation from AIT in 1957, Private Howard was assigned to Fort Hood, Texas, near Killeen. Located about halfway between Waco and Austin, Fort Hood initially comprised more than 158,000 acres and could billet more than 88,000 officers and men.

			By 1954, the U.S. Army III Corps had made Fort Hood its headquarters, where officers supervised the training of combat units. (During Bob Howard’s time at the base, perhaps the most famous trainee to come through was one Elvis Aaron Presley, already a rock and roll and movie star before being drafted.) Howard spent 1958 and 1959 alternately engaged as a powerman, an automobile maintenance helper, and a power generator operator with the 53rd Signal Battalion and later with the 54th Signal Company. Although this work was not a combat military occupation specialty (MOS), Bob’s previous experience with the taxi company helped guide his early assignments. He soon rose in rank from private to private first class up to specialist fourth class (pay grade E-4).

			But there his progress would stall for several years. His enthusiasm waned, and his dream of becoming a paratrooper did not materialize. Finally, one of his sergeants advised him sternly, “You’re going to get kicked out if you don’t show that you can be mature.” Bob wanted to be promoted, so he decided it was high time to lay off having fun and drinking too much and become a family man.[5]

			One young lady he had met at the local dance hall had caught his eye. Her name was Tina LaRuth Dickenson, a twenty-one-year-old brunette. Tall, slender, and attractive, she pronounced her first name “Tie-nah.” Bob learned that she was a local girl who lived in nearby Temple, Texas, where she had been raised by her parents, Rufus and Emma Mae “Molly” Holley Dickenson. Like Bob, she had not yet found the right person, but she seemed ready for a change in her life.

			Bob explained his desire to change his ways and become serious. “I need to marry somebody,” he said. “You want out?”[6]

			Although his proposal was blunt, Tina saw a future with Bob Howard and agreed that they should get married. Their wedding in Bell County on March 21, 1959, was simple, but their union was solid. Bob moved from the bunkhouse to married quarters at Fort Hood, and the change seemed to motivate him.

			When his initial enlistment expired, Bob traveled to Montgomery, Alabama, in early April 1959 after his honeymoon and reenlisted in the U.S. Army for six more years. He listed his job occupation as “professional soldier,” and he was now more committed than ever to provide for his wife and future family.

			Per his reenlistment request, Howard was assigned to the 426th Supply and Transportation Battalion of the 101st Airborne Division, stationed at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Bob’s dream of becoming a paratrooper like his father, Charlie, and uncles Homer, Palmer, and Barney was finally realized. “The first time I flew on an airplane, I jumped out of it,” he later recalled.[7] As part of the fabled 101st of World War II fame, Bob Howard successfully completed his three-week qualification course.

			Being Airborne qualified also meant extra pay. Whereas a buck private earned only eighty-three dollars and twenty cents a month, an Airborne assignment added fifty-five dollars per month. After graduating from Airborne School, Howard was sent to a three-week parachute rigger course at Fort Lee, Virginia. Every one of his initial parachute jumps was a thrill.

			“It just seemed like up there, I was a little closer to God,” he said. “For a few seconds in life, there was just nobody up there but me and my Maker.” As a rigger, he fully appreciated the need for triple-checking everything. When one of the old chutes failed to open, he knew he had only seconds to respond with his emergency chute. As Howard would later tell his friends, “I’ve never seen an atheist on a battlefield or getting ready to jump out of an airplane.”[8]

			Specialist Fourth Class Howard was assigned as a parachute rigger with the 612th Quartermaster Company at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. He and his wife, Tina, settled into base life on the massive 251-square-mile base that bordered the towns of Fayetteville, Spring Lake, and Southern Pines. He remained there into 1961, when he was assigned his first overseas tour of duty as a rigger with the 557th Quartermaster Company in France. During the two years he was stationed in Europe, Bob would miss out on plenty with his family.

			On September 21, 1961, Tina gave birth to their first child, daughter Denicia. With her husband away for an extended period, Tina returned to Bell County, Texas, to be near her father, Rufus Dickenson, in his Temple home. Her mother had passed away in 1957, but her aunt, Annie Marie Shiplett, and her cousins helped with raising her daughter in the modest rental house that she secured. Denicia was more than a year old before her father returned Stateside as part of A Company of the 5th Supply and Transportation Battalion of the 5th Infantry Division.

			Howard served in this role at Fort Carson, Colorado, until early 1964, when he was transferred to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, to serve as a senior parachute packer for B Company of the 426th Supply and Transportation Battalion. During that year, Bob Howard enjoyed two particular events more than anything else. The first was news of the birth of his second daughter, Melissa, on April 2, 1964. During the latter stages of her pregnancy, Tina had remained with her extended family in Texas for assistance with two-year-old Denicia. Howard would later admit to his younger daughter that the unique pronunciation of her name (“Mah-lisa”) was in honor of an old French girlfriend he’d had while stationed in Europe.[9]

			The other noteworthy 1964 event for Bob Howard was his promotion to sergeant (pay grade E-5). By early 1965, he was serving as a senior parachute packer with the 104th Quartermaster Company of the 101st Airborne Division. Although far removed from the world crisis in Vietnam, Sergeant Howard was very aware that American forces could be deployed at any time. And as a member of the 101st Airborne, known as the “Screaming Eagles,” he knew his number could be called sooner than others.

			Following strikes on U.S. naval ships in the summer of 1964, Congress had approved the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in August. President Lyndon Johnson was granted permission to use all necessary measures to repel armed attacks against U.S. forces in order to prevent further aggression. In the wake of an attack on a U.S. Army base in Pleiku, South Vietnam, American air strikes commenced, and more ground troops were moved into the area. The beginning of the American ground war in Vietnam came in March 1965, when the first U.S. Marines landed near Da Nang, South Vietnam.

			Charlie Howard’s concerns about his son joining the military and being shipped off to war were now legitimate. By May 5, the 173rd Airborne Brigade became the first U.S. Army ground unit committed to the conflict. It was only the start of what would be a significant buildup of U.S. troops in the region.

			“I didn’t know much about Vietnam at the time, but I knew we were at war,” Howard recalled. Reality sank in when in June 1965 the division was alerted that it would soon be deployed. The base went into lockdown mode as troops, equipment, and supplies were readied for movement overseas. An advance party of the 101st was flown to Nha Trang, while the bulk of the brigade prepared to fly from Fort Campbell, Kentucky, to the Army terminal in Oakland, California.[10]

			Bob Howard’s family was prepared. His wife, Tina, with her daughters, Denicia and Melissa, had settled back into the Temple area in an apartment near her father. There they would be looked after by other family members, including Tina’s aunt, Annie, until Sergeant Howard could return from the war. After nine years of noncombat military life, Bob fully understood the risks involved in where he was heading.

			His introduction to the hell of ground warfare was just weeks away.
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			Into the Grave

			Sergeant Bob Howard was awake long before dawn on July 7, 1965. He and his fellow troops of the 101st Airborne Division were herded like cattle onto trucks for the ride from their Fort Campbell barracks to the airfield. Then he hauled his heavy duffel bags and combat gear on the civilian airliner and readied himself for the cross-country flight to San Francisco International Airport.[1]

			Several hours later, Howard and hundreds of other Airborne soldiers crammed into buses for the ride to the dock at the Oakland Army Terminal. Clutching his duffel bags, eager to head toward overseas action, Howard shuffled toward the waiting ship. There he walked up the gangplank and boarded a 510-foot rusting transport vessel named the General LeRoy Eltinge. During the Second World War, the aging Liberty ship had often carried twenty-five hundred men, but it was now packed with thirty-seven hundred paratroopers from the 101st’s 1st Brigade. Howard was one of the 792 men of the 1st Battalion, 327th Infantry Regiment, 1st Brigade, 101st Airborne Division.

			He was sent three decks below in the Eltinge, where the men were stacked like cordwood in four-high racks for their voyage to the Vietnam War. At 0600 on July 8, the troopship was underway from her dock without much fanfare. An Army band blared out martial melodies, but there were no throngs of cheering civilians to bid Howard and his comrades goodbye.[2]

			The following morning, the Eltinge plowed through heavy seas that left many of the young soldiers unable to keep down their chow. The sights and smells often caused more men to get sick. Howard did his best to maintain his physical shape with calisthenics, but space was limited. He passed his twenty-sixth birthday on board. Six days out of port, the brigade’s executive officer (XO, or second officer in command), Lieutenant Colonel Charles Rogers, announced they were heading for South Vietnam. He concluded his speech by chanting the Screaming Eagles division slogan, “We have a rendezvous with destiny!”[3]

			Howard considered the voyage “a lifetime experience.” After the first seventeen days on the ship, water rationing was in place. The troops took “hard water” baths in salt water. “It seemed like you couldn’t stay clean,” he remembered. “You’d get in the shower and the soap wouldn’t lather.” Meals were even a challenge, with the men standing in line with food trays as the Eltinge rolled about in the open ocean. “I was eager to get to war, to get off that ship,” Howard said.[4]

			On July 24, the Eltinge reached the American naval base at Subic Bay in the Philippines for refueling. Underway the following day, the ship steamed into the South China Sea and made her approach to the coast of Indochina. By the morning of July 29, the Eltinge had reached the beautiful blue waters of Cam Ranh Bay on South Vietnam’s central shores. The American troops going ashore would be charged with helping to repel a Communist insurgency that seemed close to toppling the South Vietnamese government.

			After weeks of training for a true amphibious landing, Howard was disappointed to find that his company would be floated off their troopship on transports and then run up to the beach. With his loaded rifle in hand and his personal gear on his back, Howard joined his unit in climbing down rope ladders to reach the LCVPs (landing craft vehicle personnel) bobbing in the waves below. “People were falling off the ropes into the China Sea trying to get into the troop transport,” he remembered.

			By the time his squad was on board the small vessel, rifles at the ready, it was nearly two a.m. on July 30. Their beachhead was fully secured, so there was no mass panic of storming ashore under enemy gunfire. But in the darkness, Howard had no idea of the water’s depth when the vessel’s ramp crashed down into the water. It had not pulled all the way up onto the beach, as the men had been led to believe. Leading his squad, he charged forward and stepped off into the ocean. Heavily weighted, he plunged some twelve feet deep before his boots hit the sand. Howard struggled to bounce forward and kick himself upward to gasp for a breath of air.

			I’m going to drown before I even get on the beach! he thought.

			Some members of his squad dropped their weapons and other gear as they struggled to reach shallow water. “If there had been any enemy there, they would have killed us all,” Howard recalled, exasperated.

			Howard and his fellow paratroopers helped unload the Eltinge during the following hours. He was impressed that Generals William C. Westmoreland and Maxwell D. Taylor, both former commanders of the Screaming Eagles, were on hand to greet the 101st Division. Howard’s battalion advanced across the bay from the Cam Ranh peninsula to establish their base camp near the hamlet of Dong Ba Thin along Highway 1. The ensuing days were spent establishing the camp and training at the various squad, platoon, and company levels.[5]

			After sorting out supply issues, Bob Howard’s brigade moved forward to seek and destroy Viet Cong forces west of Nha Trang. No enemy contact was made during the mid-August Operation Anvil, but the 101st gained valuable experience in conducting large operations. Next, the brigade began movement to An Khe in Binh Dinh Province to provide security for the arrival of the 1st Cavalry Division. By August 24, Howard’s 1st Battalion of the 327th Infantry Regiment moved its equipment by sea to the coastal town of Qui Nhon, where the paratroopers would screen the arrival of Korean units.

			During his early weeks in Vietnam, Sergeant Howard found himself leading his squad on various search-and-clear operations. Once one area was declared clear, the group advanced to another, gradually moving beyond the zone already secured by the 1st Infantry Division. “We didn’t get much information at my level as a sergeant,” he recalled. In a constant state of confusion, he was discouraged as he learned that his force would cover the arrival of other military groups. “What for?” he asked one of his comrades. “There’s no war going on here. We haven’t made any contact with any enemy.”[6]

			

			—

			Howard would find action soon enough. But his first six weeks were annoying at best.

			This is not what I was trained to do, he thought. Without solid intelligence, he had little knowledge of where his enemy was located. Even worse, he was being ordered around by fresh lieutenants younger than he was who were equally uninformed. At one point, he told one of the lieutenants, “Tell the captain the men are frustrated. They want to fight. Where’s the enemy? Let’s go fight the enemy.”

			That wish began to slowly materialize as his battalion pushed forward into the area beyond Qui Nhon and conducted infantry operations. “We started making contact with the enemy forces and started to experience hasty ambushes and people being shot by snipers as we moved to an area,” he recalled. “Then we started seeing the Vietnamese people in the villages, and we started getting serious. We knew we were at war.”

			Without quality maps of the region, Sergeant Howard was often baffled by precisely where his C Company was moving. At night, sporadic gunfire and mortar rounds became more common. One day, his battalion was tasked with clearing a large area to set up a battalion-sized base camp. Large tents, each sizable enough to hold an infantry squad of about ten men, were erected during the late afternoon. Howard had scarcely gotten to sleep that night when explosions suddenly began rocking his company’s perimeter around two a.m.

			Mortar explosions sporadically lit up the area, and the ground trembled. Excited soldiers charged out of their tents and began firing. Bob’s company commander announced that they were being assaulted by a North Vietnamese Army (NVA) force, but Bob would later learn that their immediate enemies were in fact Viet Cong soldiers. Officially the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, this armed Communist organization fighting under the direction of North Vietnam included both regular army and guerrilla units, all known as Viet Cong (or “VC” to most American soldiers). In the confusion of the moment, it mattered little to Howard. They all dress in black uniforms, he thought. We’re not going to be able to identify them, much less even see them in the dark. For the moment, he was more concerned that American troops might be firing on one another. After gathering his squad, Howard hurried over to his platoon leader.

			“What’s my mission?” he demanded. “We’re being attacked. Just give me a position on the ground and I’ll defend it!”

			The lieutenant assigned Howard to set up an outer base perimeter, just beyond the platoon’s new base camp. The late-evening hours had been spent erecting the camp, so Howard had not been afforded the luxury of scouting about the immediate area to learn the terrain. To his surprise, as his squad moved forward, they found themselves in a local cemetery outside Qui Nhon.

			Rifles continued firing from all directions, each creating brief muzzle flashes that further challenged good night vision. Howard, directing his men to various defensive points, stood exposed as bullets zinged by and ricocheted off unseen objects. The next instant, he felt a powerful blow to his face that knocked him off his feet.

			Howard fell backward, then tumbled into a hole with fresh dirt pushed up all around it. As he hit the ground, his body struck a large, heavy object just below the soil. When he felt his face, he found his hands suddenly covered with warm liquid. I’m bleeding! I’ve been hit!

			Bob was stunned, and he wondered if half his head had been blown away. He probed the right side of his face and felt an opening. A bullet had pierced his cheek beside his nose and smashed through some of his upper and lower teeth before exiting through his lower-right jaw. Spitting blood, he feared that he was mortally wounded. For the moment, at least, he was alive. With mortar explosions erupting some distance away and bullets zinging about him in all directions, he felt terribly exposed.

			He had no idea whether he had been shot by a Viet Cong or an American. His only immediate thought was to keep his head down to avoid being hit again. Howard clawed into the dirt mound he had disturbed and pressed his face into the soil. As he wriggled about to attain the lowest possible profile, he found himself lying against a solid body.

			In the brief flashes of light, he suddenly realized he had tumbled into a Vietnamese grave. The locals buried their dead partially upright, with a mound above ground level, and the corpse in a vertical burial position. As Howard pressed himself tighter into the mound, he was mortified to find that he was hugging the rotting corpse of a recently deceased Vietnamese person.

			But he dared not crawl away and become a prime target. He decided that it was better to dig in and lie still until the shooting subsided. But doing so was stomach turning. Each movement smeared rotting flesh from the corpse across his face and body. The stench was unbearable. And he could feel maggots crawling all over him.

			Touching his face was painful and only further smeared the gore, which made him sick. As he vomited to one side, sharp pain raced through his head like a lightning strike. That hurt worse than being shot in the face.

			Semiconscious, he lay in agony for the next few hours. Maggots crawled over his face and under his collar. But he decided to wait until the shooting died down. When the first rays of dawn began illuminating the area, and Howard’s company moved forward to check on the wounded, they found him pressed against the decaying corpse, his own face covered in blood and other ooze.

			“The company commander found me,” Howard recalled. “They realized I was not dead, so they got some medics over there and started treating me.”

			Sergeant Howard’s first big firefight in Vietnam was nearly his last. He would later come to believe that his life had been spared because the bullet that struck him had apparently ricocheted off a tree, lessening the impact to some degree.

			Medics administered morphine and hustled him in a stretcher back toward the division hospital established at Qui Nhon.
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			Special Forces

			His face heavily bandaged, Bob Howard lay on a cot in the Qui Nhon field evacuation hospital. The medics treating him said that the round that struck his face was from a 7.62mm weapon, likely an AK-47 assault rifle. Surgeons replaced teeth broken on both the upper and the lower right side of his mouth, and they reconstructed part of his face.

			His rehab would take weeks, but he was able to speak with only minor difficulty. He found that the wounded man lying in the bunk next to him was a sergeant from the 5th Special Forces Group Airborne (SFGA). He was a twenty-nine-year-old New Yorker named John Curtin, and the two had first met during their Airborne training. Howard and Curtin discussed their wounds and soon became engaged in a long conversation about their military specialties. To Howard, Special Forces had a certain appeal: covert missions into enemy territory, the chance to grab Viet Cong prisoners, and plenty of action. It all sounded better than blindly patrolling into poorly mapped villages and having firefights in the dead of night when opponents could not even be seen.[1]

			As Howard and Curtin talked one day, the medical staff came to attention as a senior officer entered the facility. Howard learned from his friend that it was Colonel William McKean, commander of the 5th SFGA and Curtin’s CO (commanding officer). As the colonel made his rounds, he stopped to check on the Special Forces sergeant to see how his wounds were healing.

			I’m shot up worse than him! Howard thought. And nobody’s coming around here to check on me.

			As Curtin chatted with McKean, he suddenly said, “I’ve got a good friend here named Sergeant Howard. He’s with the 101st. He got shot in Qui Nhon. We need a guy like him in Special Forces.”[2]

			McKean turned to Howard. “What unit are you in, son?”

			“I’m in the First Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, First Battalion, 327th Infantry Regiment, Charlie Company, sir,” Howard replied in his slow Alabama drawl through his shattered jaw.

			The colonel duly made note of Howard’s unit, name, and serial number, and asked him if he was interested in Special Forces.

			“My God, if I can get out of the 101st, I’d really like that,” said Howard. “You know, I can train. I can fight. We’re a little bit disorganized and don’t know what we’re doing. So if you’ve got a job for an infantry sergeant, I’ll volunteer for it.”

			“Well, all right, son,” said McKean. “The Fifth can always use another good warrior. Let’s get you healed up.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Howard gave little thought to the chance meeting with the Special Forces (SF) colonel until he was discharged from the field hospital days later. His face still bandaged, he climbed into a two-and-a-half-ton truck (a “deuce and a half” in Army lingo) for the ride back to the 101st’s base camp. Upon
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